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Abstract

This paper presents experience at Florida Gulf Coast University since its inception in 1997 in developing the introductory course in an MPA degree program structured in substance and delivery to a student audience that is largely matriculating part-time while full-time employed in service.  It describes other characteristics of the student profile and their implications for the introductory course, including teaching philosophy; course expectations and benefits; and learning objectives and assessments.  The paper explores adaptations to the concept-case method for teaching, interchangeable delivery in both distance and on-campus formats and the role of the departmental chairperson as instructor in the course.  Conclusions and recommendations for future research are presented.
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Introduction and Background

In his reflections on factors affecting the teaching of public administration, Perry (2004) noted the recognition among scholars in the field over the past fifteen years of the need for curricula and pedagogy to be responsive to the dynamics of social, economic and political conditions occurring globally and domestically.  Among the dimensions he identified in examining future directions for research in public affairs education was that students as a group are among several “units of analysis.” He argued for greater attention in research to the “intersection” of this unit with others, such as instructors, programs, professions and indeed, society as a whole (2004,195).

This paper addresses one such intersection with a attention to the situation facing Master of Public Administration (MPA) degree programs in relating the educational experience of students to ever-changing environments of public administration while also addressing the needs of a student body that is largely matriculating part-time and holding in-service positions in the public or non-profit sectors. The paper’s focus is the introductory or survey course in public administration, a unit of analysis that is significant to public administration education for at least two reasons:  first, it represents students’ initial exposure to the discipline at the graduate level and second, it serves as the foundation for the remainder of their educational experience in a MPA degree program.

The Changing MPA Student Profile 

Tschirhart and Wise (2002) applied organizational theory to inform public affairs faculty about diversity management in a wide range of courses. Analysis of obvious differences in the in-service professional/part-time MPA student population from the more traditional student typology, as well as divergences apparent within this population, is helpful to understanding the implications specifically for the introductory MPA course. Additional characteristics that these students share in common as a group are useful to instructors in designing the introductory course in a manner that is compatible with the profile of their classes. 

As mature adults, these students often do not forego active roles of parenting and community participation during their matriculation, unlike their more traditional student counterparts.  Another common characteristic in the profile of such students is the gap in their higher education experience, which may represent some ten years or more since completion of their baccalaureate degree. Diversity in disciplines represented in that degree also plays a role, with undergraduate majors ranging from social sciences and humanities to the natural sciences as well as business administration, law and communications/public relations.   

This gap may further contribute to a lack of familiarity and some intimidation with the increased dependence on technology for communication with faculty and administrators as well as a realistic understanding of the expectations of graduate vs. undergraduate education.   For such students, research and other learning skills from the pre-technology era often require significant updating in order to effectively conduct library research using electronic bibliographic databases and other resources. Finally, divergence in the nature and extent of students’ educational preparation will also be apparent in areas experiencing growth and development with in-migration from far-reaching regions of the country, and for those institutions with international student representation.

Characteristics that these students often share in common are the motivation underlying the pursuit of a professional graduate degree.  Upon graduation, the majority is likely to remain employed in the same agency or organization where they were working at the time of their admission.  Their objective is to advance within an existing career track.  Accordingly, the environment of public administration is not new to them; rather, they relate more readily to the subject matter in an applied context than do students who have yet to experience an actual work setting in the public/non-profit sector.  

Implications for Degree Programs and Teaching 

These circumstances, coupled with the increased demand at the local and state levels of government for qualified public administrators, place pressure on administrators and faculty to design and deliver MPA degree programs in a manner that fulfills multiple and often competing objectives.  New entrants representing the proprietary educational industry may exacerbate this pressure with the emergence of competing MPA degree programs in the same market.

This paper is based on the experience at Florida Gulf Coast University (FGCU), an institution confronting these challenges since its inception in 1997 in a MPA degree program that began with distance (virtual) education via internet as its defining characteristic.  It sets forth issues relating to both substantive content as well as delivery strategies for the introductory MPA course (PAD 6060, Introduction to Public Administration) as it is currently taught, reflecting changes that have been incorporated over its relatively brief history.
  The intent is to offer an example (vs. a model) of how and understanding of the MPA student profile affects the course design and delivery.

A Matter of Substance I: Teaching Philosophy, Expectations and Benefits, Learning Objectives and Assessment 

Course design of PAD 6060 has evolved over a seven-year period, taking into account the student profile and institutional environment described in the above section.  Communicating the teaching philosophy, course objectives and how assessment will be conducted in a manner that students can relate to contributes to a meaningful experience for the class as well as instructor.  The following course elements are illustrative:

Teaching Philosophy

A statement of teaching philosophy provides instructors with an opportunity to convey their own approach to the subject matter, means of relating to students or other aspect of teaching that they closely identify with.  It can be tailored to the specific course being taught or generic in nature, applicable to any course that instructor teaches.  One’s teaching philosophy goes beyond the catalog description of the course, revealing an attribute of the instructor not otherwise generally communicated to students. Having a clear understanding of the instructor’s philosophy serves as a guide to the practitioner-focused student in succinct terms, reducing guesswork that often accompanies a student’s curiosity about the professor. In PAD 6060, this is accomplished by stating the instructor’s appreciation for public administration in the context of an academic discipline and an applied field:   

Public administration is a rich, interdisciplinary field of study, applying critical and creative thinking toward understanding and addressing issues and problems facing the public and not-for-profit sectors in the context of dynamic social, economic, and political conditions of contemporary life.

Course Expectations and Benefits
Students need information at the outset of the course and throughout the semester concerning what is expected of them and what they can expect of the instructor.  In the latter instance, the instructor may revise an initial statement to this effect, reflecting specific needs of different classes, semester by semester in which the course is taught, obtaining student input during the first class session (whether traditional or virtual).  For students whose most recent educational experience is a distant memory in their lives, this statement serves as a reassurance that they are proceeding in the course in a manner consistent with the instructor’s expectations. PAD 6060 expresses these expectations in the following way:

Expectations Of the Student: Keep current with the weekly readings and assignments; participate in the message board or class discussions; complete written assignments in a timely fashion; support colleagues (as needed); enjoy being part of the learning process.

Expectations Of the Professor: Provide a clear understanding of course responsibilities; give prompt, complete response to students’ concerns and questions; grade assignments in a fair, logical manner that students can understand; support the students in the learning process; enjoy being part of the learning process.
In a similar vein, students are further informed about the course in a meaningful way if they understand the direct and tangential benefits upon successful completion in relation to their career goals.  PAD 6060 represents this aspect of the course with the following five benefits to be derived:

1) a better understanding of the subject, both from theoretical and practical orientations, 

2) enhanced analytical skills, 
3)  improved written communication skills, 
4)  new collegial and professional contacts, and 
5) a sense of personal accomplishment.
Learning Objectives and Assessment 

Careful thought to and clear articulation of the learning objectives underlying assignments is particularly critical to the MPA student profile under discussion.  Gearing the activities in which students will be engaged in the course to their motivation for learning increases the potential for success later in the degree program and professional experience, as well as in the course itself.  Table 1 sets forth how the assignments are linked to learning objectives.

A Matter of Substance II:  The Concept-Case Method as a Focal Point
Although space does not permit a delineation of all teaching approaches in PAD 6060, the use of the concept-case method is worthy of attention for purposes of this paper.  For the student profile under discussion, relevance is enhanced with the application of concepts to actual situations posed in case studies.  Stillman’s (2005) four purposes for the format and approach employed in his text are conducive to incorporating relevance to the introductory course aimed at in-service students:  

· Developing students’ appreciation for the classic works of theorists as the foundation for an understanding of contemporary public administration

· Demonstrating the complexity of actual problems public administrators face through students’ exposure to a variety of case situations

· Providing a mechanism for linking theory with practice 

· Developing students’ appreciation for the interdisciplinary nature and broad scope of public administration (2005, xxi).

In addition, the Stillman concept-case study approach features other attributes that make it an effective teaching strategy and appropriate for a practitioner-based student audience. One feature is that the majority of cases have been the subject of national media attention.  Generally, students are able to recall popular press coverage and the tendency toward “assignment of blame” that occurred as the events in the case unfolded.  Analyzing the 

Table 1.  PAD 6060 Learning Objectives and Assessment Strategies
	Learning Objective
	 
	Assessment Strategy

	Demonstrate an understanding 
of and appreciation for the 
various organizational, 
ethical, and professional 
problems that public 
administrators face
	
	Case study analyses, 
Web discussion board or class 
participation, Examinations

	Apply an understanding of 
the roles and 
responsibilities of public 
administration to various 
problems and issues, 
demonstrating an ability to: 
assess relevant information, 
identify appropriate 
alternatives, and articulate 
an analysis accordingly
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	Case study analyses, Class 
or Web discussion board participation

	Conduct search of public 
administration literature 
appropriate to specific topic areas, using library 
electronic resources
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	Midterm and/or Final 
examination

	Gain insights into 
strategies for managerial 
success in organizations
	[image: image3.png]



	Caught Between the Dog and 
the Fireplug . . .
 “Book Club” Web discussion board. 


case from the perspective of public administration in the introductory course setting demonstrates the unique contribution that the discipline makes toward an understanding of/explanations for the behavior of the players, dynamics of the organizations and other phenomena that constitute the case. 

Cases that are familiar at a superficial level to practitioner-oriented students have the added benefit to learning of equalizing the playing field of the classroom setting, making these types of cases preferable to those that may place some students at an advantage over others because of their background or experience.   Rhodes (2002) observes the reverse situation for more traditional students who upon completion of their degree will assume beginning-level managerial positions in state and local government.  He advocates the use of cases more likely to represent the set of circumstances these students will confront in their decision-making roles.

Maximizing the learning experience in case study learning among practitioner students can be a greater challenge for teaching than in the traditional setting.  Emphasis on critical thinking (Browne and Keeley, 2004) may require additional attention depending on the stage in their development as critical thinkers (Elder and Paul, undated).    Practitioner students’ oral and written analyses should focus on factors such as the following:

· Clearly linking the theory with practice that the case illustrates

·  Demonstrating an appreciation for the complexity of the case, avoiding the tendency to oversimplify or seek a definitive “solution” to the case

· Drawing more heavily from public administration literature in case analysis than from reaction based on personal values and observation from experience

· Writing in a professional style (vs. casual or conversational).

A Question of Delivery I:  Interchangeability Between On-campus and Distance

Integrating traditional learning with distance education in public affairs education has been demonstrated to have some benefits when also combined with service learning (Killian (2004).  As courses become increasingly web-based, the lines that once distinguished one form from the other will become less clear-cut.  To the extent that a course is designed in a web format, technological advances in higher education will make it easier for students to participate interchangeably between distance and on-campus formats in a given course. 
  These advances preclude the need for a course to be taught in separate formats, a strategy that is cost effective from an administrative standpoint. Combined with flexibility in completing assignments in the course, this approach fulfills the needs of the practitioner-based student audience whose work schedules are often unpredictable.

In PAD 6060, flexibility is achieved largely through the case study assignment, the central component of the course.  Of eleven cases assigned, six formal written analyses are submitted to the instructor as an e-mail attachment, the first case being a “practice” case that all students are required to complete by the close of the second week in the semester.  The instructor electronically returns the practice case to each student with comments but no grade per se.  Students may submit the remaining five formal written case analyses on the due dates as assigned weekly throughout the fifteen-week semester, choosing the due dates that best accommodates their schedules (whether of a personal or professional nature).  The instructor does not require the anticipated schedule of these submitted assignments to be approved in advance.  

Discussion of all eleven assigned cases takes place in regularly scheduled class sessions as well as on a Discussion Board in the Angel distance learning delivery mode.  Students have a choice between participating via class attendance or web throughout the semester.  The following instructions for this aspect of the course is explained 
Participation via web Discussion Board is required for distance students and others unable to attend a scheduled class session. The expectation for this part of the course is as follows:

1. Each student originates a point based on his or her analysis of the case, entering a posting a in the weekly Discussion Board for the case.

2. Each student reacts or responds to the posted by another student using the Reply function in the weekly Discussion Board for the case.
Therefore, generally, there will be no more than 2 postings per student per week, one in the early part of the discussion period and another posted later in the week.  At the conclusion of the discussion period for a given case, the instructor will post a Commentary to all participants.

Your involvement in discussions, whether in class or web Discussion Board, is expected as part of the course participation grade whether or not you have submitted a formal written case analysis during any given week in which a case is assigned. Web Discussion Board content should focus on substantive, public administration principles in the case in the same manner as formal written analyses. To "chat," (socialize) use the chat room feature.  (The instructor does not participate in “chats.”)
Experience to date reveals that there is no predictable pattern on the extent to which a given class will opt for an exclusively distance or on-campus format or a combination of both approaches. Some students located outside of commuting distance of the university may opt for attendance at one or two scheduled on-campus sessions and “virtual attendance” in the case Discussion Board via web. All students are encouraged to attend the last class session of the semester to reflect on the course and to meet their fellow students with whom they have been exchanging thoughts via web Discussion Boards on a weekly basis.   During semesters in which all students enrolled in the course determine in advance that they will matriculate in a distance-only mode, class sessions are not held and the course becomes exclusively “virtual.”

A general limitation to the interchangeable format is the need for strict adherence to the pre-set schedule, sacrificing the “spontaneity” that is often present in either an all-distance or campus-based approach.  To assure similarity in the experience for all students in the course, there can be few departures from the teaching plan as initially set forth in the syllabus.  The interchangeable format also places limits on including guest lecturers for class sessions, taking field trips or using audio-visual aids.  Some of these and other limitations can be overcome using various proxies available for distance learning.  For example, voice-over PowerPoint can substitute for a guest lecture with opportunity for question-and-answer interaction by e-mail.

A Question of Delivery II:  The Chairperson as Instructor
At FGCU the departmental chairperson teaches PAD 6060 on a regular basis both fall and spring semesters.  This aspect of the course is included here in relation to the student profile under discussion, recognizing that numerous factors enter into teaching assignments from institution to institution.  With respect to the introductory course, most faculty members holding the terminal degree in public administration or closely related field are considered “qualified” to teach the introductory course. Indeed, rotation of this assignment among the faculty has advantages to the department with a number of faculty members becoming familiar with the characteristics of incoming students.  Similarly, with different instructors teaching the course over a period of time, the student body as a group has had exposure to diverse approaches toward the subject matter.

For a relatively new program such as FGCU’s, the chairperson as instructor for this course has proven beneficial to program planning and administration largely because of the ability to gain first-hand familiarity with incoming students.  This has proven advantageous in a pre-accreditation period in relation to the student profile in the following ways:

· Appropriately tailoring recruitment programs and pre-admission information

· Fine-tuning program requirements 

· Mentoring new faculty 

· Communicating with mid-level and upper administration on program needs

Conclusion and Recommendations
Returning to Perry’s (2004) call for research in public affairs education to focus on the interaction of units of analysis, this paper has touched upon one approach to teaching that attempts to meet the needs of a changing student population while maintaining traditional educational objectives in an introductory course in a particular MPA degree program.  Its intent is to offer an example rather than imply generalization.  Nonetheless it suggests the need for ongoing attention to implications of student characteristics to pedagogical substance and delivery in individual programs as well as in the public affairs education in general.  

Both qualitative and quantitative research with a sharing of results in the professional literature can be interpreted among program administrators and faculty as applicable to individual situations.  The challenge lies in basing approaches to teaching on accurate information about students, detecting trends and responding to them in a manner that is both relevant and focused on outcomes favorable to the public/non-profit sector that we serve.
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� These objectives may be fulfilled employing cases from a variety of sources available to faculty. Among these are Electronic Hallway (The Evans School of Public Affairs, University of Washington, Seattle, WA) and the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University, Cambridge, MA.


� Ashworth (2001).


� The Division of Public Affairs at FGCU stipulates that students who at the time of their admission to the MPA program have not had one year of professional experience in a public agency or non-profit organization are required to attend class sessions of all courses in the core.   





PAGE  

