
 

 

The Professional Work Experience - Student Guide 

 
I. Purpose of the Professional Work Experience 
The Professional Work Experience (PWE) is a required and essential component of the UNC- Master of 
Public Administration (MPA) curriculum. The PWE provides the student with the opportunity to further 
refine knowledge, skills, and competencies developed through MPA coursework through 
experimentation and application within a public service work setting. 
 
II. Prerequisites 
The student becomes eligible to begin the PWE after successful completion of the following six core 
courses: 
Required courses: 

1. PUBA 709: Public Administration Institutions and Values 
2. PUBA 710: Organizational Theory 
3. PUBA 719: Public Administration Analysis and Evaluation I 
4. PUBA 720: Public Administration Analysis and Evaluation II 
5. PUBA 721: Professional Communications 
6. And one of the following core courses: 

• PUBA 723: Human Resource Management 
• PUBA 731: Public Financial Management 
• PUBA 760: Law for Public Administration 

 

III. Requirements 
 
Positions that Qualify:  
The PWE should be a position that allows students to engage in relevant and significant managerial 
and/or policy level work in which they can apply their graduate level knowledge and training.  
 
Timing and Duration 
• An approved PWE requires at least 300 hours to be completed in a maximum of 24 weeks.   
• All students may begin their PWE after successfully completing the six designated core courses. 
• Note:  

o On-campus students typically complete their PWE on a full-time basis over 10–12 weeks 
during the summer after the completion of their first year.  

o Online students’ PWE timing is less standardized, as they progress toward degree 
completion with more varied timelines.  

o The Program recommends online students that have limited prior professional experience 
in their field complete their PWE on a full-time basis. 



 

 

 

IV. Other Requirements 
Students are expected to be paid a professional salary by the employers for their work.  Exceptions 
might be considered if the student can demonstrate that the professional benefit of the work 
experience outweighs the value of the salary. 
 
Prior to starting the PWE, the student must complete a Description for the Professional Experience. 
This document must be signed by the employer with whom the student will be completing their PWE 
and approved by the Director of Career, Alumni, and Employer Engagement.  
 
The student’s Description of Professional Work Experience is intended to: 

• Define clear expectations between the employer and student  
• Demonstrate to the MPA Program that the employer has the ability to provide the student 

with the necessary resources, focus, and support needed to accomplish the underlying 
academic objectives of the PWE.  
 

V. Securing a Professional Work Experience 
The MPA program provides individual guidance to assist the student in navigating the process for 
searching for qualifying PWEs and preparing to be a candidate of choice. It is encouraged that the 
student approach the PWE search no different from an internship or job search. While support is 
actively provided to the student, final responsibility for being selected by an employer for a PWE 
remains with the student.  

 
Available resources:  Throughout the year, PWE opportunities are communicated to the UNC-MPA 
student body via the Microsoft Teams Career Services & Professional Development PWE channel. 
Additionally, the MPA program hosts a variety of networking events with UNC-MPA Alumni and 
Employers who have previously hired UNC-MPA students. The MPA Career Team is available to assist 
with the facilitation of introductions to UNC-MPA Alumni and Employer partners, to offer insight on 
UNC-MPA Alumni and Employers who are interested in working with UNC-MPA students, and to 
answer questions related to PWE opportunities posted on the Microsoft Teams Career Services & 
Professional Development PWE channel.   
 
The MPA Career Team is available to provide feedback on PWE applications (cover letters, resumes, 
and writing samples) and to offer guidance on the search and preparation for interviews. 
 
The UNC Career Center also provides all UNC students access to Handshake, the University’s online 
platform for job and internship postings and resource hub for information on UNC sponsored career 
fairs and career development workshop. The MPA program encourages all UNC-MPA students to take 
advantage of these resources and to actively search for PWE opportunities on external job search 
sites.  
 

https://carolinampa.web.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/11501/2022/08/Description-of-ProfessionalWorkExperience-1.pdf
https://teams.microsoft.com/l/channel/19%3a13a64acfcc934d4e9e7e238a983320d8%40thread.tacv2/PWE%2520Opportunities?groupId=102ad20e-da4a-41f4-904b-64bac4e656aa&tenantId=58b3d54f-16c9-42d3-af08-1fcabd095666
https://teams.microsoft.com/l/channel/19%3a13a64acfcc934d4e9e7e238a983320d8%40thread.tacv2/PWE%2520Opportunities?groupId=102ad20e-da4a-41f4-904b-64bac4e656aa&tenantId=58b3d54f-16c9-42d3-af08-1fcabd095666
https://teams.microsoft.com/l/channel/19%3a13a64acfcc934d4e9e7e238a983320d8%40thread.tacv2/PWE%2520Opportunities?groupId=102ad20e-da4a-41f4-904b-64bac4e656aa&tenantId=58b3d54f-16c9-42d3-af08-1fcabd095666
mailto:mpa_career@sog.unc.edu%20%20?subject=PWE%20Search%20Support
https://careers.unc.edu/
https://mpa.unc.edu/resources
https://mpa.unc.edu/resources


 

 

VI. What to Expect once the PWE is Approved 
The student should begin their PWE in accordance with terms set forth in the Description of the 
student’s Professional Work Experience. Throughout the duration of the PWE, the MPA program will 
maintain an open line of communication between both the student and employer. However, the 
student and employers are both encouraged to reach out to the MPA program should problems or 
concerns arise or if changes to the terms and conditions set forth in the approved Description of the 
Professional Work Experience occur. 

 
Mid-Term check-in - Once the PWE is approximately 40-50 percent complete, the student will 
complete a mid-term check-in with a member of the MPA Career Team. The MPA program will 
initiate the scheduling for this meeting; however, it is ultimately the student’s responsibility to 
ensure that the meeting is scheduled and completed.  
 
The mid-term provides an opportunity for the student to fully explore one's PWE experiences and, 
through guided conversation, reflect upon past coursework and be challenged to engage in 
expansive thinking. The mid-term also allows the MPA program to offer the student support should 
course correction be needed. The mid-term check-in serves as the pre-requisite to the student's 
eligibility to enroll in PUBA 747. 
 
PWE Reflection Sessions – each term the MPA program will host reflection sessions that will provide 
students with the opportunity to reflect on the PWE experience thus far, test ideas to implement, ask 
questions on how to proceed on projects or with challenges, and learn from peers. This allows 
students an opportunity to connect, learn, reflect and grow from peers.  

 
VII. What to expect after the culmination of the PWE  
The student will become eligible to enroll in PUBA 747 after all components of the PWE have been 
completed. 

 

VIII. Waiver 
In certain circumstances, the students may be eligible for a PWE Waiver. To apply for a waiver, the 
student must (1) possess five or more years of post-undergraduate public service work experience and (2) 
must be currently working, and have worked for at least 3 months (to move beyond the onboarding 
period) in a full-time capacity, in a position and in an organization that qualifies for the PWE Practicum. 
For further information on the PWE Waiver, visit the Professional Work Experience Waiver page on the 
UNC-MPA student intranet.  
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