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Chapter 5

Accreditation and Competencies  
in Education for Leadership in  

Public Service

Jeffrey A. Raffel, Steven M. Maser, and Crystal Calarusse

What competencies do professionals in public administration need? That is, what knowledge, skills, 
and aptitudes does a public administration professional need to have in order to produce results 
that serve the public? What does the profession consider to be the characteristics of exemplary 
educational programs that educate professionals in the field?

The answers matter because they inform decision makers: program directors and faculty work-
ing to improve their programs, attract students, and serve their communities with their graduates; 
prospective students choosing among alternative programs and careers; employers who want 
validation that the employees they hire have the competencies they value; and university admin-
istrators and policy makers who want independent affirmation that the resources they invest in 
their programs are paying off.

The answers can be found in the accreditation process and standards promulgated by the Na-
tional Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration (NASPAA). For more than 
twenty-five years, NASPAA has been accrediting programs in the United States at the master’s 
level to “prepare students . . . for leadership positions in public affairs, policy, and administration” 
(NASPAA 2008, 6).1 Accreditation involves a process of peer review meant to ensure and improve 
the quality of educational programs. By establishing a set of standards, accreditation agencies 
define the content of a professional or academic field. The standards establish the competencies to 
be required of professionals in the field and set thresholds of acceptability and quality for programs 
whose missions include helping students master them.

NASPAA’s accreditation process embodies the values that define the field: accountability, 
transparency, professionalism, equity, trust, and responsiveness—all in the public interest. It in-
volves a rigorous peer review. Defining the standards employed by the reviewers is the critically 
important precursor to accreditation. The evolution of NASPAA’s accreditation standards reflects 
the history of the profession since 1970, as well as its direction.

Amid a changing environment for accreditation, public administration, and public policy, in 
2006 NASPAA launched a review of its standards and accreditation process, ten years after it 
adopted its existing standards. The effort sought input from a variety of constituencies, including 
faculty members and employers, about the competencies every graduate of a program accredited 
by NASPAA should acquire to be a successful public servant. This chapter outlines the history that 
informed the recent review, the reasons and the process for the review, the competencies that have 
been defined in the standards adopted in 2009, and the challenges of assessing student learning.
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The Emergence of Accreditation for U.S. Public Affairs, 
Administration, and Policy Programs

NASPAA is an institutional membership organization with a twofold mission: to ensure excel-
lence in education and training for public service and to promote the ideals of public service. 
NASPAA was founded in 1970 as a satellite of the American Society for Public Administration, 
a professional society for public service (Henry 1995). NASPAA’s institutional membership grew 
along with the expanding numbers of public administration programs in the United States. In 1977 
member institutions of NASPAA voted to adopt a program of voluntary peer review evaluation of 
master’s degree programs in public affairs and administration and adopted Standards for Profes-
sional Masters Degree Programs in Public Affairs, Policy and Administration.

NASPAA-accredited programs demonstrate compliance with the NASPAA standards during 
a rigorous process of self-study and peer review.2 Many nonaccredited programs in the United 
States and abroad shadow the standards.3 Prior to 1992, NASPAA’s standards were relatively input 
oriented, requiring, for example, curriculum coverage of specific topics such as human resources, 
budgeting, and financial management. In 1992, NASPAA added a mission-based layer to the stan-
dards, making them more output oriented. Mission-based accreditation allows each program to 
articulate its mission and the process by which it develops and implements it. The program must 
assess the extent to which it meets its mission and describe changes the program adopted in light 
of the assessment. Mission-based accreditation was designed in part to allow a broader array of 
programs, including public policy, into the fold of accreditation (Ellwood 2006).

In 2004, the Commission on Peer Review and Accreditation (COPRA), NASPAA’s accredit-
ing arm, altered slightly its self-study instructions—the guidance it gives to programs preparing 
their reports—introducing a larger philosophical change. It anticipated the third generation of 
NASPAA’s accreditation standards, giving greater prominence to the requirement that programs 
articulate the extent to which their students learn a set of competencies. Programs had to “iden-
tify the general competencies that are consistent with the program mission” (NASPAA 2006a, 
8), encouraging them to be more outcome oriented. However, this change did not have a major 
impact on programs seeking accreditation, in part because programs promulgated and COPRA 
accepted broad, almost generic missions that by inference allowed broad, generic competencies, 
and in part because defining and measuring competencies proved to be difficult.

Accreditation, Program Diversity, and the Core 
Curriculum of the Twentieth Century

Several histories of NASPAA and education for the public service strike consistent themes: the 
diversity of programs in the field, the continued responsiveness of NASPAA and accreditation to 
the public service environment, a lack of a uniform approach to the field, and a foundation built 
on POSDCORB. In 1937 Gulick and Urwick created the POSDCORB acronym to define the com-
petencies required of public administrators: planning, organizing, staffing, directing, coordinating, 
reporting, and budgeting. In 1985, Elwood’s A Morphology of Graduate Education for Public 
Service in the United States began with the statement “Graduate education for public service in 
the United States is characterized by its diversity—a diversity to meet the differing needs of the 
various levels of American government and the variety of professions which dominate employment 
in the public sector” (1). Almost a quarter of a century later, Riccucci (2007) echoed Ellwood’s 
themes, recognizing the interdisciplinary roots of the field and the variety of organizational forms, 
and concluding that no “one best approach to public administration” exists (762).
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Laurin Henry’s opus (1995) on NASPAA’s history highlights similar themes of balancing program 
diversity with other goals, the responsiveness of NASPAA to its environment, and the difficulties 
in finding a common core. Henry refers to NASPAA as a “dependent variable” (2), responding to 
the challenges faced by deans and directors from the “unstable seas of national politics” (3). De-
scribing the roots of the accreditation process, initially a peer review exercise, Henry highlighted 
the development of a “matrix of competencies” in 1973–74 by a NASPAA Standards Committee. 
The matrix “was summarized on a spreadsheet that began with several subject-matter areas listed 
down the left side: Political, Social, and Economic Context; Analytical Tools; Individual, Group, 
and Organizational Behavior; Policy Analysis; and Administrative/Management Processes. For 
each subject-matter area, appropriate knowledge, skills, and behavior were elaborated in successive 
columns to the right” (14). This approach helped to diffuse a conflict over accreditation standards 
between elite programs, which wanted to focus on institutional characteristics such as the number 
of faculty as indicators of quality, and smaller programs, which lacked resources and size.

Eleanor Laudicina (2007) described a layered approach to curriculum and standards rather than 
an integrated and coherent approach. For example, describing trends in the 1950s, she indicated, 
“In general courses and curricula continued to reflect the traditional emphasis on organization and 
management, administrative technique, public personnel, budgeting, and finance” (732). During the 
1980s, the challenges to NASPAA and public service education included the emergence of public 
policy programs, the burgeoning use of microcomputers, and privatization, associated with distrust 
in and the downsizing of government—just as “some consensus on curriculum finally emerged” 
(743). Observing NASPAA’s response, she concluded, “Those who seek a real synthesis or a universal 
paradigm probably are doomed to disappointment” (750). According to Laudicina, NASPAA had yet 
to respond to the necessity for “new competencies in team building, communication, employee in-
volvement, cultural awareness and labor relations” (749) likely to be needed by public managers.

At the turn of the century, NASPAA’s curricular requirements in the accreditation standards 
were defined as follows (2007):

4.21 Common Curriculum Components. The common curriculum components shall enhance 
the student’s values, knowledge, and skills to act ethically and effectively

In the Management of Public Service Organizations, the components of which include:

•	 Human resources
•	 Budgeting and financial processes
•	 Information management, technology applications, and policy.

In the Application of Quantitative and Qualitative Techniques of Analysis, the components of 
which include:

•	 Policy and program formulation, implementation and evaluation
•	 Decision-making and problem-solving.

With an Understanding of the Public Policy and Organizational Environment, the components 
of which include:

•	 Political and legal institutions and processes
•	 Economic and social institutions and processes
•	 Organization and management concepts and behavior.
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The standards also called for programs to “prepare students to work in and contribute to diverse 
workplaces and communities.”

Accreditation and the Core Curriculum in the  
Twenty-first Century

In spring 2006, NASPAA president Daniel Mazmanian, with the support of NASPAA’s Executive 
Council as per an October 2005 vote, appointed the NASPAA Standards 2009 Steering Commit-
tee. The committee included representatives from the profession and academic programs. The 
executive council, supplemented by representatives from the committee, held a March 2006 
retreat in Tucson, Arizona, led by strategic planning expert, John Bryson, to consider the future 
of public service education (NASPAA 2006e). The outcome was a process for drafting a set of 
new standards, ultimately voted upon and approved by accredited members at NASPAA’s 2009 
fall conference.

NASPAA committed to thoroughly evaluating and revising the public service degree cur-
riculum and the NASPAA Accreditation Standards to ensure that accredited degree programs 
serve the profession and give graduates the competitive skills they need to lead the public 
sector.

During the years following the retreat, NASPAA’s annual conference titles included “The Fu-
ture of the Public Sector” (2006), “Embracing the Certainty of Uncertainty: Creating the Future 
of Public Affairs Education” (2007), and “NASPAA Meets the Future” (2008). At about the same 
time, other national associations in the fields of public administration, affairs, and policy built their 
conferences around the topic. The Association for Public Policy and Management, for example, 
held a conference titled “Charting the Next Twenty Years of Public Policy and Management Edu-
cation,” generating more than a dozen papers (APPAM 2006). In sum, the profession focused on 
updating the collected wisdom its degree programs conveyed.

Forces in the environment of public service education set the stage for reexamining NAS-
PAA’s standards, including projections of the future state of the world of public affairs, admin-
istration and policy, national accreditation issues, and trends in quality review and assessment 
(see, in general, the chapters in Liou 2001, especially Durant’s [2001], and, of course, all of 
the chapters in this volume). Other forces originated with the degree programs themselves, 
as they attempted to address the increasing demand for innovative offerings. These included 
executive programs attending to midcareer and senior learners with leadership offerings and 
flexible course scheduling (NASPAA 2006c); new program delivery mechanisms, such as online 
courses or satellite campuses facilitated by improved technologies and electronic information 
sharing; contracting to educate entire cohorts of international public servants and opening 
campuses overseas, requiring an understanding of the international context of public service 
in curriculum and in program design; and cooperation with academic programs outside of the 
traditional public service fields to develop curricula and offerings that prepare graduates for the 
multisectoral workforce (NAPA 2005).

Given these forces, what, then, makes a program accreditable in terms of its core curriculum? 
Specifically, what are the competencies that future public servants are expected to master as a 
result of experiencing the curricula offered by accredited programs as the twenty-first century 
progresses? The answers provided in this chapter derive from four sources: statements by academic 
leaders in the profession, advice from practitioners, the literature on public service education, and 
comments solicited during the accreditation review process.
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Visions of Academic Leaders

During the first decade of the twenty-first century, several visionaries challenged the field 
of public service education to address change. Barbara Nelson, in her NASPAA Conference 
Plenary address in October 2002, “Education for the Public Interest,” suggested that curricula 
should encompass problem solving across boundaries, educating students for shared power 
and shifting alliances, citizen engagement and diversity, and the realities of public opin-
ion, including declining support for the public sector. Focusing on the federal government, 
Abramson, Breul, and Kamensky (2003)—practitioners who were elected to the National 
Academy of Public Administration—believed that “the next decade will best be categorized 
by a topsy-turvy ride for government leaders” as government learned to respond to four 
trends: (1) changing rules, (2) emphasizing performance, (3) improving service delivery, and 
(4) increasing collaboration.

Similarly, Astrid Merget, in her 2003 Donald Stone Lecture to the meeting of the American 
Society for Public Administration, challenged the profession to confront a “sampler of changes,” 
including (1) the globalization of the political economy, (2) technology, (3) the imperative for public, 
private, and nonprofit partnerships, (4) a renewed and amplified view of institution building, (5) 
complexity, and (6) the importance of research while asserting a healthy respect for the political 
milieu. Jeffrey Straussman, in a discussion paper for the Association for Public Policy Analysis 
and Management spring 2006 conference (2008), cited several of the same trends but brought an 
empirical analysis of management and policy process course syllabi to his analysis. Among the 
topics he found to be necessary in today’s world: (1) globalization, (2) managing across sectors, 
(3) collaborative management, and (4) being reflective yet evidence based. Lester Salamon’s ad-
dress to NASPAA in 2005 called for preparing “professional citizens”: people educated for jobs 
that involve solving public problems, again, across sectors.

In 2007, American Society for Public Administration president Harvey White appointed a 
five-person committee to address “several disturbing developments pushing public administra-
tion towards academic obfuscation” and “an increasing propensity to prepare students for almost 
everything except careers in public administration” (quoted in Henry et al. 2009, 118). The com-
mittee called for the master of public administration (MPA) degree to be distinctive from degrees 
in public policy and public affairs, emphasizing public administration values—albeit U.S.-centric 
(Raffel 2009)—such as a focus on the U.S. Constitution and principles of “individual rights, due 
process of law, equal protection, and the separation of powers” (123).

Employer Expectations

In 2006, more than four hundred city managers responded to an online survey conducted by 
NASPAA and the International City/County Management Association. The city managers were 
given fifteen types of management knowledge and skills and asked to consider how important 
each was for their organization’s management needs. Decision making and problem solving 
were rated as “extremely important” by 82 percent of the respondents. The other items receiving 
over 70 percent in the highest category were communications skills (77 percent), leadership (72 
percent), and teamwork (71 percent). Items receiving few ratings of extreme or high importance 
included statistical analysis and marketing. When asked to check the three most important skills 
in their organizations, respondents added budgeting and financial management to this list, but 
e-governance, information technology, policy analysis, and statistical analysis never made it 
above ground level. A list of public service knowledge and skills indicated that ethics and integ-



Accreditation and Competencies in Education for Leadership    75

rity topped the city managers’ list, although many other topics were also considered important, 
such as openness to citizen participation and involvement, organization and group behavior, and 
political and legal institutions.

A 2007 federal survey (NASPAA 2007) mirrored the city manager survey in the skills most 
frequently identified, with the addition of program evaluation and accountability to the list of 
important topics. In a 2007 survey of students, which included many practitioners seeking their 
MPA degrees, respondents perceived the most important skills desired by potential employers to 
be written and oral communication, decision making, leadership, and teamwork, quite similar to 
the skills selected by the local and federal practitioner surveys (NASPAA 2007).

Individual employers are not shy about expressing their needs. Angela Evans, deputy director 
of the Congressional Research Service (CRS), identified the core competencies required by that 
organization (2006). These included knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) to perform analysis 
and to operate in a public policy community, as well as a good work ethic and a commitment to 
public service. Among these KSAs were old academic standbys such as “establishes conceptual 
frameworks,” “speaks and communicates effectively,” and “conducts public policy analysis.” She 
also included more organizational abilities such as “leads and tasks effectively,” “negotiates and 
resolves disputes,” and “innovates and creates.” Value considerations also played a strong role; 
KSAs included “desires to serve the public,” “behaves with honestly and integrity,” and “behaves 
professionally” (Evans 2006).

Sallyanne Harper, chief financial and administrative officer of the Government Account-
ability Office (GAO), summarized a study of factors associated with the success of entry-level 
hires in the GAO (2006). The GAO’s study used the ratings of 534 analysts hired in fiscal 
years 2002–4 supplemented by discussions with managing directors. The factors identified as 
differentiating the highest-rated performers from others included critical thinking, written and 
oral communication, and collaborating with others. Other significant factors included showing 
initiative, demonstrating flexibility, detail orientation, adapting quickly to the GAO, and seeing 
the big picture.

Thus, a gap appeared between the needs of employers and NASPAA’s accreditation standards 
for curricula in place at the time: people and leadership skills. Although the standards begin with 
the statement that accredited programs prepare leaders for public service, the core curriculum 
as defined in the standards remained focused on POSDCORB. The standards did not address 
leadership competencies. Practitioners began asking whether the MPA curriculum, for example, 
was strictly a management curriculum. Was there a place, indeed, a need for, explicit leadership 
content and skill development (Fairholm 2006; NASPAA 2005)? Even some policy analysts, whose 
programs had been focused on methods, not process, recognized the need for “people skills” in 
their curriculum (Mintrom 2003) because designing and implementing a policy successfully is a 
social and political as well as a technical matter.

The Literature on Public Service Education

The academic literature on the KSAs expected of public servants during the twenty-first century 
repackages existing competencies and identifies new ones. For example, research on networks 
of both people and organizations that are dealing with complex public problems, as opposed to 
unitary, purposeful, and hierarchical organizations dealing with similar problems, reinforces 
the importance of leadership (Milward and Provan 2006). Public service degree holders need to 
understand not just government but also governance that moves across boundaries (Berry and 
Brower 2005; Goldsmith and Eggers 2004; NAPA 2005; Salamon 2005). Defining the compe-
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tencies of leadership in these environments will provoke healthy debate and inspired pedagogy 
(Crosby and Bryson 2005).

Changes in technology, like changes in governing structures, have led to a new set of needed 
competencies. Competency using e-government refers to using the Internet and the World Wide 
Web as tools not only to reduce the cost of transacting business with government but also to 
transform the relationship between the government and the governed. Student competencies with 
word processing, spreadsheets, and even databases and global information systems no longer 
prepare them adequately for e-government. Technology today makes possible the reengineering 
of administrative processes and services, assuming practitioners are competent to manage privacy, 
security, and Americans with Disability Act concerns (Kim and Layne 2001), as well as to plan 
and execute the organizational changes associated with process reengineering.

Risk management revisits the elements of POSDCORB with an eye on the exposure of agencies 
and their clients to liability by virtue of administrative actions. This broader view encompasses 
legal, financial, occupational safety, employment, contract performance, and reputational risks. It 
entails broadening the traditional way of teaching administrative law in MPA programs to include, 
for example, contract law and public employment law (Roberts 2008).

A case exists for de-emphasizing traditional statistical tools drawn from the social science 
roots of public service education in favor of statistical tools drawn from management science. As 
technology trickles down, public servants are moving from consuming statistical reports delivered 
by others to producing models, forecasts, projects, and decisions. This involves tools beyond test-
ing hypotheses and regression analyses to include decision and value trees, linear programming, 
Program Evaluation and Review Technique/critical path analysis, and payoff matrices (Aristigueta 
and Raffel 2001; Caulkins 1999; Horne 2008).

The literature also reveals a debate about whether public administration students should learn 
policy analysis and whether policy analysts should learn management. Piskulich and Mandell 
(2007) prepared a white paper on curricular competencies for the standards review process, ad-
dressing the “balance between maintaining a common identity without limiting the ability of 
programs to experiment and to respond to perceived changes in the public sector environment” 
(4). They advocated specifying a minimal number of competencies consistent with the changed 
world of public service. Because the changing world needs policy analysts, for example, they 
should understand how public administrators manage projects in an organizational context so the 
policies that analysts propose can be implemented feasibly; moreover, public administrators should 
understand, if not conduct, policy research so their implementation achieves the objectives of the 
analysts. A quarter century after Behn called for the same thing (1980), Ellwood (2006) concluded 
that public administration and public policy programs were converging in just this way.

New competencies might come from new paradigms of management. One is “design science” 
(Dunne and Martin 2006; Barzelay and Thompson 2007). This is less a concept of managerial 
decision making than one of managerial problem solving. It encourages students to think broadly, 
to integrate, and to consider sustainability; to focus on the needs of those who will be served by the 
solution to the problem; and to welcome constraints, as opposed to limiting them, on the grounds 
that the more complex the problem, the more inspired and satisfying the solution.

New competencies might emerge from new technologies, as well. Will new competencies be 
required to manage a virtual workplace built around telecommunication (Cascio 2000)? What will 
the impact on government workplaces be from information technologies that allow collaborative 
work to be done away from central office buildings or even in virtual worlds such as Second Life 
(www.secondlife.com)? To the extent that government is not immune to these technical changes, 
managers will have to focus even less on time at work and more on results.
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Feedback from the Standards Review Process

In April 2008, after distributing a draft of the proposed standards, NASPAA sponsored fourteen 
focus groups around the nation. Participants—approximately 160 in all—reacted with constructive 
criticism to a draft of the new standards. When it came to curriculum content, the theme that emerged 
from reviewing notes of the group meetings was the importance of branding—distinguishing de-
grees in the field from others chosen by students as pathways to enter and advance in the public 
sector. This concern has a history. In 1971 Frank Marini, writing about the first Minnowbrook 
conference on public administration, predicted optimistically, “Public administration will deal 
with its relationships to its old foes—law and business administration—more intelligently while 
it is dealing with its old disciplinary base—political science—more intelligently” (357).

Dealing with these relationships continues to be problematic. Federal employees with an MBA 
degree have salaries, grades, and supervisory authority comparable to those who earned an MPA; 
those holding law degrees command higher salaries (Lewis and Oh 2008; see also Yeager et al. 
2007). The 2006 Association for Public Policy Analysis and Management conference revisited 
master of public policy curricula in light of competing degree programs (Radin 2008, 636). 
Branding can be an intelligent way for public administration to deal with its old foes, but only if 
the brand associated with the public administration degree signals substance: a promise and an 
experience that are distinctive and valuable.

What competencies in public administration make its degree distinctive and valuable?
First, consider competencies of concern to NASPAA’s focus group participants that should 

be part of the public service curriculum but are not necessarily distinctive: to manage complex 
organizations, to manage change, to manage high-performing organizations, to conduct economic 
as well as political analyses, and to manage in cross-cultural and international contexts. To be 
culturally competent, for example, requires a manager not only to acknowledge different path-
ways to leadership among people with whom he or she is working, different concepts of career 
success, and different demands for and responses to authority and services (Boxall and Gilbert 
2007), but also to respect and honor these differences, as well as to have the capacity for cultural 
self-assessment (Rice 2007, 2008). These are competencies expected of managers in business, 
government, and nonprofit organizations, so educational programs in business include them, too. 
(See also Friedman 2005; NASPAA 2004.)

Second, consider competencies of concern to NASPAA’s focus group participants that appear 
to be cross-sectoral but that, as applied in the public sector, are distinctive: to manage the policy 
process, to measure and manage performance, to manage relationships and communication. 
Managers—at least enlightened ones—in business recognize the interdependence of business 
and government. This requires them to understand and participate in the public policy process 
because its outcomes impact their activities. Managers in the public sector, however, not only 
have to work within that process; they participate in creating and making the process work with 
citizen engagement (Morse et al. 2005). At least in modern democracies, where efficiency can 
take second place to due process and equity, the process is not businesslike, which is one reason 
why managers with only business experience who move into government roles absent prior public 
service experience can have a rocky start.

The third set of competencies of concern to NASPAA’s focus group participants speaks to com-
petencies they saw as distinctive to public service: managing diversity, adhering to public values, 
and leading. The government of any jurisdiction is by definition inclusive. It discriminates at its 
peril. Businesses succeed by discriminating, matching their products and services to segments 
of the market. They create inclusive workplaces when advantage can be gained in creativity and 
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productivity. For public servants, inclusiveness is a raison d’être. A community chooses the gov-
ernment it wants to be served by; a business chooses the community it wants to serve. Community 
and government are synonymous in a way that business and community are not. In that sense, 
diversity is a core public service value, and managing it is a core competency in public service 
degree programs. Other public values, such as due process, equity (see also Svara and Brunet 
2005), and ethics are as important and distinctive to public service as diversity is.

The final category of competencies that participants in NAPSAA’s focus groups perceived 
to be distinctive is leadership. Yet public, private, and nonprofit organizations all have leaders. 
Indeed, the new accreditation standards embrace an expansive definition of leadership, one likely 
to be interpreted by the accrediting body to include generic competencies, such as creativity and 
innovation, conflict management, vision, and building coalitions, that complement, if not exceed, 
management skills. The career paths of students, wherever they work, will move them from less 
authority to more, from more supervision to less, and from well-defined tasks requiring technical 
skills to ill-defined tasks requiring adaptive capacities: different leadership competencies at different 
times and places (Bartlett and Ghoshal 1997; Charan, Drotter, and Noel 2001). Regardless, one 
can lead throughout one’s career, even without having achieved nominal authority, high position, 
and significant discretion. Leadership in pursuit of public service values and leadership within a 
group in similar pursuit involve distinctive competencies.

Limits on Predicting the Future

While defining the world of public service has been the subject of thoughtful academic and profes-
sional leaders, defining the future of public service education is problematic. Are the generals 
in the field fighting the last war; that is, are these the changes of the last decade? What changes 
will the next decade bring? Are these changes overstated; that is, will all graduates really confront 
a globalized, IT-dominated, multisector world, or are these trends at the edge of the field? Will a 
counterforce, as there often is in history and politics, swing the pendulum back to more traditional 
forms of government?

During the 2006 NASPAA Executive Council retreat on the future of public service education, 
one speaker noted that ten years earlier few, if any, would have predicted the issues that vex us 
today (NASPAA 2006e). Another way to view this reflection is that the challenges confronting 
our graduates in ten years may be quite different from those they confront today, so what educa-
tional program can prepare them for a world that cannot be imagined? Of course, the financial 
meltdown of 2008 and the Democratic victory and election of America’s first African American 
president highlight the difficulty of predicting changes even two years out. In a fast-paced world, 
the relevance of public administration programs depends on their ability to respond quickly to 
changes in the environment of public administrators.

Predicting the future will be much easier than determining what NASPAA should do about it. 
The consensus on the future, and our ability to add one more prediction on top of many others, 
makes this exercise relatively noncontroversial. Translating these predictions into policies and 
standards, the difficulties become apparent. Major questions include the following:

•	 Will the consensus on what to add to the core curriculum be stronger than the consensus 
on what to reduce or eliminate? For example, practitioners and others have made a good 
argument for adding leadership competencies to the list of requirements, but how many 
would support removing competencies in human resources management? Adding is easier 
than subtracting.
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•	 How can programs maintain a set of standards in a fast-paced world where the context changes 
so rapidly? Will NASPAA’s mission-based approach be sufficient?

•	 Where will programs obtain the resources to move from traditional public administration 
to programs incorporating topics such as managing information technology, security, and 
contracts? For example, many NASPAA programs have struggled to meet the five-faculty 
minimum and to find faculty to teach basic information technology.

Assessing Student Competency

The best practices in accreditation now include the evaluation of student learning outcomes, and the 
Council for Higher Education Accreditation (2003) and U.S. regional accreditors require it.4 
What is a “student learning outcome”? According to CHEA (2006a), an “outcome is something 
that happens to an individual student as a result of his or her attendance at a higher education 
institution or participation in a particular course of study. . . . A ‘student learning outcome,’ in 
contrast, is properly defined in terms of the particular levels of knowledge, skills and abilities 
that a student has attained at the end (or as a result) of his or her engagement in a particular set 
of collegiate experiences.”

Huba and Freed (2000) provided a brief political and pedagogical explanation for the move-
ment from a teacher-centered paradigm, focused on curriculum, to a learner-centered paradigm, 
emphasizing learning outcomes. The latter requires direct measures of not only what students know 
and understand but also what they can do, for example, on projects, performances, portfolios. “As 
the goal of a college education for all became more widespread . . . concerns that college graduates 
did not have the skills and abilities needed in the workplace surfaced” (16). This led to calls for 
reform and accountability. “In part to curtail the direct involvement of state legislatures in higher 
education, regional accrediting institutions . . . became involved and began requiring member 
colleges and universities to perform outcomes assessments” (17).

Huba and Freed also credited the continuous improvement movement with pushing higher 
education institutions to conduct outcomes measurement. Ewell (2001) recognized the role that 
distance learning has played because these programs try to show their impacts on student learn-
ing compared to traditional classroom methods. Outcomes assessment is viewed as one means 
to address issues such as grade inflation, employers’ concerns about the relevance of program 
content to their needs, programmatic versus individual course learning, and comparability across 
institutions.

Requiring student learning assessments is still new to many accrediting bodies that may have 
been encouraging it. Comprehensive surveys of current practices in accreditation are lacking, so 
most data are anecdotal from conversations with other accreditors and Web site surveys. NASPAA 
held an informal accreditation summit in the summer of 2007 with representatives of three ac-
creditation assessment leaders: the Accreditation Board of Engineering Technologies, the Associa-
tion to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business, and the Council on Accreditation of Healthcare 
Management Education. The most common path for specialized accreditors appears to be to either 
establish, or to have the program establish, a set of competencies for student achievement based on 
the needs of the profession. The programs are then expected to demonstrate that students achieve 
those competencies to be accredited. Typically, it is up to the program to determine the method 
of student assessment, usually within some parameters (Kershenstein 2002).

CHEA (2002, 2) specified a typology of outcomes assessment measures: direct (sources of 
evidence: capstone performance, professional/clinical performances, third-party testing, such as 
licensure, and faculty-designed examinations) and indirect (portfolios and work samples, follow-up 
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of graduates, employee ratings of performance, self-reported growth by graduates). While assess-
ment may be widespread and includes measures from job placement through student satisfaction, 
few assessment measures are “direct evidence of student learning outcomes of the kind currently 
being asked for by external stakeholders” (Ewell 2001, 1). Whatever measures are used, the rec-
ognition standards for CHEA stated that “to be recognized, the accrediting organization provides 
evidence that it has implemented: . . . accreditation standards or policies that require institutions 
or programs routinely to provide reliable information to the public on their performance, including 
student achievement as determined by the institution or program” (CHEA 2006b).

NASPAA has not been at the forefront of the outcome assessment movement, although it has 
periodically mobilized to address outcomes issues. NASPAA program surveys have found a reli-
ance on indirect outcomes measures, with some programs using capstone evaluations. Measures 
used in other fields are not necessarily appropriate for public service education. MPA programs 
have no analog to the passage rate in bar exams used by law schools. Nor is salary necessarily 
an indicator of the market’s assessment of student learning, as it might be for graduates from 
business schools.

In late 1991 NASPAA’s Outcomes Assessment Committee published its report and a sympo-
sium in the American Review of Public Administration (Poister and Ingraham 1991). At the time 
fewer than half of the 216 schools and programs in their survey were assessing outcomes, and the 
most prevalent techniques were alumni and student surveys. Few were using employer surveys, 
focus groups, or assessment centers. The committee concluded, “NASPAA should implement a 
decentralized model of outcomes assessment, requiring programs to engage in some form of as-
sessment but allowing wide flexibility in how it is implemented and utilized” (180). This would 
allow schools and programs to continue to develop appropriate approaches for their situations, 
but “as schools experiment further in refining assessment methods, more systematic research into 
the strengths and weaknesses of various approaches and their applicability in different program 
settings will be necessary.”

To update information on the use of outcomes measurement, NASPAA staff conducted a Web 
survey of NASPAA programs during the summer of 2006. Seventy-six programs responded to 
the survey. Not surprisingly, a majority (58.1 percent) reported relying heavily on the traditional 
methods of course and assignment grades. Slightly less than a majority relied heavily on a semester-
long capstone course and a capstone project. Student surveys were the next most popular means. 
Few programs extensively used theses, portfolios, or one-day capstone exercises to measure stu-
dent learning. About one-quarter of the programs relied heavily on a comprehensive exam (29.6 
percent) or an employer survey (26 percent).

Newcomer and Allen (2008) recently analyzed the state of outcomes measurement in the field 
of public service education. They concluded that, consistent with the previous NASPAA surveys, 
“the measurement of these student learning outcomes rarely goes past the surveying of students, 
alumni, and occasionally employers about the change in student knowledge, skills, and abilities 
from classroom and field learning experiences” (5). They cite Donald Kirkpatrick’s typology, 
which proposed four possible outcomes of training programs (Newcomer and Allen 2008, 6–7): 
“first, the student’ perception of the quality/value/worth of the program at the conclusion of the pro-
gram typically captured in end-of-course or program feedback forms; second, actual use of the 
knowledge and skills in the workplace some months after the completion of the program; third, 
some positive changes in the work processes that resulted from the students’ employment of the 
skills and knowledge they learned; and fourth, increases in the productivity of the organizations 
where the program alumni worked.”

They conclude, however, “Due to the resources and time required to follow-up program alumni, 
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as well as the analytical challenges to attributing organizational changes to specific student/alumni 
contributions, evaluation of educational programs rarely goes further than Kirkpatrick’s second 
level.” Indeed, the extensive use of surveys “rarely reach[es] beyond Kirkpatrick’s first level” 
(12). The new standards require all programs to assess student learning outcomes but leave the 
means of assessment to individual programs, thus begging the question of how high programs 
will venture on Kirkpatrick’s scale.

Results and Implications of Changing the Accreditation 
Curriculum Standards

Building on the foundations outlined above, the new standard on curriculum content requires the 
following:

5.1	 Universal Required Competencies: As the basis for its curriculum, the program will 
adopt a set of required competencies related to its mission and public service values. 
The required competencies will include five domains: the ability

•	 to lead and manage in public governance;
•	 to participate in and contribute to the policy process;
•	 to analyze, synthesize, think critically, solve problems and make decisions;
•	 to articulate and apply a public service perspective;
•	 to communicate and interact productively with diverse and changing workforce 

and citizenry.

The new standard differs from the old in several ways. First, reflecting the verities at the core 
of public service education, the proposed NASPAA standard expects all accredited programs to 
demonstrate that their graduates are competent in five general domains rather than three. Re-
maining, although in a different form, are decision making and understanding and participating 
in the policy process. Leadership has been added to management. The target of these domains is 
no longer just public sector organizations but governance more generally. Governance is what a 
government does, exercising management power and policy.

Second, the new standard requires demonstrable functional competencies rather than cover-
age of curriculum topics. For example, the new standard lists competencies such as to “lead and 
manage in public governance” rather than traditional courses such as human resources manage-
ment. Third, the new standard clarifies what it means to act effectively and ethically. Fourth, and 
most important, the new standard expects programs to distinguish themselves as public service 
education by embedding public service values in every competency (Raffel 2007; Raffel, Maser, 
and McFarland 2007). This revitalizes the profession’s commitment to a public service ethos 
(see chapter 7, “Ethics and Integrity in Public Service,” and chapter 2, “The Profession of Public 
Administration,” in this volume).

Reflecting the inevitability of change in their environments and the need to be responsive, 
the new standard moves the most specific curriculum coverage requirements, such as “human 
resources,” “budgeting and financial processes,” and “political and economic institutions and 
processes,” into the self-study instructions. The self-study instructions, prepared by COPRA, 
allow NASPAA to update its expectations through the guidance it provides without submitting 
changes to a majority vote of its accredited members. At the same, by specifying the standard on 
curriculum in terms of competencies—outcomes—rather than subjects, individual programs have 
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more freedom to design their curricula around competencies dictated by their missions. Figure 5.1 
depicts the foci of accreditation, linking the standards with each of five interrelated components 
of a management system designed to ensure that graduates learn competencies consistent with a 
program’s mission.

The passage of the new standards will require programs to make a series of decisions about 
the competencies they are fostering in students and how to measure students’ achievement. Dis-
cussions with public administration program directors and others indicate that all programs will 
need to address the following:

•	 Defining competencies for each of the five areas defined in the new standards for required 
curricula: What process is appropriate; for example, should it involve stakeholders such as 
professionals, employers, and students?

•	 Adding program-specific competencies: What makes this program unique, and how does 
this relate to competencies?

•	 Measuring the achievement of competencies: What measures will be inside versus outside 
of courses? Will competencies and students be sampled? What should be the level of attain-
ment, for example, all students or some percentage? What should be the criteria for select-
ing measures, for example, reliability? Are absolute or value-added measures, or both, for 
example, pre- and post-tests, more appropriate?

•	 Validating the measurement of competencies: Should professionals, employers, academ-
ics, or some combination of the three from outside the program become involved in the 
assessment?

Figure 5.1  NASPAA Standards, 2009

Strategic Mission Based on Public Service Values 
Std. 1.1, 1.3 

Operations & Resources 
Implement Mission 
Std. 4 Student Service 
Std. 5 Curriculum 
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Graduate Career Success 
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Student Competencies 
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4. Apply a Public Service Pespective 
5. Interact Productively with Diverse 

Workforce/Citizenry 
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•	 How can benchmarks be identified or established, for example, through NASPAA? (See 
Jennings 1989.)

•	 What resources will this require, and where will they come from?
•	 How transparent will the results be? Which stakeholders will be able to see which results?

Given that programs have been required to measure student mastery of competencies for well 
over a decade but remain at a low level of sophistication in doing so, will the revised standards 
lead to increased sophistication? There are several reasons for a positive answer. First, regional and 
other professional accrediting agencies are requiring competency-based standards and measure-
ment. This has changed the environment on campuses, raising the expectations for programs setting 
learning objectives and measuring student learning. Professional accreditors also are offering help 
to programs. For example, the business accrediting agency the Association to Advance Collegiate 
Schools of Business specified a phased transition process for meeting their new outcomes-based 
standards and maintained a complete question-and-answer section on its Assessment Resource 
Center Web site to address many of the most difficult issues. The Accreditation Board of Engineering 
Technologies, the accreditor for college and university programs in applied science, computing, 
engineering, and technology, sponsors assessment seminars, and the Council on Accreditation 
of Healthcare Management Education, the health policy and management accreditor, collects 
information on assessment from its members.

Second, practitioners in both the private and public sectors have been adopting competency 
models, using them for decades as tools in recruiting, developing, and promoting employees. This 
provides a base of knowledge from which public administration and policy degree programs can 
build. Tim Mau (2009) has catalogued leadership competencies for the public sector employed in 
the United States, Canada, and around the world.

Third, requiring competency-based education is at the heart of the new standards, not an add-
on requirement. For example, the self-study report instructions drafted by a NASPAA task force 
provide detailed guidance on what is expected of programs. Finally, NASPAA has linked the 
revision of accreditation standards and the new self-study instructions to a data warehouse and a 
renewed commitment to transparency. This will make it easier to study public affairs education 
and, thereby, to improve it. That stated, NASPAA and COPRA still must take a leadership role 
for full implementation of competency-based accreditation.

With the adoption of its new standards, NASPAA accreditation has moved from focusing on 
inputs to focusing on outputs, and then to outcomes, and finally to performance. In each case, 
NASPAA’s accreditation has sought to be state-of-the-art, guiding programs in generating more 
value for their stakeholders and the public. NASPAA’s emerging role as an information clearing-
house for the profession, supported by new information technology infrastructure, will facilitate 
COPRA’s holding programs accountable throughout successive accreditation cycles. This increases 
the validity and promise of accreditation as a vehicle for helping programs improve and for serv-
ing the public.

Challenges and Conclusions

The list of competencies for those in public service early in the twenty-first century, as incor-
porated into the new accreditation standards that include leadership and management, decision 
making, and communications, is not conclusive. Given recent history, is presuming prescience 
folly? Questions remain, but the processes for answering them are in place.

What will students need to know in ten years? What profound changes will surface in the decade 
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ahead that redefine the knowledge, skills, and abilities required of students working in public ser-
vice? Shifting details from standards to the documentation requirements outlined in the self-study 
instructions should allow the field to respond appropriately and quickly to the challenges ahead.

Will the field continue to move toward the big-tent approach or will it divide more, for example, 
with a profusion of degrees in areas such as nonprofit management and health policy and manage-
ment? Will separate degrees proliferate? Will public administration and public policy degrees stay 
together under the NASPAA banner? Will these degrees be distinguishable from other degrees as 
sector lines blur? Specialization is a trend long in the making and likely to continue, but the new 
standards will allow NASPAA to advance the field by providing guidance to educational programs, 
whatever their specialization, that are committed to public service values.

Can accreditation and the field keep up with the demands of technology? Will new instructional 
delivery mechanisms make it increasing difficult to set standards? In every endeavor, people learn 
from the advance of technology, finding ways to assess quality and improve performance. The 
academy, which is at its core about learning but is one of the last social institutions to undergo 
renovation under the onslaught of information technology, will be no different. Accreditation is 
not likely to become an anachronism. It could become more decentralized and democratic in the 
sense of increased input from more stakeholders.

Will NASPAA have the capacity and model to allow programs outside the United States to 
seek and gain accreditation? Is the tent big enough to include a broad range of programs beyond 
the nation’s borders? Will the entrance of non-U.S. programs lead to changes in expectations for 
performance of U.S. programs? Globalization appears to be inevitable and with it the globaliza-
tion of accreditation. Changing expectations likely will follow, inducing U.S. programs to become 
more globalized and cognizant of alternative models of governance and service delivery.

Given the proliferation of competencies required for success in public service, will programs 
be able to identify curricula and competencies not required of all students? What current compe-
tencies will programs drop without harming the competitive position of their graduates? Forces 
such as specialization, technological change, and globalization likely will induce programs to 
experiment. NASPAA, which has always encouraged accreditation standards that allow for pro-
gram innovation, may play an increasingly important role as a clearinghouse for best practices 
and as an accreditor of quality.

What research is needed to improve the definition, measurement, and use of student learning 
outcomes? What competencies are needed for various types of positions and careers, for instance, 
city management or nonprofit leaders? What are efficient and valid measures of the levels of 
competency acquired by students as a result of their formal education when they bring different 
backgrounds into programs, especially given the growth of executive education? Institutions of 
higher education and their accrediting bodies increasingly have accepted contributions to the 
scholarship of learning as a part of faculty performance portfolios. Faculty members, along with 
practitioners using competency models in their human resource management practices, will provide 
the answers to these questions, especially if they wish to continue serving the public interest and 
attract highly motivated students into the profession.

Whatever competencies will be required of master of public administration and master of 
public policy graduates during the twenty-first century, the curricula of 2025 and 2050 will have 
elements that look like the curricula of 2010. Some elements must be different. Upgrading master 
of public administration and master of public policy curricula to reflect current realities has not 
made sufficient progress; the necessity for change is increasingly clear (Forrer, Kee, and Gabriel 
2007). If MPA programs are to remain relevant, foreseeable changes in communication, informa-
tion technology, partnering and contracting, and global forces make curricular changes inevitable 
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(Holzer and Lin 2007). Accreditation plays a role in this, not only by establishing expectations for 
curricular content, but also by encouraging programs to adapt, to serve their communities, and to 
pursue their missions by attending to those who employ their graduates (Bremer and El Baradei 
2008). In sum, accreditation of programs in public service education is a work in progress with 
many substantive challenges and opportunities to invigorate the profession.

Notes

1. NASPAA is an association of programs of “public affairs and administration”; the current standards 
refer to preparing students for leadership positions in “public affairs, policy, and administration,” and as 
noted in the text, the accreditation process increasingly involves “public policy” programs and preparing 
students for leadership in the nonprofit sector (see NASPAA 2006b and Nonprofit Academic Centers Council 
2003). NASPAA’s journal is the Journal of Public Affairs Education. This chapter refers to education for 
the “public service” and standards to be inclusive of the fields of public affairs, public administration, and 
public policy.

2. In part because public service is not a licensed profession in the United States, the NASPAA accredi-
tation process is voluntary. (See the NASPAA accreditation Web page for details on the process and the 
standards: http://naspaa.org/accreditation/seeking/reference/reference.asp.) Not all NASPAA institutional 
members have sought accreditation from the Commission on Peer Review and Accreditation. Its member-
ship includes 271 university programs in public affairs, public policy, and public administration. Of the total 
number of programs eligible to participate in peer review in 2009, 169 programs at 160 schools (59 percent 
of member institutions) have been accredited by the commission.

3. NASPAA does not review undergraduate or PhD programs or programs outside of the United States. 
However, NASPAA standards have become a benchmark for the burgeoning number of public service de-
gree programs internationally, and NASPAA is expanding the jurisdiction of its accreditation. Changes to 
curriculum expectations or to the assessment of student learning thus have a wide impact on public affairs 
education globally.

4. In 1983, the members of the association voted to apply to the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation 
(COPA) to become recognized as a specialized agency to accredit master’s degrees in public affairs and admin-
istration. COPA granted recognition in October 1986. In 2003, the Council for Higher Education Accreditation 
(CHEA), COPA’s successor association of three thousand colleges and universities recognizing institutional 
and programmatic accrediting organizations, granted recognition for ten years to NASPAA’s Commission on 
Peer Review and Accreditation (COPRA) to accredit master’s degrees in public administration, public affairs, 
and public policy in the United States. NASPAA and sixty other agencies share CHEA recognition, which 
results from a process of evaluation and self-scrutiny similar to accreditation. To continue to be recognized 
as an accrediting body, NASPAA’s standard-setting process must meet CHEA’s expectations.
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