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ABSTRACT Recent research suggests that master’s (MA) education in the United States
could be restructured to better meet the expectations of students who seek nonacademic
careers. This article considers the state of terminalMA degree programs in political science
to assess whether they are preparing students to enter the workforce. We examine
programs across various dimensions and supplement this analysis with survey data to
gain additional information about the purpose of terminal MA degree programs. The
results suggest that their reconceptualization is needed in the discipline of political science.

Between 1949 and 2021, the aggregate number of
political science master’s (MA) degrees awarded in
the United States was more than the aggregate
number of political science doctor of philosophy
(PhD) degrees awarded; specifically, 119,008 MA

degrees versus 36,869 PhDs.1 Despite the fact that more than three
times as many MA degrees have been awarded, most of the focus
on graduate programs in political science reflects the PhD degree.
For example, a report issued by the American Political Science
Association (APSA) 2002 Task Force on Graduate Education
mentions MA degrees only in passing. It suggested that “APSA
publicize how undergraduates can use its graduate student web-
site to link to departments offering PhD programs and that the
website add links to master’s programs” (Beltran et al. 2005).
Almost 20 years later, this suggestion remains unfollowed.

This lack of focus onMAdegree programs in political science is
at odds with broader trends in graduate education. MA degree
programs have evolved to meet the effects of globalization, shift-
ing demographics, market demands, and technological advances
while also remaining “a pivotal degree that bridges the baccalau-
reate, the doctorate, and the workplace, and [has] the capacity to
continually evolve as a highly adaptable and affordable credential”
(Glazer-Raymo 2005). Given the lack of research onMA degrees in
political science, we questioned whether political science MA
degree programs have similarly evolved to meet student expecta-
tions and provide training for nonacademic careers.

This article focuses specifically on terminal MA degree pro-
grams in political science. We define a terminal MA degree
program as one in which the goal of an MA degree is achieved
after the “successful completion of a program generally requiring
one or two years of full-time college-level study beyond the
bachelor’s degree.”2 The intent of our research is to fill a gap in
the literature on graduate programs in political science by first
providing information about MA degree programs in political
science and then evaluating the extent to which these programs
reflect broader changes in education at the MA-degree level. In
addition to gathering information on demographic and other
characteristics of political scienceMA students, we collected data
from 127 terminal MA degree programs in the United States to
describe these graduate programs across dimensions that reflect
curricula, culminating-project requirements, and graduate stu-
dent learning outcomes (SLOs). We also surveyed the graduate
coordinators and directors from terminalMAdegree programs to
gather additional information about program goals and SLOs
(De Maio and Macias 2024). This research has important nor-
mative implications for a reconceptualization of MA degree
programs in political science. Specifically, our research suggests
that curricular changes emphasizing skills development and
career preparedness are aligned with the broader trends in
graduate education at theMA-degree level and should be encour-
aged. Thus, we offer our suggestions toward a best practices
model for MA degree programs in the discipline of political
science.

MASTER’S DEGREE PROGRAMS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Across many academic disciplines, there has been an increased
emphasis on the development of professional skills through the
inclusion of experiential-learning programs and internships.
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This focus is reflected in changes in teaching methodologies
from traditional lecture-based approaches to more interactive,
project-based, and student-centered learning with the goal of
fostering critical-thinking and practical skills (Michael 2006).

Many of the changes are driven by employer demands and shifts
to a knowledge-based economy that favors more educated and
academically skilled workers (Wendler et al. 2010). Programs
claim to produce graduates who are career ready, thereby bring-
ing the university much closer to the corporate world (Briggs
2016). The MA degree has become an “entrepreneurial creden-
tial…that is more responsive to the marketplace than to tradi-
tional academic environments” (Association for the Study of
Higher Education Report 2005).

With respect to political science, the inclusion of internships,
practical training, and networking opportunities potentially may
increase employment prospects. Most MA degree students do not
go on to pursue PhDs. Therefore, if an MA degree truly is the new
bachelor’s degree (Anderson 2013; Pappano 2011) for young
workers who want to distinguish themselves in a competitive
job market, it makes sense to ensure that they have the profes-
sional skills and are career ready by the end of their MA degree
program.

Some disciplines have recognized that their students are
seeking career-focused mentorship and training in finding jobs
and networking (Cronin and Hawvermale 2021). This may result
in a mismatch between what graduate programs are teaching
and the nonacademic work that most MA students go on to do
(Price 2001). A growing literature notes the disconnect between
traditional academic programs and applied programs that focus
on mentoring and internships, encouraging departments to find
ways to facilitate connection and collaboration with praxis-
based teaching (Briody and Nolan 2013; Nolan 1998; Trotter
1988). Examples are found in shifts from research-oriented pro-
grams to “taught master’s” that are focused on preparing stu-
dents for nonacademic careers (Monk and Foote 2015). These
new MA degrees prioritize “equitable access, employability, and
lifelong learning” (Monk and Foote 2015, 473). Despite the
emphasis on equitable access, enrollment patterns and comple-
tion rates differ across demographic groups. Although “the share
of Black and (Latino/a/x) students enrolled inmaster’s programs
has nearly doubled in 20 years, from 14% in 1996 to 25% in 2016”
(Blagg 2018), completion rates forMA students tends to be lower
than for PhD students. Baum and Steele (2017) found that “26%
of those who beganmaster’s degree programs left school without
completing a degree compared with 12% to 14% of those in other
types of programs,” with “students from higher income back-
grounds more likely than others to enroll, more likely to com-
plete their programs, and more likely to earn degrees that
promise high value in the labor market.” With graduate

programs increasingly being taught online and becoming more
expensive (Blagg 2018), financing a graduate degree is more
difficult for MA degree students. According to Wendler et al.
(2010, 36):

…there are differences in the types of financial support provided to
master’s- versus doctoral-level students. Relatively small percent-
ages of students enrolled in a master’s program are provided
institutional support or assistantships. Instead, master’s students
rely more on loans and employer support. For doctoral students,
financial support is generally provided by or through the institu-
tion (assistantships, traineeships) or by the student’s employer.

This combination of lower completion rates in MA degree
programs and more expensive loans required to help finance
an MA degree potentially may outweigh the earning benefits
of the MA degree and dissuade potential students from
pursuing it.

Research suggests that MA education in the United States
could be restructured to better prepare students for a career by
teaching them key skills, including timemanagement, writing and
public speaking, information literacy, and teamwork (Monk and
Foote 2015). An example is found in the anthropology department
at theUniversity ofMemphis, which uses the “MemphisModel,” a
praxis-oriented mentorship program that connects current grad-
uate students with the alumni network in their area (Feldman
et al. 2021). In the process of preparing current students for a
career, the Memphis Model also establishes a deeply rooted
alumni network because many of those students return to train
the next generation.

To meet the needs of students interested in pursuing further
graduate study as well as those with more professionally focused
interests, some social science programs offer two tracks: Plan A,
which prepares them for PhD research; and Plan B, which pre-
pares them for a nonacademic career (Monk and Foote 2015). By
allowing students to choose a specific track, programs may be
better positioned to meet their needs. In the geography depart-
ment at Western Illinois University, for example, students can
complete an “applied project that provides practical experience
in design and solution of a real-world problem.”3 New Mexico
State University offers a similar applied nonthesis option that
connects students with a sponsor to complete a “residency
project.”4 Culminating projects such as these that allow students
to gain work experience and acquire professional skills may
prepare them to be more competitive in the nonacademic job
market.

If a critical purpose of anMA degree is to prepare a student for
a career outside of academic research, we then ask: “How much of
that which programs are focusing on in political science is related
to professional preparation?” To better understand the motiva-
tions of students seeking anMAdegree in political science and the

The intent of our research is to fill a gap in the literature on graduate programs in political
science by first providing information about MA degree programs in political science and
then evaluating the extent to which these programs reflect broader changes in education at
the MA-degree level.
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type of training they receive, the following section is an analysis of
terminal political science MA degree programs.

MASTER’S DEGREE PROGRAMS IN POLITICAL SCIENCE IN
THE UNITED STATES

The literature on MA degree programs in general discusses
differences in terms of demographic factors, the financing of
graduate education, and the motivations of students who seek a
terminal MA degree. This section presents data on demographic
characteristics and funding of graduate students in political
science at the MA- and PhD-degree levels from the 2021 Survey
of Graduate Students and Postdoctorates in Science and Engi-
neering (GSS).5 Additional information about motivations for
study at the MA-degree level in political science from the 2021
National Survey of College Graduates (NSCG)6 is included to
determine the extent to which the interests of political science
MA degree students reflect evidence from the broader literature.
To determine whether programs offering the MA degree in
political science reflect broader changes in education at the
MA-degree level, we used the College Navigator search engine7

on the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) website8

to identify 233 political science departments that offer an MA
degree. We eliminated programs that grant MA degrees only as
part of a PhD program because their goal is not the MA degree
but rather the PhD degree. We also excluded MA degree pro-
grams in public administration, given their classification as
“professional” programs.9 Based on these parameters, what
remained was a dataset of 127 terminal MA degree programs in
political science.10 Finally, to gather more information about
programmatic changes and additional characteristics of the
MA degree programs in political science, we designed an online
survey using SurveyMonkey and invited MA degree program
coordinators and directors to respond.11

The racial and ethnic composition of graduate students at the
MA- and PhD-degree levels of political science in 2021 (table 1)
reflects higher percentages of Latino/a/x and Black graduate
students in political science at the MA-degree level (15.40% and
9.30%, respectively) compared to the PhD-degree level (6.30% and
4.70%, respectively). There also is a higher percentage of “non-
Hispanic” white graduate students at the MA- degree level
(52.70%) versus the PhD-degree level (45.33%). However, the most
surprising difference in demographic categories was for “Foreign
Nationals Holding Temporary Visas, Regardless of Ethnicity or
Race”: 32.70% at the PhD-degree level compared to 10.50% at the
MA-degree level.

With respect to gender, the percentages of men (53.50%) and
women (46.50%) at the MA-degree level of study in political
science are similar to those at the PhD-degree level (55.40% and
44.60%, respectively). Differences between MA and PhD degree
programs were apparent in a comparison of funding sources for
graduate study. Whereas a majority (73.14%) of graduate students
at the doctoral level in political science received institutional
support for their education, only 17.25% of MA students received
such support. The much higher level of institutional support for
doctoral students may be connected to the lower percentage of
PhD students (9.45%) who reported self-support (including loans
and family sources) compared to the percentage of MA students
who reported self-support of their education (31.34%). Notably, for
almost half of the MA students (48.41%), sources of support were

not collected by the institution; the percentage of unreported
support for PhD students was only 11.74%.

Given the lower levels of institutional support and higher
levels of self-support necessary for political science graduate
students in MA degree programs, their motivations for seeking
an MA degree are worth investigating. Fortunately, the NSCG
provides data on college graduates with at least a bachelor’s
degree in terms of post-baccalaureate activity, including graduate
study. The 2021 survey asked respondents if they were enrolled in
a degree program during the survey period, as well as the type of
degree, field of study, and motivation for enrollment. Table 2
presents students who were seeking a political science MA
degree in 2021 and their level of agreement regarding specific
motivations for graduate study. Of these respondents, 100%

Tabl e 1

Demographic Characteristics and Sources of
Funding for Graduate Students in Political
Science, 2021

MA PhD

Race and
Ethnicity (%)

Hispanic or Latino Ethnicity (One or More
Races)

15.40 6.30

Non–Hispanic, American Indian, or Alaska
Native

0.40 0.30

Non–Hispanic, Asian 4.00 4.40

Non–Hispanic, Black, or African American 9.30 4.70

Non–Hispanic, Native Hawaiian, or Other
Pacific Islander

0.10 0.07

Non–Hispanic, White 52.70 45.33

Non–Hispanic, More Than One Race 3.10 2.60

Ethnicity and Race Unknown or Not Stated 4.40 3.70

Foreign Nationals Holding Temporary Visas,
Regardless of Ethnicity or Race

10.50 32.70

Gender (%)

Male 53.50 55.40

Female 46.50 44.60

Sources of
Funding (%)

Department of Defense 0.34 0.51

Health and Human Services (Excluding
National Institutes of Health)

0.00 0.06

National Science Foundation 0.12 0.92

Other Federal Sources 1.31 1.52

Institutional Support (Including State or
Local Government)

17.25 73.14

Other US Sources 0.58 1.84

Foreign Sources 0.64 0.82

Self–Supported (Including Loans and Family
Sources)

31.34 9.45

Financial Support Source Not Collected 48.41 11.74

Total Sample Size 3,270 5,332

Source: National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics, Graduate Students
and Post-Doctorates in Science and Engineering Survey, 2021 (https://ncsesdata.
nsf.gov/builder/gss).
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indicated that their motivations for graduate enrollment were “to
gain further skills or knowledge in my academic or occupational
field”; “to increase opportunities for promotion, advancement, or
higher salary”; and “for leisure or personal interest.” Among
these responses, two were specifically employment related: 94%
indicated “to gain further education before beginning a career.”
Notably, only 39% indicated “to prepare for graduate school or
further education.”

To gather information about their terminal MA degree pro-
gram, we visited the website for each political science department
in our dataset of 127 programs. This information included
(1) whether the program also offered a PhD in political science;
(2) the expected time for attainment of the MA degree; (3) specific
courses required of all graduate students in the MA degree
program; (4) whether a culminating experience was expected of
all MA students; (5) what type of culminating experience was
expected; and (6) specific SLOs expected for all MA students.12

Results from this analysis are listed in table 3.
Most of the MA degree programs (71.7%) in political science

were located in cities of diverse sizes, and most of them (78.7%)
were at four-year public universities with an average student
population size of 26,423. More than half of the programs
(60.6%) were in departments that do not offer PhD degrees.
Most of the programs (90.6%) were two years in length. A
majority of programs (81.1%) required students to take at least
one specific researchmethods course, with less than half of those
(48.0%) requiring a non-research methods course. A slightly
higher percentage of MA degree programs required a research
methods course if they were in a department that offers a PhD in
political science (84.0%) compared to a department that does not
(79.2%). Regarding culminating experience requirements, we
found that 62.2% of programs offered students a choice of
culminating experience, typically either a written project (e.g.,
thesis or paper) or an examination. A written thesis was required

in 14.2% of all degree programs; 5.5% required a combination of
these options and 3.1% did not require a culminating experience.
Students in an MA degree program in a department that offered
a PhD program were less likely to have a choice in their culmi-
nating experience (48.0%), compared to those in a department
that does not (71.4%). Conversely, MA students in a department
in which a PhD was offered were more likely to have a thesis
requirement (22.0%) than MA students who were not in a PhD-
granting department (9.1%).

SLOs from the program websites were collected to determine
the types of outcomes that are expected for MA degree programs
in political science. Coding of SLOs and mission statements
resulted in five general categories of outcomes: (1) disciplinary
knowledge outcomes (e.g., “demonstrate understanding of the
core questions and basic literatures in at least one subfield of
political science”); (2) research or analytical skills (e.g., “show a
fluency in reading quantitative research findings and the ability
to undertake basic analysis using quantitative tools”);
(3) communication (written and/or oral) and critical-thinking
skills (e.g., “demonstrate mastery of writing”); (4) teaching skills
(e.g., “the program also provides a well-rounded substantive

Table 2

“For Which of the Following Reasons Were
You Taking Courses or Enrolled…”
(Enrolled in an MA Degree Program in
Political Science, 2021)

Percentage of Respondents
Agreeing (N=1,468)

To gain further education before
beginning a career

94%

To prepare for graduate school or further
education

39%

To change my academic or occupational
field

36.4%

To gain further skills or knowledge in my
academic or occupational field

100%

For licensure or certification 39%

To increase opportunities for promotion,
advancement, or higher salary

100%

Required or expected by employer 36%

For leisure or personal interest 100%

Source: National Survey of College Graduates, 2021 (https://ncsesdata.nsf.gov/
builder/nscg).

Table 3

Characteristics of Terminal MA Degree
Programs in Political Science, 2022

All Terminal
MA Programs

Terminal
MA

Program/No
PhD Offered

Terminal
MA

Program/
PhD Offered

Number of Programs 127 77 50

Campus Setting: Large
City

33.1% 33.8% 32.0%

Campus Setting: Mid–Size
City

18.1% 14.3% 24.0%

Campus Setting: Small
City

20.5% 23.4% 16.0%

Campus Setting: Large
Suburb

11.8% 9.1% 16.0%

Campus Setting: Distant
Town

5.5% 7.8% 2.0%

All Students Must Take at
Least One Specific
Research Methods Course

81.1% 79.2% 84.0%

Students Have Their
Choice of a Culminating
Project Experience

62.2% 71.4% 48.0%

Students Must Write an
MA Thesis

14.2% 9.1% 22.0%

SLO: Disciplinary
Knowledge Indicated

82.7% 85.7% 78.0%

SLO: Research of
Analytical Skills Indicated

85.0% 83.1% 88.0%

SLO: Writing, Critical–
Thinking Skills Indicated

37.8% 41.6% 32.0%

SLO: Teaching Skills
Indicated

16.5% 19.5% 12.0%

SLO: Professional Skills
Indicated

22.0% 19.5% 26.0%

Source: De Maio and Macias 2024.
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curriculum for secondary schoolteachers seeking higher degrees
and for teachers in community colleges”); and (5) professional
skills (e.g., “professional development through internship
experience”). Each MA degree program was coded for the pres-
ence or absence of these SLOs. Overall, we found that research or
analytical skills were referenced most often (85.0%), followed by
disciplinary knowledge (82.7%), communication and critical-
thinking skills (37.8%), professional skills (22.0%), and teaching
skills (16.5%). The major difference between terminal MA degree
programs in which a PhD was offered and those that did not was
regarding the critical-thinking SLO. Departments that offered
both a terminal MA degree and a PhD degree were less likely to
reference this SLO (32.0%) than those that only offered a
terminal MA degree (41.6%). It is interesting that programs that
offered a PhD as well as the terminal MA degree in political
science were slightly more likely to reference the professional-
skills SLO (26.0%) than those that offered only a terminal MA
degree (19.5%).

Our analysis of MA degree program websites provided
answers to our questions about the content and structure of
terminal MA degree programs in political science. Given the
predominance of disciplinary and research emphases in these
programs, we asked whether this was an artifact of programs that
have not been updated to reflect the changing emphases of MA
degree programs. Our survey was designed to answer some of
these questions.

We received a total of 35 responses,13 which reflects a response
rate of 27.6%. The survey asked 23 questions, including the
following:

• whether a PhD in political science also was offered
• the primary purpose of the MA degree program
• expected time to complete the MA degree
• whether there was a culminating experience expected of stu-
dents

• when the MA degree program curricula was last changed
• whether an internship or professional requirement was part of
the MA degree program

• whether the program worked in conjunction with the univer-
sity’s career center

• whether the program tracked students after they completed the
program.

After verifying that survey respondents were in programs in
the NCES dataset, we compared sample institutional character-
istics with the NCES dataset characteristics. Compared to the
NCES dataset of 127 programs, 71.4% of respondents were from
programs located in cities (compared to 71.7% in the NCES
dataset), with 94.3% of the respondents representing four-year
public universities (compared to 78.7% in the NCES dataset).
Similar to the NCES dataset (60.1%), 60.0% of the survey

respondents reflected programs that do not offer a PhD in
political science.

A majority of respondents (71.4%) indicated that the approx-
imate length of time a student needed to complete all of the
required components to earn a terminal MA degree was four
semesters: 80.0% of the graduate coordinators and directors
reported that more than half of their students were able to
complete program requirements in four or fewer semesters.
When asked what the purpose of their MA degree program
was, 41.2% of graduate coordinators and directors responded
“to prepare students for nonacademic professions such as public
or government service,” followed by 17.6% who selected “to
prepare students for further graduate study in political science”;
14.7% who chose “to prepare students to teach or conduct
research.” More than a quarter (26.5%) of respondents indicated
“all of the above” and 2.9% chose “other” as the main purpose of
the MA degree program in political science. Given that more
graduate coordinators and directors chose “to prepare students
for nonacademic professions such as public or government
service” as the main purpose of their MA degree program, we
were surprised to find that only 5.7% indicated that professional
training or an internship was required. Only 30.3% of the grad-
uate coordinators and directors reported working with their
university’s career services program or office, and only 20.0%
reported that they tracked their students after completing the
program.

Regarding curricula, 60.0% of graduate coordinators reported
that students had a choice of culminating-experience options, 17.1%
indicated a paper or portfolio, 14.3% indicated a thesis, 5.7% reported
a combination of requirements, and 2.9% indicated a comprehensive
examination. Although 71.5% reported that changes to the curricu-
lum had taken place in the past five years, only 22.9% reported that
they involved a switch between a traditional thesis-based MA
degree and a project-based or professional-experience–based MA
degree. When asked how many MA students went on to pursue a
PhD, 45.7% indicated 10.0% or less, 25.7% indicated 20.0% to 50.0%,
8.5% indicated 50.0%, and 20.0% indicated either that they did not
know or did not answer.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Despite shifts in MA degree programs and the motivations of
students seeking a terminal MA degree in political science, we

found that most of the curricula seems to focus on preparing
students for further graduate study rather than the development of
critical-thinking or professional skills. We found that there is a
disconnect between what MA degree programs acknowledge they
should be providing students and how students are trained.
Graduate program coordinators and directors recognize that they
need to prepare students for jobs outside of academia; however,
the emphasis remains on research and scholarship. We observed

Despite shifts in MA degree programs and the motivations of students seeking a terminal
MA degree in political science, we found that most of the curricula seems to focus on
preparing students for further graduate study rather than the development of critical-
thinking or professional skills.
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this in programs that are more likely to require research methods
courses than other types of courses, the small percentage of
culminating experiences involving internships or professional
skills, and SLOs and mission statements that are more likely to
reference disciplinary and methods outcomes compared to

professional-skills outcomes. Given the small percentage of grad-
uate coordinators and directors who reported working with their
campus career centers, the lower percentage of references to
professional skills in SLOs and mission statements, and the lack
of required internships or other types of career training, MA
degree programs in political science do not seem to reflect broader
changes in graduate education at the MA-degree level. This is
concerning, given the motivations of students seeking an MA
degree in political science and the probability that many of them
pursue the degree without institutional support. Therefore, we
must ask: “How can terminal MA degree programs in political
science be improved to better meet the needs of students pursuing
this degree?” Table 4 summarizes our best-practices suggestions
for terminal MA degree programs in political science.

BEST PRACTICES FOR TERMINAL MASTER’S DEGREE
PROGRAMS IN POLITICAL SCIENCE

To better align terminal MA degree programs in political science
with student and job-market demands, changes must be made.
Indeed, Ishiyama (2022) recently wrote about “the rising demand
from various higher education ‘stakeholders’ that there be a greater
emphasis on employable skills at the undergraduate level.” This is
equally applicable to theMAdegree. Our findings suggest that such
an emphasis is not present. Although the question of resources may
be a factor, not all change requires a significant reallocation.
Experiential-learning courses and internships, integrating practi-
tioners into the classroom, and using existing resources at univer-
sity career centers are examples of change. Training MA students
for further graduate study leading toward a PhD degree can coexist
with training students how to use their knowledge for jobs outside
of academia. MA students need to have transferrable skills that will
prepare them for nonacademic careers.

To meet the interests of students who seek an MA degree to
develop their career prospects and skills, best practices at the
program level should include a reexamination of SLOs to incorpo-
rate professional skills. Professional skills can be developed through
the incorporation of internships into the MA-degree curriculum as
part of a separate “nonacademic” track. A professional-skills–ori-
ented culminating experience thenwould be important evidence for
future employers that professional skills not only were developed
but also mastered as part of the MA degree. Greater utilization of
existing campus career-center resources can help to accomplish this.
Moreover, better tracking of MA degree program graduates could
be useful in understanding the types of nonacademic careers that
they enter into as well as provide a potential resource for programs

through an alumni career network. The tracking of program alumni
also could provide information onhowwell programs are delivering
on their professional-skills SLOs.

Our suggestions for program-level best practices resulted from
our analysis ofMAdegree programwebsites and fromour survey of

graduate program coordinators and directors. There remains, how-
ever, a lack of information about terminal MA degree programs in
political science, which prompts our inclusion of best-practices
suggestions for the discipline. We recommend a list of all institu-
tions offeringMAdegrees or a link to theCollegeNavigatorwebsite
on the APSA website. Future APSA task force reports of graduate
education should explore issues in graduate-level education at the
MA-degree level with the same energy and commitment as for PhD

MA degree programs in political science do not seem to reflect broader changes in graduate
education at the MA-degree level. This is concerning, given the motivations of students
seeking an MA degree in political science and the probability that many students pursue
the degree without institutional support.

Table 4

Best-Practices Suggestions for Terminal MA
Degree Programs in Political Science

Department-Level Best Practices Discipline-Level Best Practices

1 Program SLOs that reference
professional skills such as criti-
cal thinking, communication,
and teamwork.

2 Graduate–level internships that
allow for the demonstration and
mastery of professional skills.

3 Choice of culminating–experi-
ence options that can incorpo-
rate graduate–level internships.

4 Utilization of campus career–
center resources as a dedicated
component of the terminal MA
degree.

5 Tracking of terminal MA degree
program graduates to collect
career and income data as well
as to establish an alumni net-
work.

1 Updated dataset on APSAwebsite
listing institutions that offer ter-
minal MA degrees in political sci-
ence departments as suggested
by the 2004 APSA Task Force
Report on Graduate Education.
This listing also should be seg-
mented by specific MA focus (e.g.,
MA or MPA).

2 Publicize government websites
that also could be useful for stu-
dents, such as the College Navi-
gator website (https://
nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator).

3 Study of terminal MA degrees by
future APSA task forces on grad-
uate education regarding the
goals and purpose of a terminal
MA degree in political science to
further refine best–practices sug-
gestions.

4 Inclusion of questions similar to
those asked in this study on
future APSA department surveys
to further knowledge of terminal
MA degree programs in political
science.

5 Surveys of graduate students in
MAdegreeprograms, similar to the
APSA Graduate Placement Survey
(www.apsanet.org/RESOURCES/
data–on–the–profession/data
sets–on–the–profession/gradu
ate–placement–survey).

Source: De Maio and Macias 2024.
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programs. We argue that the lack of such an effort in the discipline
is a glaringweakness, given that terminalMAdegrees are earned by
more graduate students and offered by more departments in polit-
ical science than PhD programs.
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NOTES

1. Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statis-
tics, “Earned Degrees Conferred, 1949–1950 through 1969–1970”; Higher
Education General Information Survey, “Degrees and Other Formal Awards
Conferred” surveys, 1970–1971 through 1985–1986; Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS), “Completions Survey” (IPEDS-C:87-99);
and IPEDS Fall 2000 through Fall 2021, Completions Component. This table
was accessed on December 30, 2023. See https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/
d22/tables/dt22_325.92.asp.

2. This definition is based on the National Center for Education Statistics’ defini-
tion of amaster’s degree. See https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/glossary#masters.

3. Western Illinois University, Department of Geography, 2014, as cited in Monk
and Foote (2015).

4. NewMexico State University, Department of Geography, 2014, as cited in Monk
and Foote (2015).

5. The GSS is an annual measurement of information provided by approximately
700 academic institutions in the United States and its territories by the National
Center for Education Statistics. See https://ncses.nsf.gov/surveys/graduate-
students-postdoctorates-s-e/2021.

6. The NSCG is a biennial survey of college graduates conducted by the US Census
Bureau. See https://ncses.nsf.gov/surveys/national-survey-college-graduates/2021.

7. See https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator.

8. A comprehensive listing of all programs offering a terminal MA degree in
political science is difficult to locate. The APSA website devotes a page to
resources for students but lists only 131 institutions that grant PhDs in political
science. See www.apsanet.org/resources/for-students/institutions-granting-
PhDs-in-political-science. Although the APSA website also links to a US News
& World Report (www.usnews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-humanities-
schools/political-science-rankings) ranking of 120 PhD degree programs in
political science, neither site clearly identifies terminal MA degree programs.

9. Public administration programs have a different educational code (https://nces.
ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/cipdetail.aspx?y=55&cipid=88560) than political science
programs (https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/cipcode/cipdetail.aspx?y=55&cipid=88590)
and are considered “A second type of master’s degree that is awarded for the
completion of a professionally oriented program, for example…anMPA in public
administration.” See https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/glossary#masters.

10. Based on the search, degree programs were not found in 10 states (i.e., Alaska,
Wyoming, North Dakota, South Dakota, Minnesota, South Carolina, Maryland,
Delaware, Vermont, and Maine).

11. The survey, entitled “Study of MA Programs in Political Science,”was emailed to
the graduate coordinators and directors listed on each MA degree program
website in October 2022. A total of 156 survey invitations were sent, which was
greater than the 127 programs in our dataset. We determined that the graduate

coordinator and director names or email addresses were incorrect for approxi-
mately 30 programs, and we subsequently sent additional email invitations in
January 2023 to correct this initial error.

12. If SLOs were not readily identified, then the mission statement indicating what
MA students would receive from their study in the program was used.

13. We initially received 39 responses, four of which were disqualified because the
respondent was not a coordinator or a director of a standalone MA degree
program in political science.
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