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ABSTRACT

Many MPA programs are struggling to identify ways to evaluate their
outcomes. This paper describes the development and implementation of a
method for assessing student learning outcomes in the MPA program at the
University of Colorado Denver. The multi-method approach makes use of
rubrics to examine whether students demonstrate the desired knowledge and
skill, and student surveys to describe students’ perceptions of their abilities in the
same areas. Means for gaining faculty commitment to the process and making
use of the information for program improvement are discussed.

A CasE STUDY OF MEASURING OUTCOMES IN AN MPA PrROGRAM

Public institutions today are struggling to respond to increasing demands
for accountability and improved productivity (Alexander, 2000). The Federal
government, through the passage of the Government Performance and Results
Act (GPRA) in 1993, began requiring government agencies to monitor progress
in achieving their goals and objectives (PL. 103-62, 1993; U.S. Governmental
Accounting Office, 1997). That effort continues today with the Performance
Assessment Rating Tool (PART) (U.S. Governmental Accounting Office, 2004;
Posner & Fantone, 2007). Similarly, United Way and other nonprofit agencies
have mandated outcomes-oriented evaluations from the organizations they fund
(Pratt, McGuigan, & Katzev, 2000). Stakeholders, and the public in general,
have learned to expect outcomes-assessment as one sign of an effectively man-
aged organization. By reinforcing the external pressures for improved public
sector performance, outcomes indicators have emerged as a means to improve
institutional efficiency and effectiveness internally (Alexander, 2000).

Institutions of higher education, their accrediting bodies, and related profes-
sional associations somewhat belatedly joined in this focus on outcomes (Jen-
nings, 1989; Briggs, Stark, & Rowland-Poplawski, 2003). Though many in
higher education argue that its outcomes are difficult to define and even more
difficult to measure (Roberts, 2001; Williams, 2002), the demands of state
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legislators and other stakeholders have forced higher education to confront the
task of defining and identifying the changes they hope to bring about in their
students. In public administration, the National Association of Schools of Public
Affairs and Administration (NASPAA) now requires that programs seeking ac-
creditation define and measure their goals and objectives (NASPAA, 2000).

While these cultural expectations and mandates have forced Master of
Public Administration (MPA) programs to examine outcomes, one of the
most important reasons for studying outcomes is for internal consumption, in
order to provide organizations with information for improvement and learning
(Durant, 2002). Establishing outcomes, discussing them, and measuring them
provide program administrators and faculty with information — information
not only to debate and discuss, but also to help guide program changes and
progress. Briggs, et al. (2003), note that outcomes data can become part of an
ongoing, cyclical process to guide faculty and program administrators, and to
inform external stakeholders.

MPA programs and faculty teach performance-monitoring and assessment as a
management tool. Recognizing the value of the method, we must apply it to our
own programs. As teaching faculty, we routinely assess student performance in
our courses. We recognize that the nature of our course content is abstract and
difhicult to assess. Yet, semester after semester we grade tests and student papers,
and assess performance. Our grades reflect our somewhat subjective, though
informed, estimate of each student’s knowledge of the course material. Never-
theless, faculty have been reluctant to apply similar methods to the aggregate of
these courses — their degree programs.

Some of this reluctance stems from the learned role of faculty. We are much
less likely than teachers in K-12 education, trainers in a large organization, or
even mid-level managers in an agency to work together as a team to develop a
course, curriculum, or program. Our work as university instructors, much more
so than that of other teachers, is conducted alone (writing, planning course lec-
tures, grading) or in front of a classroom. Working as an equal member of a team
in a collaborative fashion does not come easily to faculty who are trained to cri-
tique (research, student performance) rather than to work as a team that builds
programs. Outcomes in higher education can be measured to meet external
mandates with a minimum of teamwork, but to be effective in program improve-
ment, those managing the outcome study must consider how to involve faculty.

This article will build on others published in this journal concerning ways in
which a program may address outcomes assessment (Jennings, 1989; Roberts,
2001; Durant, 2002; Aristegueta & Gomes, 2000). Like others, our approach
builds on two key principles: (a) use of multiple measures, and (b) involvement
of faculty. The value-added aspect of our approach is that we make use of these
multiple measures to assess student performance, with reference to our program
goals. We will describe the process and measures developed by the first author of
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this article — MPA director, and faculty in the School of Public Affairs (SPA), at
the University of Colorado Denver (UCD) — the policies developed to facili-
tate this process, and the use of information. Our intent is to introduce some
new ways to measure outcomes concerning student learning, and to describe

the process used to involve faculty in the development of these outcomes, which
increases the internal use of results.

MEASURING PROGRAM OUTCOMES

In 1989, Edward Jennings foreshadowed the move of NASPAA and MPA
programs to assess outcomes, noting that, in the past, program quality had been
assessed and accountability had been established through examining inputs such
as course content and faculty qualifications, or through opinion surveys on the
programs’ reputation. While inputs and reputational surveys remain key meth-
ods for NASPAA, students, and other stakeholders to determine the value of a
program (e.g., NASPAA standards on curricula and faculty, widely cited U.S.
News and World Report rankings based on surveys), the newer criterion of ex-
amining outcomes, as urged by Jennings, has been the focus of many published
articles, plus papers and workshops at professional conferences.

The articles, papers, and workshops on the topic reflect the struggles of MPA
faculty and administrators in reaching a consensus about what outcomes to
measure and how to measure them. Williams (2002, p. 45) effectively describes
what he calls the “search for that Holy Grail of outcome assessment that cap-
tures the essence, gives insight to much, is on target, and has no flaws.” Noting
Simon’s ideas on satisficing, and Lindblom’s incremental models, Williams argues
that directors and faculty of MPA programs should abandon their search for the
Holy Grail and develop general indicators that are useful, though not perfect, in
guiding their programs. He describes an effective system developed at West Vir-
ginia University that links student surveys, routinely collected operational data,
grades, course evaluations, and other qualitative and quantitative measures to the
program’s mission.

Most schools make use of surveys to assess outcomes. For example, Roberts
(2001) discusses a variety of ways that programs can utilize surveys of current
students, graduating students, alumni, and area employers to gain information
on program outcomes and needs. In his study of MPA outcomes, local employers
provided useful information on whether graduates were using the knowledge and
skills they had gained, and whether the program provided students with compe-
tencies that were relevant to the job. Williams (2002) and others (Aristegueta &
Gomes, 20006) also describe using surveys in different ways to measure student
outcomes. Thus, surveys are an accepted way to capture outcome information.

Robert Durant (2002) first raised the option of using the capstone course as
a means for defining and assessing program outcomes. He describes how his
program at the University of Baltimore used the capstone course as “a driver for
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strategic thinking about program development as a whole” (p. 194). Unlike other
courses, many faculty were involved in this course, as either the coordinator, as

a lecturer for one or two sessions, or as readers of student projects. The involve-
ment of many faculty in this one course, the last in the program, prompted

them to consider the knowledge and skills of students as they completed the
program. It also provoked faculty conversations about program outcomes, and,
subsequently, course content and methods. Durant notes that, although most
faculty avoided teaching or coordinating the capstone course due to the per-
ceived heavy workload, all core faculty became familiar with it by serving as guest
lecturers, second readers for papers, or as course coordinators. Because it was the
last course students took to complete the program, their performances gave this
larger faculty group a shared opportunity at the end of the program to observe
and discuss their expectations. Although Durant and his colleagues appear to
primarily use surveys, student evaluations, and their impressions of student work
to judge performance, Durant effectively argues that using a capstone course to
discuss program goals and performance provides a “manageable, low-profile”
means for engaging faculty in strategic planning,.

More recently, Aristegueta and Gomes (2006) describe how the MPA program
at the University of Delaware has worked to align two surveys — an exit survey
of students and a survey of stakeholders — with the progam’s mission and goals.
As they note, alignment is a “paramount concept in mission-driven performance
management” (p. 9). Their article illustrates the importance of careful planning
in considering the content of survey questions and linking them to both mis-
sion and information needs. In their case, the need was to assess the eight goals
stated in their mission. These eight goals, however, are primarily concerned with
program processes, €.g., (a) maintaining a set of core courses and specializations,
(b) providing experiential learning, (c) developing and maintaining an internship
program and relationships with government and nonprofit organizations, and
(d) conducting research. As such, the goals and the survey items only indirectly
tap the outcomes of student knowledge and learning. (For example, one item
presented in the article asks students to rate their satisfaction with the knowl-
edge gained.) Their results provide useful information on the program and have
led to changes in courses and specializations, but they note the need for future
assessments to develop “tools to evaluate comprehensive learning (as opposed to
perception ...)” (p. 14).

These articles informed the process for studying student outcomes in the MPA
program at the University of Colorado Denver in several ways. We recognized
surveys as a frequent, and legitimate, means of collecting information on stu-
dent outcomes, but saw that such surveys have limitations. They often rely on
self-reported information from students or employers who, while having useful
details about alumni performance on the job, may lack sufficient information to
link that performance to specific elements of the academic program. In attempt-
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ing to address the NASPAA standard that requires “that the program shall assess
its students’ performance and the accomplishment of its objectives” (NASPAA,
2000, Assessment 2.2), we wanted to move toward assessing actual student
performance at the end of the program. In doing so, we chose to follow Durant’s
(2002) suggestion for using the capstone course as a forum for assessing final
student performance, but hoped to develop better measures for doing so. Finally,
Aristegueta and Gomes’ (2006) research pointed to the importance of aligning
measures with goals. In their case, the focus was on certain program processes
articulated in their mission. In our case, we hoped to align outcome measures
with the knowledge and skills we hoped that students would be able to demon-
strate at the end of the program. This strategy would be more congruent with the
NASPAA standard on measuring student performance.

RusRrics As A MEANS FOR ASSESSING PERFORMANCE

As noted above, we did not want solely to use surveys to measure student
performance. Students’ self-reports concerning knowledge and skills gained
are certainly useful, and we would continue to use this strategy for these items.
But these measures fail to examine actual student performance. One weakness
of using surveys alone is the inherent bias of respondents, who are invested in
positive outcomes. Graduates, of course, feel that they have gained knowledge
and skills. They have spent money and time to complete the program, and most
would hope that they had gained something from their efforts. Assessing student
outcomes requires multiple approaches, and one approach needs to include a
systematic examination of the actual knowledge and skills that students have ob-
tained. In this way, faculty, administrators, students and other stakeholders can
make a judgment about the program’s level of success. But, how can we measure
the sophisticated types of change that MPA programs hope will occur in stu-
dents? Like Williams (2002), we believe the search for the perfect measure — or
the concern that we must have a perfect measure and that developing one is too
costly — has inhibited exploration of these types of student outcomes.

To initiate our search for a good (but not perfect) measure of outcomes, we
began to explore rubrics. Rubrics have been used for some time in many different
fields, originating in K-12 education, but currently used across the curriculum
in higher education (Peat, 2006; Wolf & Stevens, 2007). Barbara Peat (2006)
writes persuasively about how she used a rubric in a public administration class
to assess and improve student performance in writing a literature review. A rubric
contains two components: (a) a specification of the criteria that will be used to
assess performance, and (b) the development and description of performance
levels for each criterion (Moskal, 2000; Mertler, 2001; Wolf & Stevens, 2007).
Rubrics serve several purposes. Specifically, they help students to understand
the requirements of an assignment, that is, what they are supposed to do and/or
demonstrate. As such, a rubric can improve student performance, by helping the
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student focus on appropriate actions for completing the assignment. Secondly,
instead of providing a few comments on a paper, the rubric offers more specific,
constructive feedback on student performance.

This research on rubrics led us to conclude that a rubric might be used effec-
tively in the capstone course to assess student performance. More importantly,
for the purposes of the program, if the criteria for the rubric were aligned with
desired program outcomes for students, the rubric could serve as an effective as-
sessment of the learning process used by students in the program. Our job was to
consider how to make use of surveys and rubrics to measure student outcomes,
and how to engage faculty in doing so.

History oF OutcoMmes aT SPA

For many years, the MPA program at SPA had surveyed students and alumni
to learn about student experiences, their levels of satisfaction with the program,
their reasons for enrolling in the program, career aspirations, and, with alumni,
their current positions and use of information gained in the program. Results of
these surveys were used by administrators and faculty to make changes in cours-
es, advising methods, and other processes.

Development of the capstone class. Until the fall of 1997, the SPA had used com-
prehensive exams to judge student learning and to determine whether students
should proceed to graduation. In spite of changes to the format, content, and
grading procedures for the exams, the faculty felt the comprehensive exam did
not provide them with a picture of students” overall learning, or the knowledge
and skills they gained. In 1997, the faculty worked together to plan a capstone
course experience that was intended to provide students with an opportunity to
integrate what they had learned by either undertaking a project for a client, or
conducting a research project.

That capstone experience, with some policy revisions, continues today. Most
students conduct a client project in a role akin to that of a consultant. The client
presents a problem, i.e., a program-related problem, a financial problem, a per-
sonnel problem, or an evaluation problem, and the student, through a combina-
tion of (a) talking with the client and others at the agency, (b) reading agency
reports and proposals, (c) visiting the program, and (d) reviewing scholarly
literature on similar programs and/or similar problems, develops a way to address
the problem. The instructor for the course works with students and, occasionally,
clients, to ensure that the projects allow students to demonstrate the knowledge
and skills they have gained from the program and to integrate some of what they
have learned. Each project includes three readers: the primary instructor, the cli-
ent, and a second faculty member. The primary instructor and second reader re-
fer the student to scholarly literature, make recommendations on student plans,
and also read drafts of surveys, interview protocols, financial plans and other
work for the project. The student’s job, however, requires some independence in
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integrating this feedback, interpreting agency information and needs, identifying
and using appropriate scholarly literature to guide the project, and, lastly, carry-
ing out the project. Students complete two drafts of their final paper and make a
formal presentation to the three readers.

For many years, students’ performance in the capstone was graded like per-
formance in any other course. But, as student outcomes received more atten-
tion in the university and in the world of higher education, program adminis-
trators realized that the capstone provided a forum for examining and assessing
those outcomes.

CONSIDERATIONS IN MEASURING STUDENT OUTCOMES: MEASURES AND PROCESS

Jody Fitzpatrick, the first author of this article and a long-time faculty member
at SPA, recently had been appointed director of the MPA program. She recog-
nized the need to respond to demands from NASPAA and from administrators
at UCD for measuring student outcomes. Fitzpatrick became familiar with
rubrics as a method for assessing outcomes in courses, and considered that such a
rubric might be useful in measuring student outcomes in the capstone class. Be-
cause the class was designed for students to demonstrate what they had learned
in the program, such a rubric would provide a way to more objectively examine
the success of the program in achieving its objectives with students.

Although a rubric for assessing capstone performance would provide one
method for measuring the program’s success in achieving its goals with students,
multiple measures were needed. Performance on the capstone project represented
one event, and while students were directed to meet clients’ needs, the particulars
of those needs meant that individual projects did not necessarily represent all
that a student could do.

Like Roberts (2001) and others (Jennings, 1989; Durant, 2002; Aristegueta &
Gomes, 20006), Fitzpatrick believed that surveys could provide useful informa-
tion to complement the results of the rubric if the survey items tapped similar
outcomes. The strength of the rubric for the capstone was that it would illustrate
students’ actual knowledge and skills; the limitation was that these were skills in
one setting. Survey items could be used to learn about students’” knowledge and
skills in many settings, but the survey items would need to improve. Tradition-
ally, surveys of students and graduates are concerned with gaining information
on students’ satisfaction with a program and its particular elements, and these
items are useful. But, satisfaction only indirectly taps students’ impressions of the
knowledge and skills they have obtained. Instead, although she wanted to con-
tinue learning about students’ satisfaction with various elements of the program
and the program as a whole, the program director recognized the need to develop
new survey items directly to ask students and alumni about the knowledge and
skills they had gained from the MPA program. The survey would ask directly

about criteria tapped through the capstone rubric, but these self-assessments
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would provide information on how students and alumni perceived their perfor-
mance in these areas in many settings. Further, the survey could tap areas that
were not covered by the capstone rubric.

Finally, as Aristegueta and Gomes (2006) note, alignment is important. In
their case, they were aligning survey items with elements of the program mission.
At UCD, it would be important to align criteria for the rubric and survey items
with program objectives regarding student performance.

In addition to considering ways to measure student outcomes, the MPA direc-
tor had to consider ways for obtaining, not only faculty cooperation, but also
faculty interest and involvement in this process. With such interest and involve-
ment, she hoped to increase the faculty’s sense of ownership in the program
overall and thus increase their input into it. Faculty would need to be involved
in the development of the plan and, more broadly, in teaching the capstone. One
of her first changes, before beginning consideration of rubrics, was to rotate the
responsibility for teaching the capstone course across all faculty. She had taught
the capstone course several times and realized how this final role of teaching
and examining student performance in a real-world setting prompted others
who taught the course to think more about defining SPA’s desired outcomes for
students, and to consider where in the program the knowledge and skills for
these outcomes are obtained. By involving more faculty in teaching the capstone
course, program ownership and input could be obtained, and interest in examin-
ing and assessing outcomes could be increased.

Trae OUTCOME ASSESSMENT PLAN

The first step in developing the plan was to identify our global objectives with
students. As Jennings (1989) and Williams (2002) state, student outcomes can
be difficult to define. Again, the program director was cognizant of Williams’
(2002, p. 46) warning against the search for the Holy Grail. Our global objec-
tives should reflect outcomes, but we could begin rather broadly.! Our general
indicators came from the following program objectives concerning students:

Students completing the MPA program will be able to

a) Make use of their knowledge of public administration or nonprofit
theory, research, and practice to solve problems;

b) Think critically about problems faced by public and nonprofit
administrators and policy makers, and use problem-solving skills to
address those problems;

¢) Communicate effectively in writing;

d) Communicate effectively orally.

These objectives were developed through faculty discussion. While general, the
objectives convey key student outcomes anticipated from the program that also
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cross the MPA curricula. Further, they reflect the knowledge and skills required
of public administrators to work effectively in the field. As such, they would
serve as the foundation for our assessment of the success of the MPA program in
achieving student outcomes.

Developing the Capstone Rubric. Having determined these outcomes, the faculty
concluded that students” capstone projects can and should demonstrate these
outcomes. Our work involved developing a rubric to assess those outcomes.

The criteria for the rubric should obviously reflect these four outcomes. A major
challenge was to develop scoring criteria to reflect different levels of success in
achieving them. We reviewed references on rubrics (Moskal, 2000; Mertler,
2001; Wolf & Stevens, 2007) and examined rubrics from other departments and
schools. The director of the MPA program developed a draft rubric and sought
input from faculty on ways to conceptualize various levels of performance. We
initially decided on a three-point rating scale with levels for “above proficient,”
“proficient,” or “below proficient.” We then brainstormed indicators of these
levels of performance. Table 1 presents indicators for each level for two of the
criteria — knowledge of public administration and oral communication skills.
As shown, the descriptions listed under each criterion are not comprehensive; the
student does not have to obtain each bulleted item to achieve that level. Instead,
the descriptions communicate to the student, and to the readers, the types of
performance that illustrate each level. Note that oral communication includes
bullets concerning not only the oral presentation, but also the student’s ability
to communicate with the client, instructor, and other readers. The descriptors
concerning performance on the knowledge of public administration criterion
include identifying relevant literature, understanding its relevance to the project
and explaining it well, and applying it in carrying out the project. Unlike Peat’s
rubric (2006), where the emphasis was on the criteria, and the scoring was a
relatively simple point system, our goal with the rubric was to define what con-
stituted different levels of performance under each criterion. This explication of
levels is consistent with much of the literature on rubrics (Moskal, 2000; Mertler,
2001; Wolf & Stevens, 2007).

Providing this detail about what constitutes levels of performance helps the
rubric achieve its intended goals. First, students have a better idea of how their
performance will be assessed and they know precisely what constitutes high,
medium, and low levels of performance. They receive the rubric at the orienta-
tion to the capstone course, which is conducted in the previous semester. They
then are able to refer to it, and are encouraged to do so by faculty throughout the
course. Second, instructors and other readers in the advanced seminar, generally
second faculty readers, are able to make use of the descriptors to highlight to stu-
dents, at the draft stage, the areas in which they need to improve and how they
might go about doing that. In what is a quite complex, semester-long project
for students, and a stressful time for them as they work through drafts near the
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end of the course, such specific feedback helps students see where to concentrate
their work. Third, and finally, the specific descriptions help the three readers
who are rating the project to either more readily achieve consensus on strengths
and weaknesses, or find the language to articulate their different assessments of a
student’s paper. (See Table |.)

Revising Stakeholder Surveys. The advantage of using multiple measures is in the
selection of measures that have different strengths and weaknesses to triangulate
the construct (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003; Yin, 2003; Fitzpatrick, Sanders,

& Worthen, 2004). Using multiple measures that are quite similar defeats the
purpose of using multiple measures to build validity. So, assessing another cap-
stone project would not be as effective as considering a different way to learn of
students’ knowledge and skills. Because the rubric allowed us to judge students’
actual knowledge and skills as demonstrated in one setting, surveys of students
and alumni would also be used to gain information on students” knowledge and
skills, but in many settings.

Another weakness of the rubric is the dificulty in determining the extent to
which students’ performance is due to the program. It is not practical to use the
rubric as a pre-measure, but survey items may be constructed to ask students
about their perceptions of the role of the MPA program in improving their skills.

Table 2 presents the series of survey items used to collect this information.?
Note that the first four items correspond to the knowledge and skills assessed
on the capstone rubric. These permit the faculty to compare results from each
method of assessment. The remaining seven items provide information on
learning in more specific areas, e.g., budgeting, research skills, ethics, current
issues, which may or may not have been called for on a capstone project. Al-
though other items on each survey ask respondents to report their satisfaction
with different elements of the program, and the program overall, it is impor-
tant to observe that these items are not asking students or alumni to report
satisfaction. Instead, they are asked to estimate the degree to which each factor
was developed or improved by their participation in the MPA program. The
wording of the items prompts students to focus on their knowledge and skill
and the changes they perceived in them. Equally important, the wording in-
sures that the survey items, like the capstone rubric, are aligned with program
goals for student outcomes. (See Table 2, next page.)

Use oF THE OUTCOMES FOR INTERNAL MANAGEMENT

One of the most important reasons for measuring outcomes, however, is to
engender organizational learning and improvement (Jennings, 1989; Durant,
2002). Examined from this perspective, the outcomes assessment and the steps
leading to it brought many changes to the program. Requiring all faculty to
teach the capstone course gave them more intimate knowledge of the struggles
and performance of students in the last semester of the MPA program. Meeting
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Table 2. Survey Items on Knowledge and Skills Obtained in MPA Program

Please rate the effectiveness of your MPA program in helping you develop the following knowledge and skills.
Use this scale:

| = Greatly enhanced my skills in this area

2 = Somewhat improved my skills in this area

3 = Slightly improved my skills in this area

4 = Did not improve my skills in this area

— My knowledge of the scholarly literature in public affairs

My oral communication skills

My ability to communicate effectively in writing

__ My critical thinking skills

__ My skills in managing people

My skills in managing an organization

My skills in developing and managing a budget

My knowledge of current issues facing public and nonprofit organizations
My skills at analyzing data or research information

My skills in working in a political environment with different stakeholders

My ability to behave in an ethical manner in my work setting

together to define desired student outcomes and to develop and revise the rubric
prompted faculty discussion about the nature of outcomes and the desired levels
of student performance. The first semester with the rubric yielded much discus-
sion, as faculty began to use it to rate student performance. Faculty readers and
clients were sometimes confused by the rubric. For example, some readers did
not view each bullet as i/lustrative of performance, but thought students must
achieve all the bullets listed at each level. Another source of discussion came
when readers began to evaluate performance and recognized that key areas of
strength and weakness on various criteria were absent from the descriptors. For
example, oral communication skills initially focused solely on the formal presen-
tation of results and ignored communication between the student and his or her
client and other readers during the course. Similarly, initial descriptors on use
of public administration and nonprofit literature focused on finding references,
with little regard for applying them appropriately to the project. Thus, students
who completed an excellent review of literature and then proceeded to ignore
the literature in carrying out the project could be rated as above proficient. The
faculty also argued over how much to enumerate. Did listing a number of refer-
ences to be cited lead students to not exceed that number? Did listing a number
of references imply quantity was more important than quality? The rubric was
revised for the next semester, and we anticipate further discussion and revision at
the end of each semester.

Faculty also began communicating about how to use the rubric. When should
it be distributed to the client? How should the client be informed about it?
Should the primary instructor use it at the feedback stage to point out strengths
and weaknesses? Should other readers do the same?
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Finally, and perhaps most important, the rubric and some survey responses to
particular content areas (e.g., budgeting, managing people) prompted the faculty
to further explore where and how students gained these skills in the MPA cur-
riculum. For example, the faculty began to discuss and review syllabi to consider
how many courses required oral presentations or participation. More impor-
tantly, we considered how oral communication skills are obtained. Is the practice
or opportunity to speak sufficient? Faculty give instructions and feedback on
writing. How can we do the same on oral communication? This issue is part of
an ongoing discussion. Faculty who do more to instruct their students on oral
communication have shared materials with others. Group techniques and grad-
ing strategies have been exchanged.

Similarly, the faculty began to consider the extent to which students were
required to search the literature and to read and interpret scholarly writings in
MPA courses. Some courses are based primarily on reading assigned books. Stu-
dents become familiar with the scholarly literature secondarily through reports
of research in these books. Should all our courses require students to search and
read scholarly journal articles in the area of the course? Of course, there are op-
portunity costs for such actions, like the loss of other material to be covered in
the class. Faculty will begin to consider identifying research-, writing-, and oral-
intensive classes to insure that students receive sufficient opportunity to learn,
practice, and receive feedback on their performance in each of these areas before
they come to an advanced seminar.

The faculty began using the rubric systematically across all capstone sessions
in the fall of 2006 and revised the rubric for the spring semester of 2007. Thus,
we are still new to the process. But, we have begun to build a longitudinal
data base that will enable MPA administrators and faculty to examine student
performance and changes across time. As the system develops and grows, we
anticipate continued, if not greater, use of the outcome data to drive program
design and improvement.

CONCLUSIONS

This approach to measuring student outcomes provided a successful start for
faculty in the UCD MPA program to examine the extent to which students
were achieving intended MPA goals. Jennings (1989, p. 441) states, “The only
reliable way to determine the effectiveness of public affairs and administration
programs would be to conduct outcome assessments focusing on the knowledge,
values, and skills acquired by MPA graduates and the effectiveness of the gradu-
ates in their jobs.” In spite of a number of articles describing studies of outcomes
in MPA programs since that time, none have assessed actual student outcomes
by examining the knowledge and skills that the students exhibited. By mak-
ing use of the capstone course and a rubric aligned with the program’s desired
outcomes, the UCD SPA faculty began to get a sense of students” knowledge and
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skills upon completion of the program. Paired with student and alumni surveys
that have items focused on the same outcomes, the faculty were able to learn
more about graduates” assessments of their skills in broader settings. Finally, the
program director was able to begin to engage faculty in a broader dialogue about
student outcomes, achievement, and how the results could be used to improve
the MPA program.

This approach is not without limitations. The focus was on student learning
outcomes, not other elements of the mission. Our four criteria for knowledge
and skills are quite broad and, by necessity, fail to reflect all the changes that may
occur in students. These may be the most appropriate ways to measure student
outcomes in graduate programs, though we hope to continue refining and modi-
fying outcomes and measures. It is also important to note the absence of pre-pro-
gram measures. With the rubric alone, we cannot conclude that graduates’ levels
of knowledge and skills are entirely due to the MPA program. But, the surveys
provide some help in addressing this issue by providing graduates’ assessments of
the program’s contribution to changes in their skills.

We encourage further reporting and research by other MPA programs that seek
to measure graduates knowledge, skills, and values. Such work is necessary to
meet the demands for accountability, and, more important, to help faculty and
administrators work as a team that uses student outcome data to make program
improvements.

NOTES

! The University of Delaware has begun its exploration of student outcomes by focusing on the
broad skills of communication; planning, problem solving, and analytical ability; and initiative and
leadership.

Although other items on the student exit survey and the alumni survey differed, this series of items
was identical on both surveys to permit comparison across measures.

REFERENCES

Alexander, E. King. (2000). The changing face of accountability: Monitoring and assessing institutional
petformance in higher education. 7he jJournal of Higher Education, 71(4), 411-430.

Aristegueta, Maria, & Kimberly M.B. Gomes. (2006). Assessing performance in naspaa graduate
programs. Journal of Public Affairs Education, 12(1), 1-18.

Briggs, C. L., Stark, J.S., &Rowland-Poplawksi, Jean. (2003). How do we know a “continuous planning”
academic program when we see one? 7he Journal of Higher Education, 74(4), 361-385.

Durant, Robert E (2002). Toward becoming a learning organization: outcomes assessment, naspaa
accreditation, and mission-based capstone courses. Journal of Public Affairs Education, 8(3), 193-
208.

Fitzpatrick, Jody L., James R. Sanders, & Blaine R. Worthen. (2004). Program Evaluation: Alternative
Approaches and Practical Guidelines, 3rd Edition. New York: Allyn and Bacon.

Jennings, Edward T. (1989). Accountability, program quality, outcome assessment, and graduate
education for public affairs and administration. Public Administration Review, 438-446.

Mertler, Craig A. (2001). Designing scoring rubrics for your classroom. Journal of Practical Assessment,
Research, and Evaluation [On-line], 7(25). Available at http://pareonline.net/Home.htm. Accessed
Nov. 17, 2007.

30 Journal of Public Affairs Education



A Case Study of Measuring Outcomes in an MPA Program

Moskal, Barbara M. (2000). Scoring rubrics: what, when, and how? Journal of Practical Assessment,
Research, and Evaluation [On-line], 7(25). Available at http://pareonline.net/Home.htm. Accessed
Nov. 17, 2007.

NASPAA (National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration). (2000). General
Information and Standards for Professional Masters Degree Programs, [On-line]. Available at
hetp://www.naspaa.org/accreditation/secking/reference/standards.asp. Accessed Nov. 17, 2007.

Peat, Barbara. (20006). integrating writing and research skills: development and testing of a rubric to
measure student outcomes. Journal of Public Affairs Education, 12(3), 295-311.

Posner, Paul L., & Denise M. Fantone. (2007). Assessing federal program performance: observations on
the u.s. office of management and budget’s program assessment rating tool and its use in the budget
process. Public Performance and Management Review, 30(3), 351-369.

Pratt, Clara, William M. McGuigan, & Aphra R. Katzev. (2000). Measuring program outcomes: using
retrospective pretest methodology. American Journal of Evaluation, 21(3), 341-349.

Roberts, Gary E. (2001). Using stakeholder surveys in mpa program performance measurement.
Journal of Public Affairs Education, 7(1), 19-30.

Tashakkori, Abbas, & Chatles B. Teddlie, eds. (2003). Handbook of Mixed Methods in Social o
Behavioral Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

U.S. General Accounting Office. (1997). The government performance and results act. (GAO/GGD-
97-109.) Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office.

U.S. General Accounting Office. (2004). Performance Budgeting: Observations on the Use of OMB’s
Program Assessment Rating Tool for the Fiscal 2004 Budget. (GAO-04-174). Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Government Printing Office.

Williams, David G. (2002). Seeking the holy grail: Assessing outcomes of MPA programs. Journal of
Public Affairs Education, 8(1), 45-56.

Wolf, Kenneth, & Ellen Stevens. (2007). The Role of Rubrics in Advancing and Assessing Student
Learning. The Journal of Effective Teaching [On-line], 7(1), 3-14. Available at http://www.uncw.
edu/cte/et/articles/Vol7_1/index.htm. Accessed Nov. 17, 2007.

Yin, Robert K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Methods, (3rd ed.), Thousand Oaks, CA:
SAGE.

Jody L. Fitzpatrick is the MPA director and an associate professor with the
School of Public Affairs at the University of Colorado Denver. She teaches
research methods and program evaluation. She is the author of Program
Evaluation: Alternative Approaches and Practical Guidelines and Evaluation in
Action: Interviews with Expert Evaluators. She has served on the Board of the
American Evaluation Association and has published in the American Journal of
Evaluation, Evaluation Review, and New Directions for Program Evaluation.

Katrina Miller-Stevens is a doctoral candidate with the School of Public
Affairs at the University of Colorado Denver. Her research interests focus on
nonprofit organizations and their use of lobbying strategies, agenda-setting,
and the policy process.

Journal of Public Affairs Education 31



