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TO:   MPA Students 
 
FROM:  James Thurmond, PhD 
  Director, MPA Program 
 
Subject: The MPA Comprehensive Exam 
 
Purpose and Scope: The Comprehensive Exam Covers: 
 

(1) General Public Administration 
(2) General Public Administration: Theory and Practice 
(3) Politics and Administration: Bureaucratic Behavior/Public Policy/Policy Implementation 
(4) Specialization 

 
The MPA at the University of Houston is a professional degree structured to train/educate public 
administrators who must deal with a variety of administrative and/or policy issues. Whether the MPA 
graduate becomes a manager, an analyst, or a policy specialist, he or she will be called upon to deal with a 
variety of public problem situations. Thus, the MPA comprehensive exam is structured to test your (1) level 
of understanding of public administration, (2) ability to analyze problem situations, and (3) apply solutions. 
 
The exam is comprehensive, covering the areas described above. It is not a test on a specific set of 
readings or courses, although your courses provide a foundation for your preparation. 

 
Studying for the Exam:  

 
As you study, you should focus on: 

 
(1) Trends, events, personalities, and classic works that shape and inform current public 

administration theory and practice. In other words, you should have a working understanding 
of the evolution of public administration. Your course work in PUBL 6310 (POLS6371) and 
PUBL 6311 (POLS6370) should provide a foundation from which you can build an 
understanding of the evolution of public administration. 

 
 

(2) The diversity of public administration both as part of academic enterprises and in practice. 
Public administration is not a monolithic field of study or practice, rather it is shaped by 
varying concepts, theories, and practices. 

 
 

(3) The application of theory to practice: You are in a professional degree program. After you 
graduate, you will deal with practical problem situations. Therefore, one or more parts of the 
exam ask you to apply theory to practice. 

 
Exam Content: 

 
The exam consists of: 

 
(1) One question on the general history and evolution of public administration, including 

organization theory. Why is bureaucratic reform a continuous enterprise? Why do reforms 
seem to rely on the bureaucratic model (e.g., hierarchy, professionalism, etc.) as the guide to 
change even when it has been found to be dysfunctional?  Of course, your course work deal 
with this topic. 

(2) One question on the relationship of theory to practice. What social/economic/political 
concepts inform the practicing public administrator?  What internal organization 
structure/processes shape the work of the public administrator? Hw do they influence the 
work of public administrators? Numerous examples and cases illustrate the nexus between 
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theory and practice. You will be asked to apply your understanding of public administration 
theory to an event, issue, problem, or case. 

 
(3) One question on bureaucratic politics/policy, focusing on policy implementation and 

evaluation. This may include question(s) on policy analysis/evaluation as well as processes.  
Here PUBL 6313 (POLS6314) Policy Analysis is very helpful. Also, of course, PUBL 6311 
(POLS6370) is helpful. 

 
(4) One question on your specialization. This question may deal with a substantive issue, or it 

may deal with a more general question about the specialization you have chosen. For 
example, you may be asked to describe your course work as it relates to a specific area of 
public administration, giving theoretical and practical justification for the specialization.  

 
Taking the MPA Exam: 
 
The exam takes a full-day: four hours in the morning and four hours in the afternoon. Detailed procedures 
for taking the exam will be provided at a later date. We will allow you to write the exam on a word 
processor. 
 
The exam is given in the Fall and in the Spring. The Fall test is generally scheduled in October or 
November, and Spring test in April or May. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


