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A	  Review	  of	  MPA	  and	  MPP	  Programs	  in	  California.	  

As more and more City Managers retire, the industry is in 

need of fresh young talent. How do we train tomorrow’s 

leaders for the challenges ahead?  
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There is an innate challenge in teaching something as complex as city management. It’s 

not just public finance and organizational behavior, not by a long shot. It’s a delicate 

balance of practical skills, political savvy, on the job experience, and service.  

 

Here in California, we are fortunate to have a plethora of top tier institutions geared up to 

instill the basics, but debates rage over how and what to teach aspiring City Managers. 

Should we acknowledge that not every student will eventually step into the role of City 

Manager? How do we identify potential and nurture it? Can good city management be 

taught? 

 

Schools of Thought 

 

Currently, there are twenty-one Master of Public Administration (MPA) programs 

offered throughout the state of California. Additionally, several schools offer Master of 

Public Policy (MPP) degrees, and some schools, such as USC’s Sol Price School of 

Public Policy, offer both. While the MPA is considered the core professional degree for a 

management career in public service, the MPP emphasizes analysis of information to 

solve policy problems and can also serve to equip our leaders with the skills they need. 

 

With so many options available, the decision of where to study can be daunting. To assist 

aspiring students of public administration and policy, the U.S. News and World Report 

conducts rankings every four years to offer some guidance as to how the available 

programs compare. In 2012, UC Berkeley’s Goldman School of Public Policy and USC’s 
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Sol Price School of Public Policy were tied as the top ranked MPA programs in 

California1.  

 

Six additional programs in California landed on the list of the country’s best 100 MPA 

schools. By order of ranking they are: UCLA’s Luskin School of Public Affairs, the 

Naval Post Graduate School in Monterey California, the Monterey Institute of 

International Studies, Pepperdine University, San Francisco State University, and 

California State University Los Angeles. All told, California has a wealth of excellent 

options for higher education in public administration.  

 

Degree School 
MPA Cal Poly Pomona 
MPP Cal Poly San Luis Obispo 
MPPA2 California Lutheran University 
MPA California State University, Bakersfield 
MPA California State University, Chico 
MPA California State University, Dominguez Hills 
MPA California State University, East Bay 
MPA California State University, Fresno 
MPA California State University, Fullerton 
MPA California State University, Long Beach 
MSPA3 California State University, Los Angeles 
MPA California State University, Northridge 
MPPA2 California State University, Sacramento 
MPA California State University, San Bernardino 
MPA California State University, Stanislaus 
MPA Monterey Institute of International Studies 
MPA National University 

                                                
1 Parties interested in ranking criteria are invited to visit the US News website: 
http://grad-schools.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-public-
affairs-schools/public-affairs-rankings 
2 MPPA is a Master of Public Policy Administration 
3 MSPA is a Master of Science in Public Administration 
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MPA Naval Postgraduate School  
MPA Notre Dame De Namur University 
MPP Pepperdine University 
MPA San Diego State University 
MPA San Francisco State University 
MPA San Jose State University 
MPA Sonoma State 
MPP Stanford University 
MPP University California, Riverside 
MPP University of California, Berkeley 
MPA University of California, Irvine 
MPP University of California, Los Angeles 
MPA University of La Verne 
MPA University of San Francisco  
MPA/MPP University of Southern California 
 

But even the top student from the top program will be sorely disappointed if they hope to 

grab hold of an MPA and step into a role as City Manager the next day. City Managers, 

with higher degrees or not, work their way up through the ranks of city administration. 

The best way to get a foot in the door is to be highly capable at a practical skill. But as 

one moves up toward the City Manager’s seat, the necessary skill set shifts from the 

immediately applicable to the more conceptual. This is the balance for which schools 

must strive.  

 

In 2013, the Network of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration (NASPAA), in 

association with ICMA’s Advisory Board on Graduate Education, proposed three levels 

of learning that should be completed by anyone aspiring to a career in local government 

administration: 

 

Level 1 – Conceptual knowledge taught through classroom instruction, certification 

programs, self-paced tutorials, workshops and conferences. 



 

This document is provided as a benefit for CCMF members. If you are not a member, we invite 
you to join. Membership information can be found at www.cacitymanagers.org. 

6 

Level 2 – Working knowledge gained through internships, volunteer activities, mock 

exercises, and problem solving.  

Level 3 – Analytical knowledge garnered through capstone courses, mentor 

evaluations, self-assessments, and reflection activities in other courses.  

 

The proposal goes on to recommend that every student move through all three levels of 

competencies in the following areas of study: 

• citizen engagement 

• governing board relationships 

• ethics and integrity  

• inter-governmental and inter-organizational relationships  

• designing and managing the local government organization 

It is no small task to train our municipal leaders.  

 

For CCMF member Jeffrey Collier, City Manager of Whittier, it was the “word problems 

from hell,” served up by the MPA program at California State University, Fullerton, that 

really brought the conceptual lessons to life. Each week, students were posed a question 

that required them to juggle policy, budget, public service expectations, and 

staff/personnel issues. In a small class setting, each would present and discuss their 

recommended approach to solving the issue. “It was by far the toughest class I ever 

took,” said Collier, “but it taught me the most about the challenges of public 

administration.”    

 

Paths Diverging 

 

A study done by NASPAA found that just under half of the individuals who received 

their MPA in 2011 were working in government six months later. Of those, only one-
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third were working in local government. Even if every one of those individuals wanted to 

be, only a small percentage of them will ever step into the role.   

 

One proposal for revamping MPA programs is to increase the focus on local government. 

Some argue that it seems counter intuitive for programs maintain so much focus on state 

and federal leadership, when the demand is much higher for local government personnel. 

Given that we have just one state, and nearly 500 cities, the preponderance of people 

graduating from MPA and MPP programs are headed for local government, and yet the 

majority of education is focused on governance at the state and federal level.  

 

“My only criticism of graduate programs is that so little attention is placed on local 

government,” said CCMF member Michael Rock, City Manager of Lomita, California, 

who received his Master of Public Policy and Administration (MPPA) degree from 

California State University Sacramento. “Most of the courses are geared towards state 

and federal government and policy. Very little discussion took place [in my program] 

regarding the Council/Manager form of government or the difference between a strong 

mayor or weak mayor system and the advantages or disadvantages of each.”  

 

Real-World Instruction 

 

The one thing that does seem universally agreed upon in the world of MPA education is 

the need for real-world experience and mentorship.   

 

Most MPA programs will not accept students straight out of undergrad. They wisely want 

their graduate students to have some life experience before pursuing a degree in Public 

Administration, and even then, most programs require students to participate in an 

internship program before graduation.  

 



 

This document is provided as a benefit for CCMF members. If you are not a member, we invite 
you to join. Membership information can be found at www.cacitymanagers.org. 

8 

By most accounts, it is through this blend of boots-on-the-ground experience and 

classroom instruction that City Managers are born.  

 

Take CCMF member Dominic Lazzarreto, City Manager of Arcadia, who began his 

career as a consultant at his father’s firm, A.C. Lazzarreto & Associates. After working 

on a variety of municipal management projects throughout the state, he was hired as a 

department head in a small city and was eventually promoted to City Manager. “I got the 

degree because I knew I would need the paper to get an executive position,” said 

Lazzarreto.  “Especially because I was coming from the private industry. Also, I needed 

to be comfortable with my knowledge base. I thought I knew what I was doing but the 

degree really solidified things.” 

 

Lazzarreto credits his father (both his boss and a former City Manager himself) for being 

his first mentor, and is quick to add that the first City Manager he worked for – Cathy 

Standiford in La Palma – filled the mentor role in a more formal capacity. Standiford met 

with Lazzarreto regularly to discuss various aspects of the job. She gave him work that 

exposed him to the City Council and other City Managers, and when the time came, she 

mad a point of encouraging the Council to consider Lazzarreto for the position.     

 

Given the long path that City Managers travel, one would be hard pressed to find a 

manager who doesn’t credit at least one mentor for guidance along the way. While some, 

like Lazzarreto, were fortunate to find support close to home, most discover mentorship 

through formal education, internships, and other programs, such as CCMF’s New & 

Future City Manager Seminar. Time and again, we hear stories of people who might 

never have stepped into the role of City Manager, if not for their connection with a 

professional already serving in the position.  

 

“It wasn’t until I was about 25 years into my career that I started thinking about the City 

Manager position,” said Jeff Collier. “I attended the New and Future City Managers 
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Seminar and started immersing myself in what it would mean to make the transition. I 

have to acknowledge my City Manager, Steve Helvey, for going to great lengths to help 

me prepare, and for being a great mentor.” 

 

Most City Managers are quick to say that, while their MPA taught them basic 

competencies, it was their internships and mentors who truly taught them to lead.  

 

Consider Jim Lewis, City Manager of Pismo Beach. Few current City Managers are 

bigger advocates for their alma mater than Jim (though perhaps Mark Alexander takes 

home first prize). Both are alumni of USC. 

 

“I trained under great mentors in Wally Bobkiewicz, Glenn Southard, and Wade 

McKinney,” said Lewis. “I was very fortunate to work with experts who taught me the 

ins and outs of the profession and gave me many chances to practice. I learned at the 

Price School at USC and the Maxwell School at Syracuse, but I trained under them.” 

 

For this very reason, Steve Harding feels that more MPA classes should be taught by city 

management professionals. Harding is a member of the ICMA Advisory Board for 

Graduate Education, the Local Government Management Committee of NASPAA and is 

an adjunct professor at four universities. By his estimation, roughly 90% of instructors 

teaching in MPA programs today have never been City Managers. “My concern is that 

some MPA programs may be preparing students to be academics and policy analysts 

rather than future municipal practitioners,” said Harding. “Working professionals can 

balance the text book with war stories, giving students real-life examples of how the 

material is applicable to a position of leadership.”  

 

Harding also noted that City Managers who teach are perfectly positioned to spot rising 

talent. Top students are encouraged to take on internships and are often hired for their 

first jobs as a result of the relationship built with the City Manager on campus.  This was 
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evidenced during the early years of the MPA program at Cal-State Long Beach where six 

City Managers filled adjunct positions. David D. Rowlands, a retired City Manager and a 

Past President Emeritus of ICMA coordinated the MPA Internship Program.  Harding 

was just one of many who benefitted from David’s mentorship and standing among local 

City Managers.   

 

CCMF Trustee Bruce Channing was fortunate to have just this kind of experience as an 

undergraduate at UC Santa Barbara. While studying for his degree in Political Science, 

he took several courses taught by Santa Barbara City and County officials. During a 

three-month internship for the City of Santa Barbara Community Services Department 

Channing not only earned 12 units of credit, he also found a mentor. “The Department 

Head at that time was Mr. Doug Willsie,” said Channing. “He was a giant of a man (over 

7 feet tall) and an incredible mentor.  I learned a tremendous amount during the initial 3 

month student internship and the additional 3 months that I was hired on to work as a 

summer intern.” 

 

Channing is unique in that he had such a positive experience at such an early stage in his 

education. Most young people who show an interest in local government have almost no 

official venues through which to explore their options.  “Instilling the notion of city 

management as a career option in young leaders is virtually absent at the K-12 and 

undergraduate levels,” said Harding. Typically, it’s not until graduate school that the 

rubber really hits the road and aspiring City Managers engage in the process of learning 

their trade.  

 

Opportunities for the Future 

 

And that’s where we, as City Managers, come in. Good city management can be taught, 

but not in classrooms alone, and not by people who have never held the job. Aspiring 



 

This document is provided as a benefit for CCMF members. If you are not a member, we invite 
you to join. Membership information can be found at www.cacitymanagers.org. 

11 

City Managers need our collective wisdom. They need us to point them in the right 

direction and help them avoid the mistakes we learned from along the way.   

 

As part of CCMF’s ongoing mission to support and encourage excellence in city 

management, we strongly encourage our members to think about how they might give 

back to their communities. Perhaps teaching a class or two after retirement is a good way 

to help shape the minds of tomorrow. Or maybe your city’s internship program could use 

an upgrade in the new year.  

 

In 2015, CCMF will launch a new educational outreach program to match current City 

Managers with local MPA and MPP programs, to increase speaking opportunities and 

create space for students to connect with those of us who have been in the business for 

years. If you would be interested in participating in such a program, please let us know. 

In the mean time, avail yourself of the many teaching resources available through both 

the ICMA and NASPAA websites.  

 

We look forward to meeting the young and up-and-comers who might some day fill our 

shoes.  

 

 

 

Suggestions Welcome 

This resource is a service of the California City Management Foundation (CCMF) whose 
mission is to promote and encourage excellence in city management. For more 
information and to access to further resources, go to http://www.cacitymanagers.org. 
 To share your feedback on this resource: 
·         Email: ken@cacitymanagers.org; Subject: “The MPA article” Article 
·         Phone: 858-386-2771 
·         Mail: P.O. Box 221537, Newhall, CA 91322 
 


