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 Introduction
When students attend a college program, they have certain expectations.  One of those expectations is that they will gain specific knowledge, skills, and abilities related to their chosen field.  Furthermore, there is an expectation that the institution will provide a quality education.  To ensure this, educational institutions should periodically evaluate their programs.  

The Evergreen State College (TESC) is undergoing a self-assessment of its Master of Public Administration (MPA) program.  In support of this undertaking, a research project was conducted to answer the following question:

Which knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA’s) do students and alumni expect graduates of the TESC MPA program to possess?

In addition to examining the above research question, the research team also evaluated student satisfaction with TESC’s MPA program and alumni perceptions of how helpful their TESC MPA education was in achieving their career goals.  Finally, the research team also gathered data to support TESC’s decision on whether to seek NASPAA accreditation for the MPA program. 

The TESC’s MPA program serves up a curriculum that meets a majority of the KSA’s expected by students.  Student perceptions on the MPA program’s quality are mixed, but still at a level where it can be said that students are generally satisfied with the overall program quality.  With a few changes in curriculum content and the overall program the research team believes student perception of the MPA program’s quality can be improved.
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Both the Federal government and Washington State use KSA’s in developing job descriptions and expectations for applicants.  Through online surveys students were asked to rate the importance of including specific KSA’s in the TESC’s MPA program.  These results were compared to alumni survey responses on the MPA program’s effectiveness at teaching the same list of KSA’s.  

The comparison revealed four KSA’s that likely need more emphasis in the TESC MPA program (see appendix A for a complete comparison chart).  Both Project/Program Management and Strategic Planning received high mean scores for importance by students.  However, alumni mean scores for effectiveness of teaching these two KSA’s were nearly a point lower.  

Alumni survey participants identified two other KSA’s requiring more attention in TESC’s MPA program: Budget & Finance and Personnel Management.  Over a one-point difference exists in the student ranking of importance and alumni ranking of effectiveness in teaching of these two [image: image4.wmf]Students reasons for attending TESC's MPA Program
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KSA’s (see figure 1).  This quantitative data coupled with the qualitative data collected from alumni supports the need for the program to strengthen its focus on budget & finance and personnel management.  Regarding budgeting one alumnus wrote, “More info on local budget processes of local governments including tribes. We discussed budgeting cycles, etc, but maybe creating a mock budget for any portion of local and tribal governments would have been great.  Budgets [sic] seem simple, but there are so many different requirements, so many different methods, a complete budgeting process would've been great. There were surface level introductions, but complete info where allowed would have been beneficial.”   
[image: image5.emf]Student Rating of the Overall MPA Program Quality

4.88

4.50

5.00

5.67

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

All 24-33 34-43 44-53

Average Rating

Age Grouping

*

*

* Statistically significant difference between groups.

When asked about what KSA’s were missing from the TESC MPA program one alumni survey respondent wrote, “You covered them all pretty well.... the most important of those missing for me has been personnel management.... almost nothing.  It's a huge part of administration and deserves serious inclusion in your curriculum.  Learning this on the job may be the best way to learn, but having fair warning on employee supervision, motivation, would have helped me immensely.”

While not a listed KSA, students participating in both focus groups expressed positive feelings toward the inclusion of linking public administration to the U.S. Constitution and democracy found in the first year core course.    

     Program Satisfaction/Quality

Several points of data were used to assess student satisfaction with TESC’s MPA program.  Student participants were asked the likelihood they would recommend TESC’s MPA program to a coworker on a scale of one (definitely would not recommend) to seven (definitely would recommend).  Students will recommend TESC’s MPA program to others, responding to the survey question with an average rating of 5.06.  Participants in the student focus groups echoed the survey results.  The general consensus among the participants was that they would recommend TESC’s MPA program.  One participant said they would recommend the program, but would make sure they knew what they wanted to get out of it.  When asked to expound on the comment, the participant commented that one gets what they want out of the program meaning that the program requires a lot of self-motivation to learn what you want.  
The online survey also asked students to rate the usefulness of the first year core and second year core courses.  A disparity was revealed in student perceptions of the usefulness of first year core course.  On a scale of one (not very useful) to seven (very useful), students attending the first year core course during the 2005-06 school year rated the course, on average, 3.83.  Students participating in the focus group reinforced the rating of first year core in the 2005-06 school year stating it was not good and lacked quality and rigor.  Changes were made to the first year core course prior to the start of the 2006-07 school year.  Based on the survey results from students attending the first year core course in the 2006-07 school year, the changes have been positive; the average rating jumped a full point to 4.88.  

Students scoring the usefulness of second year core, a majority of who were in the 2005-06 first year core course, gave the course an average score of 5.47.  Both the quantitative and qualitative data indicates that the quality issue surrounding first year core was isolated to the 2005-06 school year, but based on the quantitative data regarding the first year core course in the 2006-07 school year room for improvement still exists. 

Overall program quality was also investigated; garnering an average score of 4.88 from students on a scale of one (not very good) to seven (very good).  The analysis of the data revealed that perceptions of overall program quality varied with the age of the student.  Older students had perceived higher program quality then younger students. (See figure 2).  A statistically significant difference in the average program quality rating between students in the age group of 24 to 33 and students ages 44 to 53.       

The examination of alumni feelings toward TESC’s MPA program were similar to that of students.  When asked, alumni who graduated from the MPA program since 2001, rated their likelihood of recommending TESC’s MPA program as 5.69 on a scale of one (definitely would not recommend) to seven (definitely would recommend).  Alumni were also asked to rate the helpfulness of the MPA program in achieving their career goals.  Graduates since 2001 rated the average helpfulness a 4.92 on a one (not very helpful) to seven (very helpful).  


     Teaching Methods

In the student focus groups, participants were asked to comment on the variety of teaching methods used by TESC faculty.  Common favorites among both groups of students were guest speakers and workshops.  Guest speakers were considered valuable for injecting real-world public service practice into the classroom.  Students felt that workshops provided a similar benefit in that they were able to put theory to practice.  Both focus group participants also valued reviewing real-world public administration work through case studies. On a negative note, focus group participants felt the program lacked critical feedback from faculty on written assignments and oral presentations

.  

 


     NASPAA Accreditation

TESC is currently considering the pursuit of NASPAA accreditation for the MPA program.  When reviewing student perceptions regarding this issue the data indicate students are not sensitive to a program’s NASPAA accreditation status.  According to our survey, the top three reasons students attended TESC’s MPA program were evening and weekend classes, proximity to home and/or work, and cost (see figure 3).  This information, when combined with student indifference to the NASPAA accreditation question (Forty-nine percent of students indicated that NASPAA accreditation would not have impacted their decision, while another 31% indicating they did not know or did not know NASPAA) would appear to indicate that NASPAA accreditation is not necessary from the perspective of student recruitment.  It is important that research be conducted to determine if NASPAA accreditation is important to employers.  If important to employers, future TESC MPA graduates may have difficulty gaining employment in the public sector; and in the long run this may impact student recruitment efforts. 


    Recommendations

Based on the data collected the research team recommends the following to the TESC MPA program.

General Recommendations

1. Promote increased feedback by all faculty to students on assignments and classroom work.

2. Continue to promote critical thinking and reading skills.

3. Continue to use group projects that foster teamwork and collaboration.

Curriculum Recommendations

4. Evaluate the core curriculum with regard to budget and finance education.

5. Evaluate the core curriculum with regard to personnel management.  

6. Add an element of strategic planning to the core curriculum.  

7. Add an element of project/program management to the core curriculum.

8. Strengthen the link between theory and practice of public administration.

Research Recommendations

9. Investigate employer perceptions of the importance of specific KSA’s.

10. Investigate employer perceptions of the importance of NASPAA accreditation.


    Lessons Learned

This research project was originally designed to collect input and feedback from the three primary TESC MPA program stakeholder groups:  students, alumni, and employers.   As described above, web-based surveys were successfully designed and deployed to gather opinions from students and alumni about KSA’s.  We also designed a survey to collect input from public sector employers about KSA’s they think students need to acquire through the TESC MPA program.  Understanding which qualities and competencies employers are looking for in future public administration leaders was an important feature of this research project. The employer survey was distributed to Human Resource Directors in selected state government agencies.  The Human Resource Directors were asked to forward the survey link to their agency management team.  In addition, using a snowball technique, we asked student and alumni survey respondents employed by state agencies to e-mail to their manager an introductory message and a link to our employer survey.

Unfortunately, despite these efforts, we received only 11 responses to the employer survey.  Due to the low response rate, researchers opted to remove employer data from this analysis.  The research team recognizes that challenges in reaching public sector employers may be difficult to overcome, but believe a couple of modifications to our approach would greatly improved our employer response rate:  1) early contact with the Department of Personnel to assist with compiling a more complete employer distribution list, and 2) personal contacts with state agency Human Resource Directors by researchers and/or the TESC MPA Program Director to encourage participation in this important project. 

For the most part, data gathered from the student and alumni surveys proved useful for assessing overall satisfaction with the TESC MPA program.  However, data collected about specific KSA’s would have been more useful if the questions and response formats had been constructed differently.  In future surveys on KSAs researchers recommend using point distribution questions rather than a seven-point Likert scale.  When asked on a Likert scale, many respondents scored all KSA’s at the same or nearly the same level of importance.  A point distribution approach would have pressed survey respondents to rate each KSA while simultaneously ranking them against each other providing researchers with more meaningful data to analyze.  Also, rather than ask alumni which KSA’s were taught most effectively by the TESC MPA program, researchers would opt next time to ask alumni which KSA’s have been most useful in the workplace or in supporting career goals.

Overall, researchers were satisfied with the outcome of the student focus groups.  The groups were small, but participants were open and willing to share their opinions with each other and the research team.  Attendance was low at the 2006 cohort focus group in part because students were preparing and rehearsing presentations for their core class.  Next time we would be careful to schedule the focus groups so as not to conflict with important assignments and extend the time by one hour.  

Appendix A: A comparison of the mean score of alumni ratings on TESC’s MPA program’s effectiveness at teaching specific KSA’s against the mean score of student ratings on the importance the curriculum includes the same KSA’s. 

	Knowledge, Skill, and Abilities
	Mean Score of Effectiveness at Teaching
	Mean Score of Important to Learn

	Policy Development & Analysis
	5.40
	6.18

	Written Communication
	5.80
	6.00

	Organization & Political Awareness
	5.56
	5.88

	Problem Solving
	5.39
	5.84

	Leadership
	5.21
	5.82

	Creative & Innovative
	5.71
	5.82

	Verbal Communication
	5.61
	5.76

	Project/Program Management
	4.82
	5.75

	Strategic Planning
	4.91
	5.73

	Presentation Skills
	5.76
	5.71

	Decision Making
	5.12
	5.71

	Accountability
	5.01
	5.69

	Ethics & Integrity
	5.16
	5.69

	Budget & Finance
	4.06
	5.65

	Teamwork
	5.61
	5.47

	Development and Continual Learning
	5.46
	5.43

	Facilitation
	5.17
	5.41

	Adaptability and Flexibility
	5.45
	5.41

	Research Methods
	5.41
	5.39

	Tact & Diplomacy
	4.54
	5.29

	Program Evaluation
	5.25
	5.29

	Personnel Management
	3.92
	5.24

	Result orientation & initiative
	5.06
	5.22

	Statistical Analysis
	4.75
	5.20

	Advocacy/Marketing
	4.33
	5.08

	Consensus Building
	5.14
	5.02

	Networking
	4.54
	4.94

	Mediation
	4.37
	4.73

	Customer Focus
	4.15
	4.41


Appendix B: Research Methods

Study Design


This research project was designed from a positivist framework and was descriptive and exploratory in nature.  Our intent was to identify and describe student perceptions and opinions about which KSA’s they want to acquire and alumni perceptions and opinions about which KSA’s they did or should have acquired through the TESC MPA program.  To accomplish this, researchers designed and distributed web-based survey instruments to TESC MPA students and alumni using SurveyMonkey.com.  We also designed and conducted student focus groups to enrich data collected through the survey instruments.  Researchers applied for and received approval from The Evergreen State College Human Subjects Review Committee for completion of this study.

Population and Sampling Frame


This research was designed to solicit feedback and opinions from current TESC MPA students and TESC MPA program alumni.  


E-mail distribution lists were obtained from the TESC Office of Institutional Research and Assessment for all active MPA students and for all TESC MPA alumni.  


 Focus groups were formed by soliciting volunteers from the 2005 and 2006 TESC MPA cohorts through a sign-up form distributed to each student at the beginning of the core course one night.       

Survey Design and Protocol


Student, alumni and employer survey instruments were designed to collect feedback and opinions about the MPA program.  The tools were designed to collect both quantitative and qualitative information.  Most survey questions were constructed on a seven-point Likert scale to measure several satisfaction variables.  The alumni survey included open-ended questions.    


Cover letter/consent forms and a link to the survey were distributed to students and alumni via e-mail by the research team.  Three contacts were made to potential student and alumni respondents via e-mail:  1st contact - a cover letter with a link to the survey was sent; 2nd contact - a reminder/thank-you e-mail with the survey link was sent approximately two weeks after the initial contact; 3rd contact – a final reminder/thank-you e-mail with the survey link was sent one week following the second contact.  Students and alumni who responded to the survey prior to the follow-up e-mails were removed from the distribution list to minimize any negative impressions being placed on the sponsoring institution (TESC) as sending alumni and students spam. 
Personal demographic information was included in the student e-mail distribution lists obtained from the sponsoring institution.  Demographic information was merged with student and alumni survey responses.  Each individual response was assigned a randomly generated identification number.  Researchers used a dataset stripped of survey participant’s names to conduct the data analysis.

Focus Group Design and Protocol



Two focus groups were conducted - one representing the 2005 cohort and one representing the 2006 cohort.  To solicit volunteers, researchers requested time during the core class of both cohorts.  We provided a brief description of the project and provided each student with a form to accept or decline our invitation to participate.  Those that accepted were contacted via e-mail, thanking them for agreeing to participate and confirming the date, time and location specifics.   Researchers followed up with a reminder phone call the evening before the day of the focus group.  The focus groups were conducted on the TESC campus from 4:30 PM to 5:30 PM on the day of their cohorts’ regular core class.  Researchers provided pizza and soft drinks to focus group participants.  One researcher facilitated the focus groups using a standardized question route (attached).  The other two researchers took notes.  

Measurements and Statistical Analysis


Various statistical techniques were used to analyze the quantitative data collected through the electronic surveys.  Demographic data of respondents was examined using frequency tables to evaluate the representative nature of the data.  Descriptive statistics, including measures of central tendency, were used to examine ordinal level data collected from the various satisfaction questions.  Analysis of variance and t-tests were used to measure differences between groups and to determine statistical significance.  Microsoft Excel and SPSS were used to conduct the quantitative analysis.    


To analyze the qualitative data from both the electronic surveys and the focus group field notes, researchers used a content analysis process to identify themes to condense individual responses into like categories.  Once response categories were established, researchers determined frequencies, identified patterns, compared and contrasted responses between groups, and looked for concurrence or disagreement with quantitative findings.  

Figure 1
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“Human resources and budget issues were electives and I would have liked to see more of that in core.” 


–Alumni survey participant














































































































Figure 3
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Figure 2
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“More focus on real world management and problems with personnel”


-Alumni survey participant
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