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A. INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This report provides a broad portrait of the state of public service education today. It is built upon data collected 

from a range of sources described below, and provides an overview of basic questions about the nationôs top public 

affairs schools as ranked by U.S. News & World Report in 2019. The project was supported by the Volcker 

Alliance and NYUôs Robert F. Wagner School of Public Service. The project began in late 2019 with an early 

analysis of the U.S. News top 25 schools and expanded to 77 schools in May 2020.  

 

Readers should note that the list of top schools includes ties. In the 2020 rankings, for example, there were 12 

schools in the top ten, with two schools ranked at number 1, three at number 2, two at number 6, two at 8, and three 

at 10. Readers should note that the 77 schools covered in this report account for less than a third of the 275 schools 

ranked in 2020, but almost half of the students who graduated in the class of 2018-2019. As the word clouds below 

show, they also account for a remarkable range of degree names and certificate titles. Readers are encouraged to 

benchmark their own schools as they wish by simply adding their own percentages and counts to the tables 

presented below.  Each table also contains a key finding highlighted in torquiose and summarized as a takeaway 

after the table is presented. 

 

This report provides data on seven questions about public service education: 

 

1. Where is the education occurring? Here, the research team focused on simple measures of location and 

statusðeast or west of the Mississippi, in a school named in honor of someone, and in a land grant 

university tasked under the law with a public-service purpose. (The data sources and topline variables 

used to build the topline tables are summarized in the text boxes below.)  

 

2. How are the schools ranked against their peers? Here, the research team created three roughly-equal tiers 

between the top and bottom of the rankings and a very simple indicator of the most recent rankings and 
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movement up and down the levels over the past decade. This analysis also includes an assessment of 

website usability based on a simple version of user-centered heuristics. 

 

3. Who is doing the teaching? These data focus solely on tenure and tenure-track faculty, thereby excluding 

adjuncts, lecturers, visiting faculty, professors of practice, emeritus faculty, clinical, honorary, and part-

time professors. The research team pursued three measures of diversity across the schools: (1) gender, (2) 

race, and (3) doctoral field of study. Information on all three measures of who is doing the teaching 

among the 2,500 faculty identified as tenured or tenure-track was collected through hand-coding of 

faculty biographies, website information, dictionaries of last names, photos, and pronoun use/preferences, 

and further internet searches as needed. Following the Network of Schools of Public Policy, Affairs, and 

Administration (NASPAA) benchmarking history, this study refers to faculty and student race as either 

white or ñpersons of diversity.ò 

 

4. Who is doing the learning? Here, the research team focused largely on student diversity with just one 

question on student borrowing. The student diversity data for the 77 schools comes from the National 

Center for Education Statistics database for the academic year 2018-2019, which included a nine-

category racial diversity variable, while the Department of Education College Scorecard database 

provided the data on the number of ñfederally-aided students completing college.ò This measure refers to 

students who borrowed from the federal government at some point in their college careers, either before 

and/or during graduate school. The data on the percentage of international students in each program also 

comes from the Centerôs count of ñnon-resident aliens.ò 

 

5. How are students learning? Most of the data on the organization of learning across the 77 schools came 

from hand-coding of websites and program descriptions, including the number of required courses, the 

type of core curriculum (flex or fixed), number of MPA and MPP specializations across MPA. Additional 

information on the average percentages of econ/quant courses, graduation requirements, and joint 

curricular options came from the Atlas of Management database, while the number of schools with 
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significant curricular content and activity on social innovation was built on hand-coding of available 

records.  

 

6. How is learning organized? Data on learning options such as the number of masters programs, number of 

certificate programs, undergraduate options, and online options were collected from websites. Additional 

information on full-time and part-time learning came from the NASPAA database, which was 

supplemented for the non-accredited programs through hand-coding.  

 

7. What is the impact? The ultimate impact of public-service education is difficult to measure in the kind of 

data fields presented here, but the project team narrowed the search to the number of graduates, first jobs, 

first-year earnings. The data on the number of graduates and first-year earnings came from the National 

Center for Education Statistics, while the first-job destinations came in part from the NASPAA database 

of accredited schools, albeit heavily augmented by direct requests to deans and program directors. As the 

final table in this topline report shows, almost one-third of the top 77 schools either could not or would 

not provide data on where students started their post-graduate careers.    
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WHATôS IN A NAME: DEGREES AND CERTIFICATES 

 

     
  

*Word clouds of 116 masterôs degree titles (left) and 105 certificate titles (right) from the top 32 schools in 

2019. These word clouds contain the names of all degrees and certificates such as social work, criminal 

justice, and data analytics that are housed within the 32 schools but are not part of the analysis of the public 

service degrees discussed in this analysis. As such, the clouds demonstrate the range of programs in many 

of the nation's top-ranked public service programs. 
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Readers are encouraged to consult Table 1 for recent trends in public service education. According to data from 

the National Center for Educational Statistics, recent trends show a flattening of interest in public-service fields 

such as public administration, public policy, and social work, a steep decline in law and a flattening in business 

administration. As the table shows, enrollments surged in the lead up to the Great Recession and the arrival of 

Obamacare, continued to rise from 2009-2013 and were beginning to stall before the Trump administration 

arrived. The number of universities offering public administration and policy degrees has grown slightly in recent 

years, but the number of degrees has dropped slightly. 

 

Readers are also encouraged to review Table 2 for an inventory of the data sources used in this report and Table 3 

for a brief introduction to the five variables used to structure the tables presented in this inventory.  Much of the 

work involved hand-coding of program websites, faculty biographies, and informal requests to the schools for 

information on student destinations and copies of core syllabi.  Readers are free to compare their own programs to 

the different types of public service programs described in the tables by simply penciling in their own statistics to 

the open row at the bottom of each data table presented below.   
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B. TRENDS, SOURCES, AND TOPLINE MEASURES 

 

 

TABLE 1: TRENDS IN PUBLIC-SERVICE EDUCATION, 2004-2018 

 

Degree type Degree activity 

 Degrees 

conferred July 

1, 2004 to 

June 30, 2005 

 Degrees 

conferred July 

1, 2008 to 

June 30, 2009 

 Degrees 

conferred July 1, 

2012 to June 30, 

2013 

 Degrees 

conferred 

July 1, 2017 

to June 30, 

2018 

2004-

2013:  

change 

2013-

2018:  

change 

 

2018-

2020: 

change 

Master of 

Public 

Administration 

# of Universities offering degree 280 304 368 388 31.4% 5.4%  

# of degrees conferred 9,055 9,988 13,605 12,236 50.2% -10.1%  

Average # of degrees conferred 32 33 37 32 14.3% -14.7%  

Master of 

Public Policy 

# of Universities offering degree 50 67 83 107 66.0% 28.9%  

# of degrees conferred 1,866 2,209 2,990 2,935 60.2% -1.8%  

Average # of degrees conferred 37 33 36 27 -3.5% -23.9%  

Public Service 

Degrees Total  

(MPA +  MPP) 

# of Universities offering degree 311 344 431 446 38.6% 3.5%  

# of degrees conferred 10,921 12,197 16,595 15,171 52.0% -8.6%  

Average # of degrees conferred 35 35 39 34 9.6% -11.7%  

Juris Doctor 

# of Universities offering degree 204 209 218 218 6.9% 0.0%  

# of degrees conferred 44,003 44,703 47,544 34,820 8.0% -26.8%  

Average # of degrees conferred 216 214 218 160 1.1% -26.6%  

Master of 

Business 

Admin 

# of Universities offering degree 871 959 1,157 1,200 32.8% 3.7%  

# of degrees conferred 88,975 105,617 126,035 125,137 41.7% -0.7%  

Average # of degrees conferred 102 110 109 104 6.6% -4.3%  

Master of 

Health Admin, 

etc.  

# of Universities offering degree 155 207 247 324 59.4% 31.2%  

# of degrees conferred 3,443 5,305 7,497 10,166 117.7% 35.6%  

Average # of degrees conferred 22 26 30 31 36.6% 3.4%  

Master of 

Public Health 

# of Universities offering degree 175 212 276 367 57.7% 33.0%  

# of degrees conferred 6,406 8,336 11,384 14,933 77.7% 31.2%  

Average # of degrees conferred 37 39 41 41 12.7% -1.4%  

Master of 

Social Work 

# of Universities offering degree 200 227 252 318 26.0% 26.2%  

# of degrees conferred 17,024 19,388 23,675 29,700 39.1% 25.4%  

Average # of degrees conferred 85 85 94 93 10.4% -0.6%  
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TABLE 2: DATA SOURCES 

 

 

1. U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2018-2019 provisional 

database from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), including school status, 

location, participation in federal student aid programs, degrees awarded, student race, and gender.  

 

2. U.S. Department of Education College Scorecard database on student finances such as earnings, debt 

load, and debt repayment for 2015-2016 and 2017-2018. The data used in this topline were accessed in 

April 2020.  

 

3. The Atlas of Public Management database for the core course distribution in leading MPP and MPA 

programs for a multi-year research project published in 2015. The databases on course types were built 

in a multi-year research project funded by the Government of Canada. 

 

4. Occasional contacts with deans and program directors to collect information on first full -time job 

destinations for the most recent graduate classes, core curriculum requirements, and fill in missing data 

from other databases. 

 

5. Publicly available data on accreditation, some student destinations, online learning options, and 

program details from the National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration 

(NASPAA) Data Center.  

 

6. Hand-coding of school websites to collect core-syllabi, specialization and degree names, learning 

options, faculty names, race, gender, and Ph.D. field of study.  
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TABLE 3: TOPLINE MEASURES 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

1. School status: Is the school part of a public or private institution? 

 

2. School type: Does the school only offer a Masters of Public Administration (MPA) degree, only a 

Masters of Public Policy (MPP) degree, or both (blended)? 

 

3. NASPAA accredited: Does the school have a degree program accredited by the National Association 

of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration (NASPAA)? 

 

4. Top 25 ranking. Is the school ranked among the top 25 by U.S. News & World Report in its 2020 ñBest 

Graduate Public Affairs Programsò issue? 

 

5. Percent of schools whose graduates have the heaviest debt loads (above average):  Is the College 

Scorecard mean federal loan debt for all MPA and/or MPP degree holders from the Academic Year 

2015-2016 and Academic Year 2016-2017 cohort in each school above the mean for all 77 covered by 

the analysis? 
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C. CORE SPREADSHEETS 

 

The spreadsheets used in this analysis were created through the data mining of the sources listed above.  Some of 

the data is fully public, others are confidential to the schools, and still others are the product of outreach to specific 

schools. As a result, some of the data revealed in this topline report are fully anonymized to product the schools, 

while other data are open for public review.  

  



  

 
 

13 

1. Organizational Demographics (not anonymized; some data only available for first 32 schools) 
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2. Operations and Impact (schools are anonymized) 
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