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Purpose 
The MPA oral exam requires students to: 

• demonstrate analytical thinking skills and problem-solving;  

• articulate and defend their research approach, findings, and recommendations to 

an applied research problem; 

• demonstrate their knowledge of key concepts, theories, and central debates of 
public administration; and 

• demonstrate effective oral communication skills. 

Preparation 
During the oral exam, students will provide a 12-15-minute formal presentation of their applied 

research problem including covering their problem definition, methods, findings, and 

defending their recommendations and conclusions. After the presentation, students will 

respond to questions about their applied research as well as broader questions related to the 

field and study of public administration. 

 

To prepare for the oral exam, students should prepare responses to committee feedback on their 

applied research problem and to the sample questions provided at the end of this guide. 

Responses must demonstrate graduate-level critical thinking and knowledge with appropriate 

application of theories and content drawn from the MPA curriculum. While there is no 

guarantee that committees will ask these exact questions, preparing responses to sample 

questions will help students practice the types of questions that will be asked. 
 

Prerequisite 
The oral examination is a required component of the MPA program. To be eligible to sit for 

the exam, students must successfully complete the written Applied Research Project (ARP) 

and obtain approval from their faculty examination committee (see the UNC MPA Applied 

Research Project Student Guide). Upon committee approval, students may advance to the 

oral examination phase. 

 

Exam Committee 
Students register for the PUBA 748 – MPA Applied Research Problem II – in the term for 

which they expect to graduate. While this course is primarily associated with the student’s 

applied research response, it also serves as the administrative mechanism to appoint a faculty 

exam committee. The MPA program assigns a randomly selected three-person faculty 

committee. Random assignment is the fairest way of assembling committees and one that is 

consistent with the expectation that UNC Graduate Students are able to defend their knowledge 
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of the discipline and adequately respond to questioning in any setting, whether or not students 

have had previous interactions with committee members. 
 

Exam Process 
The oral exam begins with the student presenting a 12-15 minute (maximum) presentation on 

their applied research problem response to the faculty committee.  

 

This presentation should include: 

• The research question(s) the student identified to respond to the problem statement. 

• The methods and analysis approach used, including the data and limitations. 

• The findings. 

• The recommendations including how they are impacted by competing public service 

values.   

 

Committee members will ask questions related to the applied research response; including 

questions that the students have previously seen in written feedback (and they should have 

prepared responses to) as well as other questions the committee members have about ARP. 

Additionally, the committee will ask broader questions about the field of public administration 

(see sample oral exam questions below). After the committee has concluded asking questions, 

the student is excused while committee members discuss the student’s demonstrated 

understanding of public administration and ability to respond to questions about their applied 

research problem. At least two committee members need to indicate a passing result for the 

student to receive a pass for the oral exam. Upon the student returning, the committee chair 

informs the student of the committee’s evaluation and the outcome. The oral exam is scheduled 

for 90 minutes. 

If the student passes the exam, the MPA Program will send the Master’s Comprehensive Exam 

paperwork to the committee chair via DocuSign for completion. After the report has been 

completed and signed, the MPA Program will submit the report to The Graduate School. 

  

A student who does not pass the oral examination must wait a minimum of three months before 

retaking the exam. During this period, the student should work with their examination 

committee to identify and address areas needing improvement. The same committee will 

evaluate the student during the second administration of the oral examination. 

Per Graduate School policy: 

• Students must be enrolled in at least one credit-hour while sitting for the oral exam. 

• A student who fails the oral exam the second time becomes academically ineligible to 

continue in The Graduate School. 

• A student may petition the MPA program for reinstatement when special circumstances 

warrant. These standards are determined according to the policy of The Graduate School. 

The student and the MPA program must jointly complete the Request for Reinstatement 

to Graduate School. 
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Sample Oral Exam Questions 
 

• Discuss one or more leadership theories and explain how they can be applied 

as well as what are the strengths and limitations of applying these theories in 

public organizations?  

• Reflect on scholarship (articles, chapters, or readings) from your MPA 

coursework that had a significant impact on you. What was the central premise 

or main argument, and how does it influence your thinking about public 

administration, leadership, policy, or your professional practice?   

• How do the values of social equity, efficiency, and effectiveness impact public 

administrators and how do can they balance these when they are in conflict?  

• What moral and ethical obligations do public administrators have to engage 

citizens in government decision-making?  When is direct citizen participation 

most beneficial to public governance, and under what conditions can it become 

counterproductive or harmful to effective administration?  

• Can a measure be valid but unreliable? Reliable but invalid? Provide an 

example of each.  

• What considerations should guide the selection of qualitative, quantitative, or 

mixed methods approaches in public administration research? Discuss the 

strengths and limitations of each approach.  

• Public managers are often responsible for translating complex information into 

actionable recommendations. What principles or values should guide how 

information is framed, communicated, and presented to decision-makers?  

• What does organizational theory imply for the differences in leading an inter-

organizational or inter-sectorial setting versus leading subordinates within an 

organization?  

• Briefly describe the factors that courts consider in determining what due process is 

required before an administrative action can be taken that impairs liberty or property 

interests.  

• It is often said that a budget is a policy document written in numbers. How 

does the public budgeting process reconcile political priorities with fiscal 

constraint and long-term financial sustainability?  

• Drawing on one or more theories of public management, organizational 

behavior, or motivation, explain how public managers can effectively recruit, 

develop, motivate, empower, and retain employees in the modern workplace. 

How does theory inform decisions about managing human capital, and what 

are the strengths and limitations of applying these theories in public sector 

organizations?  


