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Student advising and support services are an integral component of a virtual MPA program.  The National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration (NASPAA) emphasizes that in off campus and distance education programs “Students shall have access to academic and administrative support services that are comparable to student services available to students on the main campus” (Standard 9.7).  Surveys in the mid 1990s of public administration programs with emerging distance learning formats note concerns emphasizing student advising in addition to instructor access, library resources, pedagogical approaches, and class structure (Gauch, 2001). Studies of distance education programs caution that support services for the distant learner can relate to successful enrollment and retention  (Krzycki n.d.; Thomas, 2003).

Studies of distance learning MPA programs have focused on defining distance learning, adopting delivery technologies, adapting pedagogical strategies, and brokering institutional support (Cohen and others, 1998; Gauch, 2001; Rahm and Reed, 1998; Rimer and Semler, 2003; Yang and Holzer, 2003). There is little information on how MPA virtual programs are delivering student support services. This study seeks to answer the following question: What are the best ways to organize and present academic advising and student support services in a virtual MPA Program?

Virtual Student Support Services

Student support services are particularly critical in virtual programs or “web-delivered programs and degrees: entire programs and degrees (that) are offered through the web” (Yang and Holzer, 2003). In a virtual MPA program, students do their course work anywhere they have access to a computer and the Internet. Their virtual environment shapes their interactions with advisors and academic service providers both temporarily and geographically. It is tomorrow in the middle of the afternoon when a student in Japan is seeking advice on a course selection at the same time a student in New Mexico is asking about a course change late this evening. The students are contacting their faculty advisor in central time in Alabama. Both students are communicating through emails or postings on a web base server rather than a physical presence in the professor’s office.  Linking onto web sites and submitting on line forms and emails reflect their primary means of communications with the array of academic services. A Stanford University study found that distance learners are looking for “Academic advising and student support services which are convenient and easy to understand and access” (Petersons, 2003). 

Methodology

Initially, websites of NASPAA affiliated MPA programs were reviewed for indications of offering the entire MPA program online. It was soon realized that many MPA program campus websites omit links to their online version. Further efforts to identify virtual MPA programs focused on searching the World Wide Web. No doubt, not all MPA virtual programs were located. This study did identify fifteen virtual MPA programs in the United States and one in Canada. Of these sixteen programs, four do not indicate a relationship with campus based MPA programs and offer scanty program information on their website (see the appendix for a listing of the programs). 

Based on the NASPAA standards, student support services include 1) library services; 2) advisement and appraisal including program advisement, career guidance, and progress appraisal; 3) internships; and 4) placement services. These support services are assessed according to the following questions:

· Are they accessible through the MPA virtual program site?

· Are they pertinent to the virtual student?

· Are they easy to understand and use?

Practices in Academic Advising and Student Support Services 

in Virtual MPA Programs

This section appraises virtual student support services reflected in online MPA programs and provides examples of best practices from both online and campus programs.

Links between the MPA Campus Program and Its Virtual Program

It is surprising that not all MPA programs link their campus and virtual delivery formats. Numerous MPA campus programs do mention their distance learning program in their mission statement or program description, but not all. Campus programs may specify a quick link, for example, Location, MPA Online Program, or MPA Distance Education that links to the online program. Conversely, not all virtual MPA programs link directly to the campus MPA program. They may include links via an email address to the program director or advisor or to the overall university web page. Those programs depicting the link to the campus program do so with a picture or a PA Home or MPA Home page type button. The visual and connecting link between the MPA campus and virtual program not only lends credibility to the online program, but also strengthens its comparability to the campus program.

Library Services

MPA virtual programs rely on campus library services. A variety of strategies links the virtual student to the campus library. Online programs may include a student services or academic services site with direct link to the library site. Others force the student to locate library services through the MPA campus site, if available, or the overall university site. Ideally, a direct link to library services on the MPA online program site is the most convenient strategy for the student.

Advisement and Appraisal Services Including Program Advisement, Career Guidance, and Progress Appraisal

Virtual MPA programs take different approaches to advising services. The minimalist approach simply lists a name and contact information with an email address and may include statements such as “ An advisor will be assigned to you. Please contact your advisor at your earliest convenience to set up an advising session” or  “You need to contact us when you are accepted.” Another approach provides a link to the university’s or graduate school’s advising center. It is not evident how a student eventually acquires an advisor and if that advisor is a MPA faculty member. 

Numerous programs do include a variety of strategies proactively informing and engaging the student in the advising process. A link to Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) offers questions and answers uniquely focusing on the online MPA program or both online and campus MPA programs. The more useful FAQs formats include links to relevant services and informative, concise responses. Several sites provide a MPA brochure often with links to services. 

Exemplary strategies include the University of Nebraska at Omaha’s (UNO) “On-Line Distance Education Manual” welcoming the student to the distance MPA program and including blurbs with links to the library, administrative services, catalog, and bookstore, as well as a discussion relevant to study skills for distance learning students. The UNO virtual MPA program website also includes a link to its general “MPA Student Guide.” Valdosta State University MPA online program has “A Handbook for Online Students” with links to its Graduate School’s Online Orientation with listings and links to various sites.

It is difficult to definitely determine from the virtual MPA programs’ websites their advising strategies for their online students. Once students are accepted into the program, there are undoubtedly advising processes that are not evident on the website. For example, one MPA virtual program requires admitted students to complete an online form that includes student contact information and their selection of courses for specific terms. The student then emails the completed form to the MPA program director. This strategy generates an initial communication link providing the online student with a contact person for subsequent program questions and concerns. The Central Michigan University distance learning website offers an excellent example of an online advisement form and an enrollment checklist for students.

Several studies caution that distance learning students, in general, “expect very short response times. We heard from them when our staff did not respond within 24 hours” Cohen and others, 1998, 11). Krzycki (n.d.) warns, “The medium is so immediate that students’ expectations of a prompt response are high.”  The American College of Prehospital Medicine on its distance education website posts the following statements that may be appropriate for a MPA virtual program’s consideration with regard to advising:

Grading and Evaluation of Student Work

Student work is submitted online and the student should expect a response and evaluation within 72-hours under normal circumstances. Any undue delays in hearing from faculty members or other difficulties should be reported to our Director, Student Services at email address or our Director of Education at email address.

Counseling 
College administrative personnel are available by phone through the Administrative Office. If you need to speak to an Administrator and they are not immediately available, leave your name, phone number, and the best time to contact you by phone. Under normal circumstances, your call will be responded to within three (3) business days.
The above procedures, albeit rather stringent regarding evaluation of student work, do specify time lines for responding to students and multiple access contacts for the student. 

Another resource for developing online advising services is the Fort Hays State College-Virtual College website. It includes site maps with numerous links for both prospective students and current students. Its advising sections on “What your advisor does” and  “What you do” provide clear and detailed information. The University of Texas at Arlington Graduate School describes the benefits of its Cyber Advising that integrates advising, course selection and changes, and credit posting to transcripts with 24-hour student access to his/her academic record into an apparently seamless system. No doubt cost is a crucial issue in developing an integrated advising process. However, virtual advising demands thoughtful consideration and recognition that traditional advising strategies may not be appropriate for the virtual student.

This study further notes the omission of support services for students with physical disabilities on online MPA program websites. Typically, an online student with physical disabilities must wade through links to locate the overall university’s disability policy and procedures. The Kent State University MPA virtual program designates the “Physically Disabled Individuals with B.A./B.S. degrees: Blind, Deaf and Hard of Hearing and Persons with Severe Motor Disabilities” as its target population. Its listing of “Technology Assistance Services for Persons with Physical Disabilities” is a model for all online MPA programs:

· Fully compliant with federal laws and accessibility requirements (Section 508) for Our Course Based Web Pages.
· Financial Assistance Available for Acquiring Assistance with Computer-based Hardware and Software.

· In-home setup*, Pre-testing of Equipment and Technical Support.

· Affiliation with Organizations for Persons with Disabilities. 

· Formal Affiliation with the Ohio Rehabilitation Services Commission. *Within northeastern Ohio
Internships

NASPAA standards include “a carefully planned internship experience . . . for students who lack a significant professional work background” (Standard 4.4). The pre-service MPA students present significant challenges in designing public service internships and guidelines within a virtual MPA program. Identifying the student without significant public service experience, developing internship placements in his/her locale, and supervising and evaluating the placement certainly require creative strategies.  Generally, online MPA program websites provide a link to their program requirements that includes internship information typically oriented to the campus student. Several programs substitute an additional course for the internship requirement.  Another requires pre- service students to take its MPA program’s core courses on campus and complete an internship. A perusal of FAQs indicates that internships are often not mentioned.
The University of Victoria, British Columbia MPA online program has an excellent “Co-op” site with a program overview, student information, employer information, contacts, and online forms.  The University of Colorado MPA program also has a site detailing internship requirements and procedures.  Several other non distance learning MPA websites offer suggestions for developing the online internship program. Indiana University’s School of Public and Environmental Affairs (SPAE) internship site includes links to the forms for the internship contract, work plan, internship progress report, supervisor evaluation, and internship summary report along with an extensive listing of internships and job postings. The North Carolina State MPA program has a “Jobs & Internships” site with links to current fellowship, internship, and job opportunities and to an extensive section on internship information including interviewing tips and searching for a job.  

Placement Services

Placement services in virtual MPA programs are similar to internship services. Job listing links on the campus MPA program site are available or students are directed to bulletin boards and the university’s Career Placement Office.  It is evident that little attention is paid to unique placement services demands from distance learning students.  

Indiana University’s “Career Services and Alumni Affairs Services” site offers an  “Erecruiting” site: Web based program that allows students to participate in on-campus recruiting, create resumes, post resume to web books, and search job postings.”  As online MPA programs consider their placement services, an erecuiting strategy suggests job opportunities uniquely suited to the distance learning graduate. Numerous MPA program sites have extensive links to city, county, state, and federal resources that are useful models for online programs. The University of Alaska Southeast MPA web site has a “Career Center” site with excellent resources for the MPA job hunter.

Miscellaneous Suggestions for Online MPA Web Sites Development

MPA programs are truly limited in the expertise and resources to build their online web sites. However, observing how other sites visually present their program information and link their resources is a productive lesson in program site building.  This study observed several helpful design elements for a MPA online web site: 

· Include accreditation information whether by NASPAA and/or a regional accrediting body on the site.  Prospective students are astute consumers and look for validation of a program’s credibility.

· Provide technical sites specifying hardware and software requirements or providing downloadable software. Students appreciate not being surprised with additional costs and always, free services. 

· Develop multiple links to student services sites; for example, a button indicated in the typical left side format as well as a link in the FAQ’s, handbooks, and program information to the same site. Multiple access links decrease student frustration in locating a particular needed service.

The Marist College virtual MPA program provides an online tour offering a course demonstration. The University of Alaska Southeast MPA program has a cool site with blowing flags!  Despite our limited resources and technical capabilities, MPA faculty, with the assistance of savvy site building students, can jazz up our program websites. 

Virtual MPA Programs and Student Support Services

In reviewing web-based MPA programs, Yang and Holzer (2003) caution that


The absence of these terms (web-based education policy or strategy) in the web sites reflects, at least, the poor construction of web sites for these programs. It is natural to assume that such information should be put online if a program is paying attention to and mobilizing resources around online education or online learning. For the least part, one can conclude, from the web sites, that public administration programs have not paid enough attention to online education or learning.

Their admonition holds true for the absences of student support services on a virtual MPA program website. Intended or unintended, neglecting the presentation and organization of academic advising and student support services devalues the program’s efforts to provide a quality MPA program.  

The virtual university revamps educational dynamics by bringing the university to the students rather than the students to the university. Ideally, rather than assuming traditional campus student services are relevant to students in our virtual MPA programs, we need to explore their unique student service needs and develop creative and convenient responses.

Appendix

Universities and Their Virtual MPA Program Web Site

California State University Dominguez Hills 

http://mpaonline.csudh.edu/
Florida Gulf Coast University 

http://cps.fgcu.edu/pa/dl.html
Golden Gate University 

http://www.ggu.edu/schools/business/public_admin/empa.html
Kent State University 

http://fpsrv.dl.kent.edu/mpa
Marist College 

http://www.marist.edu/management/mpa/mpacho.html
Troy State University

http://www.troyst.edu/
University of Colorado at Denver http://www.cuonline.edu/acad_htm/program_mpa.shtml
University of Nebraska at Omaha 

http://www.unomaha.edu/~wwwpa/padistance.html
University of North Carolina at Pembroke

 www.uncp.edu/ced/online_mpa.htm
University of Texas at Arlington 

http://www.cuonline.edu/acad_htm/program_mpa.shtml
University of Victoria, British Columbia Canada 

http://web.uvic.ca/padm/mpa-online/index.htm
Valdosta State University

http://www.valdosta.edu/mpa/online
Virtual MPA Programs without Universities

Century University

http://www.centuryuniversity.com/MA_publicadministration.html

DeVry University

http://www.elearners.com/online-degree
Keller Graduate School of Management

http://www.directdegree.com/scripts/offer.php?code=WWL-Keller&&offer
Walden University
http://www.elearners.com/online-degree
Additional Sites with Cited Resources

American College of Prehospital Medicine

 http://www.acpm.edu/index.asp

Central Michigan University Distance Learning http://www.ddlcampus.cmich.edu/student/student-services.html

Fort Hays State University

 http://fhsu.edu/virtualcollege

Indiana University School of Public and Environmental Affairs

 www.iu.edu/~speacare

North Carolina State University

www.chass.ncsu.edu/pa/jobs.htm

University of Alaska Southeast

 www.uas.alaska.edu/mpa

The MPA program is taught through regular broadcast over satellite television across Alaska and the Yukon. 
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