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abstract

Competency models offer potential for defining effective and/or superior performance 
and then aligning curriculum and other learning opportunities with individual 
development goals. However, barriers exist that prevent optimal use of competency 
models, including difficulty identifying competencies and assessing development 
appropriately. This paper presents insights based on the design and implementation 
of a competency model for MPA students at the University of Kansas. Goals of 
this multiyear effort include (a) helping students assess their development as they  
progress through the MPA program, (b) linking competencies to curriculum and  
experiential learning opportunities, and (c) assessing progress using multiple evalua-
tions over time. This paper considers associated challenges, including competency 
identification, assessment, and the need to capture emerging competencies. 

Today’s MPA students will face a host of challenges when practicing public 
management after graduation. To prepare them for that reality, NASPAA-accredited 
programs seek to “develop the skills and techniques used by leaders and managers 
to implement policies, projects, and programs that resolve important societal problems 
while addressing organizational, human resource, and budgetary challenges” (NASPAA, 
 2012). Of course, programs accomplish these tasks in various ways. Regardless 
of the approach taken, it is incumbent upon the faculty to assess how well students 
develop the skills, aptitudes, and perspectives they will need to operate successfully 
in their chosen profession and to develop habits of reflective self-assessment. One 
way to address this challenge is to use competency models that define the characteris-
tics that result in effective and/or superior performance on the job (Boyatzis, 1982) 
and then align those competencies with curriculum and other learning opportunities.
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Competency modeling offers a number of benefits, including a focus on both 
 current and future individual development (Sanchez & Levine, 2009), but many 
barriers prevent its optimal use, including difficulty identifying competencies and  
assessing development appropriately (Op de Beeck & Hondeghem, 2010). Further, 
in teaching MPA students, we face the challenge of developing a competency-based 
assessment that acknowledges the differences in experiences and accomplishments of  
mid-career and pre-service students. This paper provides insights on these challenges  
based on the design and implementation of a competency model for MPA students 
at the University of Kansas. The goals of this multiyear effort include (a) helping 
students track their competency development as they progress through the MPA 
program, (b) linking competencies to curriculum and experiential learning oppor-
tunities, and (c) assessing progress using multiyear data collection.

Scholarly literature indicates varied applications for competency models in 
the context of graduate education. Competency models can be used to respond 
to changing needs of the profession (Batalden, Leach, Swing, H. Dreyfus, & S. 
Dreyfus, 2002), help students prepare for leadership roles (Kleinman, 2003), and 
help faculty members and administrators respond to curriculum gaps (Johnson 
& Rivera, 2007; Rice, 2007). Further, such models can be used to design holistic 
educational approaches (Robotham & Jubb, 1996; Talbot, 2004; Tomkins, Laslo vich, 
& Greene, 1996) and contribute to lifelong professional development and learning 
(Rodolfa et al., 2005). Finally, we believe that engaging students with a compe-
tencies model can promote the kind of self-reflection that adds value to the goal 
of lifelong learning. The challenge, of course, is identifying, defining, and assessing 
the competencies of interest for successful performance and aligning such competen-
cies with educational components (McEvoy et al., 2005).

In this article, we examine the experience of the University of Kansas in 
applying its MPA competency model to pre-service students. Topics presented 
include (a) an overview of competency modeling and applications to an MPA 
curriculum; (b) the history, development, and purpose of the MPA competency 
model used by the University of Kansas; (c) a multiyear competency assessment 
data; and (d) consider ations for future directions and broader applications. 

comPetency modeling and aPPlications to mPa curriculum

Describing the concept of “competencies” is the starting point. Competencies 
are those underlying characteristics, says Boyatzis (1982), that are “causally related 
to effective or superior performance in a job” (p. 21). Competencies move beyond 
traditional knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) to capture job-related motives, 
traits, and self-concepts (Daley, 2002). Further, competencies are distinguishable 
from KSAs in that they focus on future development and potential for performance. 
To this end, competencies can help answer the question, “How do we know good 
performance when we see it?” Ideally, competencies can guide a number of critical 
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workforce functions, including hiring, development, and even evaluation. In the 
context of MPA education, competency models can help connect curriculum to 
desired outcomes and guide students in their professional development efforts. 

Identifying and validating core competencies for MPA education rests on a 
process that includes competency identification and modeling, validation, and 
assessment. Beginning with identification and modeling, varied methods are available. 
Programs may adopt an existing model or may choose to develop an original model 
that draws on first-person accounts or expert panel data (L. Spencer & S. Spencer, 
1993) to determine those characteristics related to effective or superior performance 
in the selected context. Next steps, regardless of the selection process, involve apply-
ing the model and determining the validity of the selected competencies. A final 
and often forgotten step is continuous evaluation of the competency model. Just 
as workforce demands change with time, so too should competency models keep 
pace with emerging developmental needs (Getha-Taylor, 2008).

The contemporary emphasis on competencies reflects rapidly changing environ-
ments that require skills extending beyond the boundaries of any one job and 
that indicate an individual’s ability to adapt and learn (Rodriguez, Patel, Bright, 
Gregory, & Growing, 2002). Further, a focus on technical, ethical, and leader-
ship competencies helps ensure that public servants do things right and also do 
the right things (Bowman, West, Berman, & Van Wart, 2004). The rate of rapid 
change that affects public service also affects the continued validity of public 
service competency models. Ideally, such models should reflect current demands 
and help emerging public service professionals meet the challenges of the future. 

Despite the promise of competency management, a number of difficulties 
for utilizing competency models in MPA programs are notable. First, real or 
perceived resource constraints (including financial resources, time, and in-house 
expertise) can stall competency efforts. Second, determining how best to select 
and/or develop original competency models for use in MPA programs presents a 
challenge. In addition, the utilization of these models and the reassessment to 
reflect contemporary development needs requires long-term commitment and 
continued attention. However, it is not the aim of this paper to focus exclusively 
on the challenges. Rather, our goal is to highlight both the need and opportunity 
for such initiatives. 

Competency models speak to the related and critical instructional concepts 
of mastery and transference. To develop mastery, Ambrose and colleagues (2010) 
note that “students must acquire component skills, practice integrating them, 
and know when to apply what they have learned” (p. 95). Competency models 
can help students identify what they’ve learned and reflect on applications. Mastery, 
though, is a multiphase developmental process that includes two key dimensions: 
competence and consciousness (Sprague & Stuart, 2000). This process and its appli -
cations to MPA competency models are presented in Table 1. 

Competency Model Design and Assessment
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Table 1.
Developmental Stages and MPA Competency Applications 

Level Stage Description MPA Competency Application

1 Unconscious  
incompetence

Students do not know what 
they don’t know

Consider initial assessment inflation

2 Conscious  
incompetence

Students are aware of what 
they need to learn

Interpretation of subsequent assessments

3 Conscious  
competence

Students have competence 
but must act deliberately

Consider development timeline

4 Unconscious  
competence

Students exercise skills auto-
matically or instinctively

Integrate focus on long-term development

Source. Adapted from Ambrose et al. (2010) and Sprague and Stuart (2000).

It should be stressed that the mastery developmental process begins in a state 
where students not only lack competence but also are generally unaware of what 
they do not know. This situation may result in inflated initial self-assessments. As 
students progress in their education, it is expected that both their consciousness 
and competence will develop to help them identify what they are learning and what 
they still have to learn. True mastery occurs only when the initial stage of unconscious 
incompetence progresses to the final stage of unconscious competence: We want our 
students to have competence that can be used automatically and instinctively. 

To this end, MPA programs aim to provide students with foundational learning 
opportunities and resources that they can apply to the practical challenges of 
governance. Key to effectiveness in this regard is the ability of students to transfer 
what they are learning to practical contexts. This goal, educational transference, 
rests on similar learning and application contexts and the ability of students to 
know how to apply what they are learning in the classroom to practical challenges 
(Ambrose et al., 2010). One way to improve transference is to give pre-service 
students opportunities to apply skills or knowledge, through such activities as 
service learning and/or internship experiences. The University of Kansas MPA 
program incorporates these components and also provides opportunities for 
student growth and reflection on the development process. 

In addition to academic coursework and the internship experience, pre-service 
students participate in a series of professional development seminars with faculty 
members during their second year—their full-time internship year—that allow 
for group discussion, individual processing, and debriefing experiences. These 
reflective activities help illustrate how students apply what they have learned in 
the classroom to practical challenges. This approach is aligned with Schon’s (1983) 
“reflection-in-action” perspective, which emphasizes managing through turbu-
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lence and uncertainty using observation and reflective conversation as a supple ment 
to technical knowledge. Together, it is expected that academic coursework, the 
yearlong internship experience, and the series of professional development seminars 
provide a total student experience that addresses the connected needs of mastery, 
reflection, and application. 

learning From Project history

This section reports the approach and lessons learned from the University of 
Kansas (KU) portfolio and competencies project.1 The competencies project, the 
results of which are reported in this paper, grew out of a larger focus on portfolio 
development following a National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and 
Administration (NASPAA) accreditation visit in the early 2000s. Portfolio develop-
ment was discussed with the site visit team and then pursued in conversations at 
KU with a faculty member invited from West Virginia University, where a portfolio 
requirement had been implemented. Seeking more information, the department 
chair and another faculty member at KU visited the Dean of the KU School of 
Architecture, where portfolios are commonplace. Of singular importance to our 
project was the dean’s observation that although a portfolio contains evidence of 
an architect’s work, most important for readers and viewers are reflective statements 
conveying why a particular artifact is in the portfolio and what movement from 
one project or style of architecture to another means to the architect. 

From those beginnings, the project took off with a gathering of first-year 
pre-service MPA students and local government practitioners in the summer of 
2001 to discuss what elements should be included in student portfolios. The first 
group of portfolios consisted of paper documents in three-ring binders, loosely 
organized around the International City/County Management Association (ICMA)  
competencies. The portfolio project progressed very slowly, in part because the 
university lacked enabling software and also because the department was working 
its way through portfolio purpose and design issues, including faculty roles. A key 
point occurred with a decision to link the portfolio assignment to development 
of a competencies matrix. The thinking was that student focus on competencies 
could provide an anchor for portfolios and help standardize their presentation. 

Work on a competencies rubric began as an assignment in an MPA class in 
Human Resources Management. In that initial class, students were asked to search 
for lists of managerial/leadership competencies in public sector organizations and 
associations. They were encouraged to engage in a worldwide electronic search so 
they could understand that the movement toward competencies-based human 
resources management was not isolated to the United States. 

Following that assign ment, in spring 2005, the department convened a meeting 
in Lawrence of representatives from regional NASPAA schools to talk about outcome-
based education. Also, at a NASPAA conference in fall 2006, KU faculty presented 
a paper documenting our interest in outcome-based education and our progress 
toward developing a list of competencies. 

Competency Model Design and Assessment
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A significant point in the development of a rubric occurred when the Canadian 
Public Service (CPS) competencies project was discovered in preparation for the 
NASPAA panel. On its face, the CPS definition of public service and its broad 
categorization of competencies into four sections made so much sense that the 
department simply adopted it as written. The CPS conceptualization has given 
the KU rubric intellectual coherence, providing an intellectual guide for future 
discussions of curriculum. It should be restated that at the time the Canadian 
Public Service Model was discovered, the rubric was still in the class project 
stage. In other words, no formal faculty adoption of a rubric or its content was 
required. This situation greatly simplified development of the rubric and its 
intellectual underpinnings. 

In a subsequent class with the same instructor, a small group of students accepted 
an assignment to review the lists the previous class had gathered and develop a matrix 
consisting of common competencies. The resulting rubric was presented to faculty, 
and two faculty members not originally involved in the project volunteered to 
review the rubric the students developed with an eye toward creating symmetry. 
Symmetry was needed regarding degree of specificity of the competencies (rows 
on the rubric) and also consistency in levels of achievement (columns on the rubric). 
Also, the two faculty members looked for obvious areas of content omission given 
our curriculum and MPA program focus. 

Faculty acceptance, with minor changes, of the rubric attests to its face validity. 
That validity is drawn from the sources of the lists the students drew from to 
identify common competencies. The list included competencies identified and 
used by a local government, a state government, the ICMA, and the International 
Public Management Association–Human Resources (IPMA–HR), suggesting a 
sound professional public administration grounding in practice. Faculty confidence 
in the rubric was further enhanced when we saw how easily the competencies fit 
into the Canadian Public Service template, since the CPS model captured the 
KU public administration curriculum so nicely. 

Even though faculty were not involved in the original development of the 
competencies rubric, as key stakeholders, they had endorsed the idea of student 
portfolios, which pre-career students were then required to prepare and then 
present to a faculty advisor during an internship seminar—where they were 
discussed—immediately before their graduation. Because the project developed 
the way it did, other than for the internship faculty member, its purposes did not 
intrude on faculty prerogatives and time. 

As described later, our initial goal was student self-assessment, and because of 
the way the rubric was developed—drawing from professional practices—it was a 
rubric of career-long learning rather than learning isolated to an MPA curriculum 
alone. Eventually, we hoped to extend our goal from student self-assessment to 
curriculum reform. But the self-assessment purpose, the career-long focus of the 
rubric, and questions that might be raised about validity of the rubric—developed 
from preexisting lists—postponed that discussion to the present. In addition, the 
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student cohort we required to use the rubric was focused and had a faculty advisor. 
This approach meant that general faculty involvement in reviewing student progress 
could be minimized until the department was confident it was on a solid path. 

Over time, our goals for the competencies project became clear: 
•	 Help students track development as they progress through the MPA 

program both in the classroom and their internships.
•	 Link competencies to curriculum and experiential learning opportunities.
•	 Assess progress using both quantitative and qualitative evaluation. 

Regarding the first goal, two aspects of the project argued for student self-
assessment rather than third-party (faculty) assessment. First, the project did not 
begin with an explicit connection to the MPA curriculum. The rubric was drawn 
from other sources, and it represented career-long learning by professional public 
administrators rather than from a curriculum itself. Thus, objective third-party 
assessment by faculty of student progress in their MPA program seemed inappro-
priate. Second, and more important, in the HR class where the competencies 
project originated, the idea that students and/or professionals are responsible for 
their own professional development was emphasized. Although feedback on 
progress is important to inform reflection, faculty assessment of student progress 
reinforces hierarchical accountability—a concept deemed inappropriate to 
career-long professional development. 

To achieve the first goal, students are required periodically to report on their 
movement along the matrix. They are asked to pick any three of the competencies 
where they can report movement, to produce the evidence they have of movement, 
and then to reflect in writing about their movement—why it is important to them. 
We have produced a guide with examples of “evidence” artifacts and reflective 
statements. Faculty involvement to this point has been isolated to individual 
advisors, the faculty member who was involved with the project from the begin-
ning, and to the school’s academic advisor. Responses to the student’s work are 
purposefully nonevaluative but are intended to provoke honesty, accuracy, and 
reflection. Faculty comments are often phrased as questions: “You have produced 
evidence of progress based on your work in a jurisdiction of 30,000; are you confi-
dent you could do the same in a jurisdiction of 500,000?” What we have learned 
from reviewing student statements of progress is that often students think they 
have accomplished more than an experienced observer might agree with. We also 
saw that while working in their full-time internships, students occasionally saw 
themselves as knowing less than originally thought. 

We have addressed this issue by re-conceptualizing the rubric from a flat screen 
to a cube. In other words, each box in the rubric contains depth, and progress 
may be seen in terms of building depth rather than moving horizontally. This 
method has relieved some student self-imposed incentive to show “progress” as 
horizontal movement toward mastery, and we think it has enabled students to be 
more honest with themselves. 

Competency Model Design and Assessment
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A key moment in the entire portfolio/competencies project occurred during 
one of the seminars when students were discussing their progress constructing 
portfolios. The discussion began to focus on what faculty expected when one of 
the graduating students blurted out poignantly and in frustration, “Screw it: It is 
not theirs!” This simple expression reinforced the idea that we were not trying to 
create another grading tool; we were trying to assist our students and graduates 
to plan and chart their careers. It was their responsibility, and we were providing 
a tool with the portfolio and the competencies rubric.

Moving to a discussion of the second goal, the most important question we 
face in linking the competencies to curriculum and experiential learning oppor-
tunities is how much overlap we want in the MPA curriculum and competencies. 
At KU, our pre-career students have a part-time internship in their first year, and 
their second year consists of a full-time internship with three professional develop- 
ment seminars led by KU faculty. The second goal forces a reexamination of the 
view that the curriculum is the sole contribution to the student’s education. Linking 
the competencies rubric to our students’ total educational experience both in the 
classroom and out—as they define their educational experience—has led us to 
focus on the concept of the “totality of the student experience” rather than looking 
solely at the contribution that faculty make in class to a student’s education. 

Faculty have been asked to identify in their syllabi the competencies covered 
in their classes. Interestingly, this request was met with no resistance by faculty. 
This result suggests that faculty members are quite attuned to the concept of 
competencies, and including references to the rubric in their syllabi is not an 
intrusion on their prerogatives or approach to learning. 

Our intent is to use the data we now have about student progress to review 
the curriculum—which at KU includes substantial experiential learning for 
pre-career students. With the student self-assessment data, we now are able to 
identify pre-career student progress in their academic year on campus and also in 
their internship year. Rather than working from a preconceived notion of what 
competencies are required and shaping the curriculum in a traditional approach, 
we now have data we can use to determine what students are learning in their on 
campus year and what they are learning in their internships. These data, coupled 
with a general survey of intern supervisors at the conclusion of the internships on 
the preparedness of students, provide additional knowledge about students’ learning. 

Our goal is to bring this information to faculty to inform a discussion of 
curriculum. This effort is significant in terms of the sequence of curriculum 
development, which often has an unspoken purpose of legitimizing faculty 
interest areas. Now, we truly will be focused on what students have reported as 
their learning. We now can ask more comfortably, “Shouldn’t they be learning 
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about X on campus?” In other words, the curriculum discussion will have a base 
grounded in data rather than one solely based on faculty understanding of the 
academic discipline, the field of professional practice, and their own intellectual 
connections to that practice and the discipline. 

Turning now to the third goal, assessing progress through evaluation, at each 
stage in development of the competencies matrix and its connection to a portfo-
lio requirement, we asked students for feedback. Their input reinforced the idea 
of self-assessment, but it also provided ideas on how we could or should use the 
matrix, involve faculty, and conceive of the project. We are now at a point where 
we can assess the results from separate cohorts on the competencies rubric. The 
quantitative results are presented in the next section. 

data Findings 
The effort to gather and analyze quantitative data from student competency 

self-assessments began with the intern-option KU MPA Class of 2009. At that 
time, data were collected at two specific points: at the beginning and end of the 
program. It was later determined that a third data collection point would be 
necessary to separate the effects of classroom experiences in year one and the 
internship/professional development seminars in year two. Beginning with the 
Class of 2010, data were collected at three separate points: (a) at the start of  
their academic coursework (Time Point 1), (b) at the end of their academic 
coursework (Time Point 2), and (c) at the end of their internship experience 
(Time Point 3). At each point, the students were asked to self-evaluate their 
competency in each of 29 areas of interest using a 5-point Likert Scale, where 
higher scores indicate greater perceived competencies. Although early versions  
of the matrix included labels for each Likert Scale point such as novice, appren-
tice, and so forth, the current version has omitted these in favor of providing 
only a competency-based description of what is meant by each Likert Scale point 
(see Appendix B). At the time of this writing, complete data sets exist for two 
cohorts (Class of 2010 [n = 12] and Class of 2011 [n = 14]). The resulting data 
are analyzed and presented here.

Student self-assessments at the start of their program (Time Point 1) indicate 
that overall, conflict resolution, resource allocation, financial management, group 
dynamics, and understanding policy trends are the competencies students rate 
lowest, and thus are most in need of development (Figure 1). Initial assessments 
also reveal that, overall, student self-assessments identify strengths in individual 
differences, diversity, verbal communication, public service, and written commu-
nication. These data serve as a starting point for the students as they learn and 
grow over the two years in the program and beyond. 

Competency Model Design and Assessment
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Figure 1.
Initial Competency Self-Assessment Score

 
Note. A 5-point Likert Scale was used, where higher scores indicate greater perceived competencies.

Figure 2 considers the development that takes place over the first year in the 
MPA program. Student self-assessments from Time Point 1 and Time Point 2 are 
analyzed to consider the change that occurs as a result of classroom experiences 
and traditional instructional techniques. During the year of intensive academic 
coursework, students illustrate greatest developmental change related to resource 
allocation, group dynamics, policy trends, policy impact, and written communication. 
These findings are particularly interesting in two ways. First, given the self-assessed 
initial strength in written communication, it seems that although students perceived 
strength in this area, graduate coursework developed this competency even further. 
Second, the classroom experience seems well suited to addressing the competencies 
that students perceive in need of development, including resource allocation, group 
dynamics, and policy trends. Perhaps even more intriguing is the finding related 
to the diversity competency: Students generally reverse their initial strong self- 
assessment to indicate perhaps an improved understanding of what diversity really 
means in the context of public management. This finding supports the conclusion 
that many students enter the program with unconscious incompetence: They do 
not yet know what they do not know. 
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Figure 2.
Examining Development in Year 1: Impact of Classroom Experiences 

Note. Scores represent the average change in Likert Scale scores between the initial assessment (Time Point 1) 
and the assessment at the end of the first year in the program (Time Point 2).

Figure 3 considers the developmental change that occurs in year two of the 
program, which involves a full-time internship and also professional development 
seminars. Findings indicate significant competency growth on policy formation, 
policy implementation, information system management, verbal communication, 
and collaboration. Again, it is notable that one of these (verbal communication) 
was identified as one of the initial competency strengths. Further, Figure 3 demon-
strates the complementary impact the internship experience and professional 
development seminars have on coursework: It appears that these experiences 
support growth in needed competency areas, including collaboration and infor-
mation system management. Finally, this figure indicates the development of 
mastery as revealed by the employment law competency. The data indicate that 
students provide a lower self-assessment on this competency after completing their 
internship and professional development experiences. This result suggests that 
students are learning to apply what they covered in the classroom to practical 
situations. Students’ reverse movement on this competency suggests two potential 
explanations. First, the reality of applying employment law to practical manage-
ment challenges may have revealed the complexity of mastering this competency. 
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Second, this finding may suggest that the curriculum needs updating to ensure 
students are receiving adequate training before beginning their internships. 

Figure 3.
Examining Development in Year 2: Impact of Internship and Professional  
Development Experiences

Note. Scores represent the average change in Likert Scale scores between the assessment at the end of Year 1 
in the program (Time Point 2) and the assessment at the end of Year 2 in the program (Time Point 3).  

To present a picture of the overall change in competency ratings over the course of 
the two-year program, Figure 4 combines the developmental changes that occurred 
during both the academic coursework (see Figure 2) and the internship/professional 
development experiences (see Figure 3). Unlike Figure 4, which depicts the change 
in competency self-assessment, Figure 5 focuses on the average Likert Scale score 
for each competency. It combines the data taken at each of the three time points 
to present a cumulative bar chart of the average competency self-assessment. Together, 
these figures provide an opportunity for discussion related to strengths and strategic 
adjustments for the future. For instance, they can help faculty members identify 
competency areas that are developed effectively in the classroom (e.g., group 
dynamics, resource allocation, policy impact, and written communication) and 
those that are effectively addressed through internship and other professional 
development activities (e.g., policy implementation, verbal communication, 
information system management, evidence-based practice, and long-term impact). 
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Figure 4.
Overall Program Impact on Competencies 

Figure 5.
Student Competency Self-Assessments Over Time

Competency Model Design and Assessment
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These figures also illustrate the impact of time and application for key concepts 
covered in the classroom. Notably, competency areas like integrity/ethics, collabo-
ration, and diversity, which are addressed in curriculum, may not be fully under stood  
until students have opportunities to apply these concepts in practice. This speaks 
to the developmental principle of conscious competence, which emerges only over 
time. In addition, these figures reveal areas of opportunity for the future curriculum 
changes such as conflict resolution, conflict prevention, decision analysis, and 
service standards and delivery. Students did not feel that their competence in these 
areas grew as much relative to their reported growth in other areas. Overall, these 
figures illustrate the totality of the student experience, including both classroom 
and applied experiences, and the complementary impact these activities have on 
competency development overall. 

discussion

The findings present an opportunity to extend this discussion beyond the 
university context in which these data were collected to consider three broad themes: 
(a) the totality of the MPA student experience, (b) the developmental stages of 
mastery, and (c) implications for program decisions, including curriculum choices. 

Regarding the first broad theme, the data illustrate the distinctions between 
first- and second-year assessments. This finding speaks to the totality of the 
student experience, including both the classroom learning experiences and the 
second-year full-time internship experience facilitated by professional develop-
ment seminars. These intern-option students illustrate different developmental 
gains through participating in these separate but related activities. This result speaks 
to the key educational goal of transference. Although the data illustrate distinct 
developmental differences, it is notable that the classroom experiences are supple- 
mented with opportunities to apply foundational lessons to practice. It is important 
to note that career-option students—who are not part of our project to date—may 
illustrate different developmental patterns, given their work experiences. 

In addition, the data reveal changes that suggest reflection and reassessment. 
Interpreted on the average, some competency components reveal lower self-assessment 
following the completion of program components. This finding supports the work 
of Sprague and Stuart (2000) that describes mastery as a developmental process 
that involves the gradual recognition of competence (or incompetence). Initial 
assessments on some competency dimensions are inflated because students do not 
yet know what they do not know. As they gain classroom and internship experi-
ence, they become more conscious of their developmental needs as academic 
themes are highlighted in practice. 

The data speak to the final theme in several ways. First, competency assess-
ments can help faculty members make data-based curriculum decisions by 
identify ing curricular strengths and needs. Second, the data can highlight the 
program components that are best developed through classroom instruction or 
internships. Third, competency assessments can become an important segment 
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of a “balanced scorecard” approach to MPA program evaluation when combined 
with student reviews upon graduation and assessments of students by intern 
supervisors. This approach helps determine the continued relevance of the model 
and its components. 

Finally, competency models can help programs align their efforts with broad 
priorities that are shared by other public administration programs across the nation 
and even around the world. Especially when programs choose to adopt and apply 
existing models, these goals can be met more easily. Crafting an original competency 
model may prove a useful exercise for legitimizing the program and its curriculum, 
but it is not the position of this paper to advocate for either approach. Rather, its 
aim is to encourage programs to determine the approach best suited for their needs. 

conclusion

Although this paper presents the University of Kansas MPA competency 
model and assessment experience, we expect that the findings and discussion 
may help other programs evaluate their current development and evaluation 
methods to balance continued focus areas and emerging needs. All NASPAA-
accredited programs are expected to develop competencies in five domains: (a) 
leading and managing in public governance; (b) participating in and contribut-
ing to the policy process; (c) analyzing, synthesizing, thinking critically, solving 
problems, and making decisions; (d) articulating and applying a public service 
perspective; and (e) communicating and interacting productively with a diverse 
and changing workforce and citizenry. The KU MPA program competency 
model captures these domains. Moving forward, it is expected that this program 
and others will further develop and refine competency models to meet these 
expectations and reflect program-specific content and concentrations (Powell, 
Piskulich, & Saint-Germain, 2011). 

Based on our experience with the KU competency model, a number of  
issues should be considered when designing, implementing, and evaluating a 
competency model. 

1. The competency model should attempt to align the broader priorities 
of the academic and practitioner communities. Although both groups 
have a similar goal in that they have a vested interest in the development 
of future public servants, faculty and practitioners can sometimes have 
different views on how that development should occur and what types 
of conceptual understandings and skills should be developed. Though 
different, these two perspectives are important and the voices representing 
both perspectives should be heard. This takes time and effort, but it 
is one way to help make sure that the model remains relevant. When 
engaging the practitioner community, it is important to seek out 
those who value the competency initiative and who can be expected 
to participate thoughtfully in the conversation. 

Competency Model Design and Assessment
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2. Another voice that should be heard is that of the students. As such, 
students and faculty should share the responsibility of developing, 
implementing, and revisiting the competency model. Because both 
groups will be closely working with the model, their individual and 
collective buy-in is paramount. In addition, if student self-assessment 
is to become part of the competency initiative, attention should be 
paid to rewards and/or punishments that will foster honesty.

3. The competency model should capture the totality of the student 
experience. It should be realized that student learning is not restricted 
to the classroom. Although the internship aspect of the KU MPA 
program is unique, the vast majority of MPA programs incorporate 
at least a summer internship experience. In addition, many MPA 
programs provide, support, and encourage service learning, volunteer-
ism, and the like. The learning that occurs during these other types 
of experiential learning should be reflected in the model because it 
will affect student competency.

4. A significant output of the competency model project can be the 
collection of data. As mentioned earlier, the model should contain 
learning objectives and areas of competency that are seen as import-
ant by the faculty in consultation with a thoughtful practitioner 
community. The data can and should be used to help the faculty 
understand how they and the program are helping to meet the 
learning goals established in the model. Faculty can see areas in 
which the program is succeeding and those in which it is not. The 
faculty can then engage in a data-based curriculum discussion to 
improve the program where needed.

5. Competency models also provide an opportunity to illustrate 
developmental gains over time. This is particularly the case with 
models that employ a self-assessment aspect, because they enable 
students to compare where they were in regards to a competency to 
where they are now. This knowledge can build awareness, confidence, 
and an appreciation of the value added by the program, and it can 
reinforce a commitment to continuing professional development 
after graduation as a responsibility of the student.

6. Developmental gains should not be seen solely as an increase in a 
competency. As was seen in the data presented earlier, the perceived 
competency of our students in a few cases actually decreased. This 
could be because the students inflated their previous competency 
and realized that on a subsequent self-assessment. However, this insight 
can be a good thing and demonstrate an increased awareness of the 
competency itself. It could occur as the students come to appreciate 
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the complexity of an area of public administration and realize that 
they are not as advanced in an area as they originally thought. 

7. There is value in supplementing the competency assessment with 
reflective statements from the students. It is one thing for students to 
give themselves competency scores; it is another for students to 
reflect upon what that score means to them. Again, this is another 
method of building personal responsibility for future professional 
development and continuous professional learning.

8. Although competency models should be continuously revisited to 
ensure that the content is appropriate, too many changes can pose 
significant problems. Multiple competency model versions may 
introduce additional complexity in administration. If development 
of competencies is the goal, the model must remain constant so that 
repeat measures of the same competency can be taken. Therefore, it 
is recommended that models remain the same for a cohort during 
the entire course of their program.

9. Finally, links between the competency model and program components 
should be identified and evaluated. If the competency model is a true 
reflection of what the faculty sees as valuable, the courses offered 
should be explicitly tied to one or more expected competencies. The 
reverse should also be true. The faculty should ensure that the 
competencies are all linked to at least one program component. 

Additional questions remain to be considered. First, this effort illustrates the 
importance of phased data collection but focuses primarily on self-assessment: 
How should faculty members balance student self-assessment data with external 
evaluations from instructors and/or internship supervisors? Connected to this 
issue, what are the implementation costs associated with analyzing multiple forms 
of assessment? Further, how should we interpret these forms of assessment and 
connect them to program outcomes? Consideration of these questions leads to 
an understanding of the integral relationship between classroom feedback and 
grades from faculty and the student self-assessment process. Without a founda-
tion of faculty evaluation, an academic program would lack credibility. But a 
self-assessment element introduces a critical element of self-responsibility, and 
sharing those self-assessments in a seminar setting introduces the idea of mutual 
accountability as well.

Another question centers on whether competency models should differ for 
varied student groups: Should we develop customized competency models for 
part-time, pre-service, and in-career students? Or, should we reconsider the 
evaluation schedule for these groups? It is expected that the competency model 
can serve to focus the MPA student experience, but important questions remain 
on how best to design and evaluate progress on the model. In addition, programs 
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should consider the issue of faculty buy-in. Effective integration of competency 
models depends on faculty investment, and it will be important to use the model 
as a way to enhance communication and address any concerns related to instruc-
tional autonomy. Finally, continually validating over time presents a challenge: 
How should we integrate competency feedback from alumni, internship supervi-
sors, and/or other stakeholders in the future?

Competency management for MPA educational purposes will require a long- 
term investment and continual reevaluation. Bowman and colleagues (2010) note  
that “public service has been greatly affected by the rapidly changing context within 
which it is organized”; there has been and will continue to be changes in the  
“(1) technical, (2) internal, (3) external, and (4) managerial environments that 
encompass the organization and delivery of public services” (p. 7). Competency 
assessment is an iterative process that involves faculty members as learners. To 
this end, faculty members must be sufficiently invested in the process to ensure 
that both methods and applications are revisited on an ongoing basis. In the case 
of the KU MPA program, efforts are under way to revisit the competency model 
to ensure its continued applicability. It is expected that faculty, students, alumni, 
and program stakeholders will be involved in these discussions. 

The ever-changing context of public sector work requires that existing compe-
tency models be revisited to identify congruence (or lack thereof ) between 
competency models and changing leadership needs. Although these investments 
may seem substantial, we hold that the collective investment in competency 
management can be regarded as an investment in public leadership development 
and one that contributes to the shared goal of preparing students to manage in a 
changing public sector landscape (Berry, 2010). 

Footnote
1 A chronology of the project appears as Appendix A to this paper.
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aPPendix a

Chronology of Portfolio and Competencies Project

Chronological History
Competency/Portfolio Project
University of Kansas

Prepared by Raymond Hummert, Academic Advisor, School of Public Affairs 
and Administration

March 7, 2001: Faculty, Practitioner, and Student representatives met  
with Dr. David G. Williams, West Virginia University, to discuss professional 
portfolios and the West Virginia assessment model. Discussion on the use of 
portfolios included

•	 Faculty evaluation of student performance
•	 Personal self-evaluation
•	 Career planning
•	 Job search tool

March 30, 2001: Chuck Epp and John Nalbandian met with John Gaunt, 
dean of School of Architecture and Urban Design, to discuss use of portfolio by 
architects. In the field, portfolios were used for a long time that were generally 
graphic narratives that showed past professional development as well as well as 
had a limited use for future development. Portfolio concept solidified.

April–May 2001: Faculty begins discussing portfolio concepts.
August 2001: Faculty approves Student Portfolio Policy.
Summer 2001: Faculty, practitioners, and Intern Option students meet for 

the first time to discuss the portfolio project. The discussion centered on ICMA 
competencies. Importance of faculty review was emphasized.

Summer 2002: Faculty meets with second class of Intern Option students. 
Bill Carswell, School of Architecture and Urban Design, to discuss use of portfo-
lios by architects made presentation. List of competencies were expanded beyond 
ICMA. Creativity and flexibility were encouraged as a professional development 
tool. Review by supervisors, faculty, and others encouraged.

April 2003: Portfolios were discussed and reviewed by outside consultant 
(Bill Hansell). Emphasis was on professional development. Portfolio Project was 
evaluated by first class. Results were mixed, but generally favorable with encour-
agement to proceed with the recommendations: 

•	 Portfolios took two forms: (a) Compilation of materials and 
reflection and (b) Expanded resume.

•	 Use a faculty mentor.
•	 Share with mentors other than faculty.

Competency Model Design and Assessment
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Summer 2003: Faculty meets with third class of Intern Option students to 
discuss portfolios. Portfolios in the academic setting were discussed with represent- 
atives from the Writing Center, English Department, California State University, 
Long Beach, and the University of Kansas Portfolio project. Emphasis was given 
to process, importance of writing, and reflective nature of portfolio.

October 2003: Portfolio discussion was made part of Professional Develop-
ment Seminar.

April 2004: Personal development was emphasized along with professional 
development in professional Development Center. Consultant reviewed/discussed 
portfolios (Jim Keene). Evaluation of second class of Intern Option students. 
Response was good to concept. Recommendations included 

•	 Use as a self-development tool.
•	 Use as a tool to connect with students.
•	 Connect students with faculty in the second year of MPA program.

Summer 2004: Faculty meets with Intern and Career option students. 
Discussion centered on use of portfolio as professional and personal 
development. Process was better defined with emphasis on reflection, writing, 
evaluation, and lifelong learning process.

April 2005: Consultant (Linda Barton) and Practitioner in Residence (Carol 
Gonzales) discussed portfolios and continual learning. Portfolios have to be 
individualized to be relevant. Evaluation of third class. Portfolio better used by 
students. Consultants were impressed by concept. The discussion emphasized the 
individuality of the process/document. “Screw it! It is not theirs.”

April 2005: John Nalbandian convenes the Mid America Competency 
Summit to discuss learning in PA Departments. Representatives from regional 
NASPAA schools attended an afternoon session at KU to talk about outcomes 
based education and where their schools were programmatically. MU, UNO, 
UMKC, and Iowa State University (via phone) were present as well as NASPAA 
representatives: Steven Maynard-Moody, Laurel McFarland (NASPAA executive 
director via conference phone)

Spring 2006: Hummert surveys graduates on use of portfolios. Graduates 
responding to the survey recommended

•	 Provide students a better outline of what needs to be learned, or 
define competencies more clearly.

•	 Provide guidelines and a mechanism for both the student and the 
person evaluating the student. 

Spring 2006: Nalbandian assigned an optional research paper in PUAD 834 
on competencies. It consisted of

•	 A review of literature 
•	 A collection of lists and identification of competencies that 

commonly appear in managerial/public service arena
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Fall 2006: Nalbandian presented a paper at the NASPAA conference in 
Minneapolis on the project.

Fall 2006: Nalbandian made another optional research assignment in PUAD 
834 to develop a rubric of competencies. This placed the competencies within the  
Canadian Public Service framework, which identified components of each competency  
(vertical element of the rubric) and levels of competence (horizontal elements)

Spring 2007: The rubric was given to graduating intern option students, who 
spent a morning discussing its values and drawbacks.

Fall 2007: Students participating in a PUAD 831 project reviewed the content 
of the rubric with the goal of achieving vertical and horizontal alignment.
The rubric will be presented to all incoming students. 
The Intern Option students will anchor the boxes in the rubric with case studies 
provided from interviews with local government professionals who attend the 
ICMA annual conference. And Career Option students in PUAD 845 will find 
cases to describe the boxes. 

Fall 2007: All incoming MPA students were presented the competency rubric  
and portfolio. They developed three additional documents. They were reflective  
essay guidelines; artifacts examples; and faculty expectations and student obligations.

Fall 2007: Met with second-year Intern Option students and suggested 
continuum instead of rubric, depth to the rubric, and continue to emphasize 
flexibility. “No KUCIMAT left behind program.” NOT!

Fall 2007: University IT agreed to do a feasibility study of an electronic 
portfolio that would include the competency rubric.

May 2008: The first-year students of the 2009 class leaving campus are 
asked where they are on the competency rubric.

Fall 2008: The electronic portfolio is tested by students.
October 2008: At the Richmond ICMA Professional Development Seminar, 

students of the 2009 class are asked where they are on the competency rubric.
April 2009: At the last Professional Development meeting for the 2009 

class, students are asked where they are on competency rubric.
May 2009: As the 2010 class leaves campus, they are asked where they are 

on the competency rubric.
June 2009: Students in the incoming class of 2011 are asked where they are 

on the competency rubric.
August 2009: The electronic competency rubric and portfolio is activated 

and moved to production server.
January 2010: After testing electronic rubric and portfolio with students, it 

was abandoned as a platform.
March 2010: KU Center for Teaching Excellence demonstrates KU Keeps as 

a platform for portfolios.
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Spring 2010: Continue to collect data from first- and second-year students 
on their placement on rubric.

August 2010: Getha-Taylor and Silvia join Nalbandian and Hummert in 
working on competencies and portfolios.

September 2010: Developed concept of electronic resume to develop, store, 
and present portfolio information.

October 2010: Explored Digication as a platform for rubric, portfolio, and 
electronic resume, which seemed promising.

November 2010: Presented to faculty two years of student data.
Spring 2011: Continue to collect data from first- and second-year students 

on their placement on rubric, which will be the beginning of four full years of data.
April 2011: Students experiment using web-based sites for portfolios.

the Future

Phase I:
•	 Refine competency rubric using information from faculty.
•	 Connect the competency rubric to the curriculum and require a higher 

level of confidence in the rubric. Students would be asked at the end 
of the semester to indicate which competencies were covered in a 
particular course.

•	 Use web-based sites for portfolios.

Phase II: Use the rubric to objectively evaluate student progress. This phase 
requires the highest level of confidence in the validity of the rubric.
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