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ABSTRACT

Over the past decade, declining trust in government and public sector workforce shortages have
increased the need for more intentional public leadership development. Funded by the Tommy
G. Thompson Center on Public Leadership, the Future Leaders in Public Service (FLIPS)
Academy was piloted to expose university students to careers in public service. Building on
recommendations from the Whitburn Center’s 2023 report, Modernizing the Local Government
Workforce: A Next Generation Initiative, the academy connected students with city and county
professionals through career panels and post-panel civil dialogue sessions focused on trust-
building, conflict resolution, and constructive engagement. Across three sessions, the academy
engaged 108 student participants, employed 11 student fellows, and hosted 24 public service
panelists. Evaluation included student interest surveys, student event surveys, and panelists
surveys identifying opportunities to strengthen university partnerships and improve recruitment
and training pipelines for public service careers in the Fox Valley region. Findings suggest that
direct practitioner engagement and structured civic dialogue can strengthen student awareness of
public service careers, professional pathways, and civic dialogue competencies. At the same
time, the pilot revealed important programmatic and institutional barriers to effective outcomes.
Recommendations are provided for future efforts to develop scalable public service leadership
pipelines through higher education.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Issue: Public trust in government and civic engagement among younger generations
continue to decline, while local governments face workforce shortages across public
administration, public safety, public health, and related fields. At the same time, universities and
local employers are seeking new ways to strengthen career pathways into public service. The
Future Leaders in Public Service (FLIPS) Academy was developed to better connect University
of Wisconsin Oshkosh (UWO) students with public service career opportunities and strengthen
partnerships between higher education and local government. The project was funded through
the Tommy G. Thompson Center on Public Leadership Research Grants Program.

The Method: The FLIPS Academy was designed as a pilot research initiative at UWO. Across
three sessions, students engaged with public service professionals through career panels focused
on leadership, workforce needs, and public service challenges in the Fox Valley region. Total
student attendance reached 108 participants. Eleven student fellows were also selected to
participate in civil dialogue sessions designed to strengthen trust-building, communication, and
conflict resolution skills relevant to public service careers. Project evaluation included student
interest surveys, student event surveys, panelists surveys, and organizational program evaluation.
The project concluded with an event at the CommUnity Conference, attended by more than 150
participants, where student fellows received certificates recognizing their involvement.

The Findings: The FLIPS Academy generated interest in public service careers. Many student
fellows reported that direct interaction with practitioners increased awareness of career
pathways, workforce realities, and leadership challenges. Civil dialogue sessions also provided
students with opportunities to practice communication and trust-building skills. Yet, feedback
revealed a more complex outcome: increased exposure to the realities of public service
(including political skepticism, burnout, and perceived constraints on personal ethics) led some
students to feel less inclined to pursue public service. Students also emphasized the importance
of greater diversity and representation among panelists. Panelist survey responses (n=20)
identified opportunities to strengthen partnerships and improve recruitment and training
pathways for public service careers in the Fox Valley region. Panelists emphasized site visits, job
shadowing, and internships as key workforce development and partnership strategies.

The Lesson: The FLIPS Academy demonstrates that exposure to public service careers can both
inspire interest and surface important concerns about workforce realities. Future efforts should
prioritize honest conversations about professional challenges while also highlighting strategies
for resilience, ethical leadership, and meaningful community impact. Lessons from the pilot
suggest that sustained partnerships, diverse representation, and continued opportunities for civic
dialogue may strengthen both student preparation and local public service workforce pathways.
Further, the pilot also revealed important institutional lessons for higher education. Future
initiatives may require clearer pathways for dual enrollment and stronger coordination across
university systems to support innovative recruitment and workforce development efforts.
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BACKGROUND

The future of public service hinges on two key challenges. First, it has nearly become common
knowledge that public trust in American government institutions has been dropping to record
lows for decades.’ This varies by important characteristics. For instance, breaking down the three
levels of government, data shows only 17% of Americans trust the federal government to do
what is right.! However, trust in state and local government remains consistent over the past few
decades. Notably, 65% trust their local government to handle local problems. Broken down by
party affiliation, those who trust their state government include 68% of Democrats, 62% of
Republicans, and 53% of Independents.

While the federal government is radically restructuring under the Trump Administration, ~24
million people were government employees as of April 2025. Of those, 85% worked for state or
local government. ¥ In rural America, government is the largest employer of all industries. Public
sector employees make up 18% of the rural workforce, followed by manufacturing (13%) and
healthcare (11%)."

Notably, rural residents report greater distrust in the federal government, despite the public
sector providing a significant number of high paying jobs in their communities."' Related, age is
a significant predictor of trust and civic engagement. In 2024, Americans aged 18-34 reported
the lowest levels of trust in government at 15%. "1 This distrust negatively impacts the
government workforce, as young professionals participate less in public service and civic life.
This is bad news for government agencies facing workforce shortages, ™ particularly in areas
such as public safety and law enforcement, public health, and public works and infrastructure.

viii

Although government is a major employer, the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh does not have a
public service career pathway program for undergraduate students. This is a missed opportunity,
as UWO is a Primarily Undergraduate Institution (PUI) that is home to the newly restructured
School of Public Affairs and Global Engagement (PAGE). UWO is also home to the largest
Master of Public Administration (MPA) program in the State of Wisconsin, which was
established in 1972. Related, a research project conducted by the UWO Whitburn Center for
Governance and Policy Research entitled Modernizing the Local Government Workforce: A Next
Generation Initiative™ surveyed municipal managers and evaluated local government workforce
needs in Wisconsin. Based on findings, it recommended several steps universities could take to
improve this talent pipeline. These included providing college students with more structured
opportunities to engage with practitioners, learn about civic systems, and reflect on the real-
world challenges and ethical dimensions of public leadership.

This project follows up on those recommendations by designing a pilot program to address this
gap: the Future Leaders in Public Service (FLIPS) Academy. Our goal was to directly connect
students with city and county government leaders, introduce them to a broad range of careers,
and host civil dialogues about key challenges. Launched in the 2025-2026 academic year, FLIPS
aimed to recruit a cohort of PAGE undergraduates, connect them with practitioners, and assess
how effective this model was at creating a foundation for a public service career pathway at
UWO.
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND GOALS

This project aimed to address two priorities of the Thompson Center research grant program,
including:

1. Challenges of Effective Leadership. FLIPS aimed to create and evaluate a public service
leadership academy model to engage the next generation of local government leaders in
Wisconsin.

2. Current Challenges in Education: FLIPS focused on the issue of declining enrollment in
higher education by piloting a career pathway model to attract students and improve
understanding of local government opportunities in collaboration with city and county
leaders.

The main objectives of this project were to assess and identify specific strategies to:

1. Create a scalable, replicable model of public service leadership development for students
that can be utilized at UWO and other PUIs across Wisconsin.

2. Enhance recruitment and retention of students interested in public affairs and the social
sciences by connecting them to public leadership careers.

3. Evaluate the FLIPS program’s feasibility and impact on student engagement, civic
knowledge, and civil discourse competencies.

METHODOLOGY & ANALYSIS

Pilot Program Design

The FLIPS Academy emerged from conversations among university administrators, including
the Provost’s Office, the Dean of the College of Public Affairs & Education, and the School
Director of PAGE. The proposal aimed to address a key university priority by increasing
awareness of careers in public service, therefore improving interest and enrollment in PAGE
academic disciplines. The proposal was presented by the research team, which included two
faculty members that hold the following positions:

e Associate Professor in the Master of Public Administration (MPA) Program and Interim
Director of the Whitburn Center for Governance & Policy Research

e Associate Professor in the Criminal Justice Program and Director of the Fire &
Emergency Response Management (FERM) Program

Our qualifications are important because a project like this requires leadership from faculty
already engaged with public service professionals. This is typical of our academic programs,
which are applied disciplines with a focus on preparing future public servants. Thus, the FLIPS
Academy was designed as a pilot to evaluate strengths and challenges of this initiative. Notably,
some of the original program components were not possible due to administrative constraints and
policy challenges experienced in coordinating with other units at UWO, such as the Bursar’s
Office, the Financial Aid Office, and the Registrar’s Office. Table 1 provides an overview of the
changes made, which are important to consider for future programming initiatives.
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Table 1. FLIPS Academy Program Design, Revisions, and Key Takeaways

Program Component

Design and Revision Details

Key Takeaways / Challenges

Program Development: The
original model centered on
connecting high school and
UWO students to local
government career pathways
through a one-credit college
course.

Early conversations with the
Registrar’s Office and Provost’s
Office focused on ensuring
compliance with Higher Learning
Commission (HLC)
requirements.

Early planning demonstrated
strong institutional interest in
workforce development;
however, implementation
quickly became difficult due to
navigating complex
administrative processes.

Recruitment & Outreach:
Outreach efforts were
designed to build awareness of
public service careers and
recruit students into the pilot
academy.

The Admissions Office and
Career & Professional
Development assisted with
outreach to area high schools.
Transportation was budgeted to
increase access.

Recruitment efforts generated
interest, but high school
participation was negatively
impacted by logistical and
administrative constraints.

Course Credit & Tuition
Considerations: Program
planners initially intended for
FLIPS participants to earn
academic credit to strengthen
the educational value of
participation.

Offices insisted that students
enrolled for credit would be
responsible for tuition, despite
available grant funding for
scholarships. Alternative
approaches were explored but
proved difficult to implement
within institutional guidelines.

Tuition requirements created
barriers for a pilot designed to
broaden access to this
opportunity. Future iterations
may benefit from clearer
mechanisms for supporting
grant-funded student
participation.

Program Adaptation &
Participant Selection: Due
to implementation challenges,
the original high school cohort
model shifted to a smaller
fellowship-based format with
college students only.

Rather than enrolling students
through a course model, fourteen
students were selected to
participate in the FLIPS Academy
fellowship. This adaptation
allowed the project to move
forward while maintaining
program goals.

Program flexibility enabled
successful implementation
despite early structural barriers.
The revised model prioritized
depth of engagement over
broader enrollment.

Student Participation
Challenges: Student fellows
were highly active and
involved in other work, civic,
campus, and personal
activities.

Out of 14 original participants,
only 11 completed FLIPS. It was
also difficult to find common
times to meet, in addition to
attending the panels and
dialogues.

The original proposal included a
field trip to a government office.
Student schedules did not allow
for this. Individual site visits may
be considered in the future.

Administrative &
Operational Challenges:
Administrative processes
related to reimbursements,
enrollment, and financial
procedures created
implementation obstacles
throughout the pilot.

Delays in reimbursement
processing and limitations on
how grant funds could be used
affected programming and
participant support. Institutional
procedures often slowed
timelines and reduced flexibility
in responding to program needs.

A key lesson involved stronger
institutional support for grant-
funded workforce initiatives.
Future programs would benefit
from greater procedural
flexibility to support student
participation and timely
implementation.
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Upon making the revisions noted in Table 1, the FLIPS Academy ended up consisting of the
following core components:

UWO student fellowship model: This required recruitment of a cohort of student fellows to
attend three career panels, three post-panel civil dialogue sessions, and participant in evaluation
activities for the pilot. Working in partnership with another grant-funded initiative of the UWO
Whitburn Center, the Young Adults for Civic Trust (Y-ACT), this cohort of students was
selected to serve as participants of the FLIPS Academy. This originally included 14 students,
including three Y-ACT student coordinators, nine Y-ACT student fellows, and two additional
FLIPS student fellows hired from the Y-ACT applicant pool. Notably, three students could not
finish the program. Thus, 11 fellows completed the FLIPS Academy requirements.

3 public service career panels: Evening events were held at UWO with 24 total city and county
practitioners serving as panelists. These events were required of the student fellows, but they
were also made open to all students. Events started at 5:30pm and included networking and free
pizza and refreshments from 5:30. The Career & Professional Development Office assisted with
tracking student attendance, finding 108 students attended across the three panels. Panels started
at 6:00pm and included the following topics, with job titles of panelists listed below:

1. 2/11 - Engineering Shared Spaces: Public Works and Placemaking
a. Panelists included: Director of Public Works, Engineering Division Manager, Field
Operations Manager, Utilities Operations Manager, Wastewater Treatment Plant Manager,
Director of Community Development & Assessment, Community Development Specialist
b. Student Attendees: 39
2. 3/18 - Beyond Enforcement: Reimagining Public Safety with Community
a. Panelists included: Winnebago County District Attorney, Attorney Manager-State Public
Defender, Judicial Court Commissioner, Fire Chief, Winnebago County Sheriff, Chief of
Police, Crime Data Analyst
b. Student Attendees: 46
3. 4/8 - Co-Creating Quality of Life: Public Health, Human Services, and Humanities
a. Panelists included: Behavioral Health Division Manager, Clinical Diversion Programs
Supervisor, Community Health & Prevention Supervisor, Medicolegal Death Investigator,
Chief Museum Curator, Head of Library Adult Services, Special Assistant to the Mayor for
Community, Culture, & Belonging, Town Supervisor, Management Analyst
b. Student Attendees: 23

3 civil dialogue sessions: Student fellows attended civil dialogue sessions after the career panels.
These were designed in partnership with the Director of the UWO Center for Civic &
Community Engagement and led by a student facilitator. Questions were designed in
coordination with the research team.

FLIPS Academy certificate ceremony: Student fellows also joined the CommUnity Conference,
a satellite site of the UW Madison Center for Community & Nonprofit Studies. Notably, more
than 150 people attended the conference at UWO in its first year, which included an awards
ceremony recognizing FLIPS Academy fellows on April 27.
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Analytic Approach

To evaluate the pilot program and assess strengths, challenges, and opportunities for
improvement, the following five evaluation strategies were implemented. To analyze the
qualitative survey data that was collected, OpenAl was utilized to generate overarching themes
described by respondents.*

1. Student fellowship participant political ideology assessment: Efforts aimed to recruit
students that held differing political ideologies across to ensure viewpoint diversity.

2. Student fellow recruitment survey: this assessed how and why students applied for the
fellowship. Because the Y-ACT pool of applicants ended up being the FLIPS Academy
cohort, the survey was utilized for this assessment as well.

3. Student baseline survey: This was developed specifically for students participating in the
FLIPS Academy to determine their current knowledge of local government, leadership
capacity, civic dialogue skills, and interest in public service careers.

4. Student fellow post-event evaluation: After attending each career panel and civil dialogue
session, students were asked to complete an event evaluation to assess strengths and areas
of improvement for each event.

5. City and county government panelist post-event surveys: Finally, 20 out of the 24
practitioners who participated across the three panels (71%) completed a survey after
each event. Questions focused on their interest in participating, the strengths of the FLIPS
Academy, and areas for improvement in developing a more robust public service career
pathway model.

FINDINGS

1. Student Fellowship Participant Political Typologies

As a reminder, we utilized the pool of applicants for the Y-ACT program to develop our FLIPS
Academy cohort. Both projects aimed to recruit students that held differing political viewpoints
and ideologies. Participants who applied were asked to complete the Pew Research Center
Political Typology Quiz*" and share the results in their application. In 2021, Pew released results
of a survey that showed the percentage of the American public who fell into nine partisan groups
(See Figure 1). This provides a more nuanced understanding, beyond just right and left, of values
and attitudes. Notably, a new quiz is being developed in 2026.

Progressive Faith and Flag
Left Conservatives
Establishment Committed
Liberals Conservatives

16 10 l 15 12 11 7 10 ‘

Figure 1. Pew Research Center Political Typology (% of General Public)

Figure 2 shows the total percentage of applicants that fell into each category of the Political
Typology (n=22). It also shows the percentage of students in the final cohort (n=11). Compared
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to the percentage of the general public in Figure 1, the cohort had a much higher representation
of Progressive Left (+12%), Establishment Liberals (+5%), Democratic Mainstay (+11%), and
Outsider Left (+8%). There was lower representation of Stressed Sideliners (-6%) and
Ambivalent Right (-3%). None of the applicants identified on the right of the typology as
Populist Right, Committed Conservatives, or Faith and Flag Conservatives.

Figure 2. Student Fellow Political Typologies

Total(ﬁfleicams 27% 18% 18% 23% 5% 9%

Final Cohort (n=11) 18% 18% 27% 18% 9% 9%

2. Student Fellow Recruitment Survey Results

This initial survey assessed how and why students applied for the Young Adults for Civic Trust
(Y-ACT) fellowship. Because that pool of applicants ended up being the FLIPS Academy
cohort, the survey was utilized for this assessment as well. Out of nine original fellows, seven
completed this survey. Key findings are noted below.

First, fellows reported that they first heard about this opportunity in two ways: 71% noted “Word
of mouth (friend, professor, family member, mentor),” while 29% noted “Social media
(Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram, etc.).” Although the sample is small, this shows face-to-face
interaction had a higher influence on those who applied compared to digital recruitment efforts.

Second, responses also revealed several common themes shaping student interest in applying for
this opportunity, including:

o Civic and Political Engagement: Many students reported prior involvement in civic
activities, including student government, debate, volunteering, campaign work,
internships, and political organizations. Several expressed a preexisting interest in public
service and civic participation.

o Family and Mentor Influence: Parents, teachers, mentors, and trusted adults often played
an important role in encouraging civic awareness and interest in politics, government, or
community involvement.

e Desire for Community Building and Civil Dialogue: Students expressed interest in
engaging across differences, discussing public issues respectfully, and participating in
constructive conversations on challenging topics.

o Interest in Public Service Leadership: Many viewed this as an opportunity to strengthen
leadership skills, expand networks, and gain practical experience.

o Current Events as a Motivator: Several students cited recent political events, social
polarization, or broader civic concerns as factors increasing their interest in political
engagement and community involvement.
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Third, when asked what they believed was a key challenge to strengthening civic trust in
government, students identified political polarization, misinformation, and civic disengagement
as the most significant. Responses suggest that participants recognize structural barriers and
operational challenges like recruitment and sustaining participation, underscoring the need for
intentional spaces that promote civil dialogue and relationship-building across differences.

3. Student Baseline Survey Results

The baseline survey included questions related to interest and participation in civic life, local
government knowledge, and perception of main challenges facing local government leaders.
First, the findings suggest that participants entered the fellowship with strong civic values, public
service interests, and a commitment to civic responsibility, indicating this opportunity
successfully attracted students already inclined toward civic engagement (See Figure 3).

Figure 3. Baseline Survey Statements (Highest to Lowest Agreement)

B Strongly Disagree M Disagree B Neutral B Agree ™ Strongly Agree
0% 20%  40%  60%  80%  100%

Helping improve my community through
public service is important to me.

I feel a personal responsibility to vote in
local elections.

I believe I can bring people with different
viewpoints together to solve a community
problem.

I am interested in working for local
government or a community-based
organization.

I talk with friends or family about local

government decisions/issues

I could organize classmates or neighbors to
address a local issue.

I keep up with local news or city/county
issues

If I see misinformation about a local issue, I
know how to respond constructively.

I know how to contact my city/town/village
officials when needed.

I would feel confident speaking at a city
council or school board meeting.
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Participants reported particularly high agreement with statements related to helping their
communities, voting in local elections, and working collaboratively across differences to address
community issues. Many also expressed confidence in bringing together people with differing
viewpoints and interest in local government or community-based work, suggesting a solid
foundation for civic leadership development.

In addition, areas for skill development were noted. Responses indicated variability in discussing
local government issues with others and lower confidence in applied civic activities. Participants
reported less confidence in speaking at city council or school board meetings, responding to
misinformation, and contacting local officials when needed. These findings suggest that while
students entered with strong civic motivation and democratic values, they had fewer
opportunities to develop hands-on skills. Theis reinforces the value of focusing on leadership
development, civil dialogue, media literacy, and practical community problem-solving.

Second, students were asked to select what they are most likely to do in two situations. The first
question in this section asked: “Your county must cut spending, and they are considering
cancelling a program that you deeply care about. You would be most likely to: Organize a
coalition to speak at the budget hearing, Wait for the next election, Share your opinion on social
media, or Do Nothing.” The chart below shows only two choices were selected:

Share your opinion on
social media
36%
Organize a coalition
to speak at the
budget hearing
64%

In the chart below, the second scenario-based question asked: “Your city plans a new park but
neighbors disagree on the design. Are you most likely to: Avoid involvement, Gather information
and help host a listening session, Share your opinion on social media, or Start a petition.” Five
respondents selected “Gather information and help host a listening session” indicate a preference
for community dialogue when addressing local disagreements. Five students chose “Share your
opinion on social media” reflect comfort with digital forms of civic participation, indicating a
more individual advocacy-oriented approach.

Start a petition
9%

Gather information
and help host a
listening session
46%

Share your opinion on
social me
45%
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Third, when asked knowledge-based questions about local government, students demonstrated a
strong foundational understanding. All students correctly identified key concepts, including the
distinction between local and non-local government levels, the role of city councils in passing
ordinances and budgets, open meeting requirements, and how residents can directly influence
local decisions through public comment and council participation. Areas of confusion were
limited and primarily involved local government leadership and municipal finance. Two students
incorrectly identified who serves as a city or town’s chief executive, and two students
misidentified which local body approves annual budgets. Only one student missed the question
regarding the largest source of city revenue, incorrectly selecting parking tickets instead of
property taxes. Overall, findings indicate a high baseline level of civic knowledge.

Fourth, students were finally asked an open-ended question: “What do you think are the most
difficult challenges local leaders face today?” Responses suggest that fellows perceive a
combination of governance, resource, and societal challenges. A common theme involved
resource constraints, particularly limited funding, staffing shortages, and growing community
needs that exceed available resources. Several students also emphasized civic disengagement and
low participation, noting challenges related to voter turnout, sustaining public involvement, and
engaging younger generations in civic leadership and local decision-making.

Students further identified misinformation, political polarization, and social media influence as
significant barriers to effective local leadership. Participants expressed concern that
misinformation and false narratives can complicate decision-making and weaken public trust.
Relatedly, students noted that local leaders increasingly face pressure to manage public
expectations and public perception, balancing competing community demands while operating
under heightened scrutiny. Overall, responses reflect an understanding that local government
leadership requires navigating both practical challenges and broader social dynamics.

4. Student Fellow Post-Event Evaluation Feedback

After the three career panels and civil dialogue sessions, student fellows submitted feedback
about their experience with the FLIPS Academy events (n=19 responses, with attendance
varying by event). Three main strengths emerged as themes, as described below.

a. Increased understanding of public service careers. Students reported that hearing directly
from practitioners made careers feel more tangible, realistic, and accessible. Many appreciated
learning about day-to-day responsibilities, varied career pathways, and the complexity of public
service work, particularly roles they had not previously considered (e.g., data analysts, court
commissioners, consulting, mental health courts). Several noted that panelists helped them
envision themselves in public service and better understand workplace realities.

b. Strong value placed on civil dialogue and exposure to diverse perspectives. The dialogue
sessions were frequently described as a major strength of the program. Students emphasized
appreciation for respectful discussion across viewpoints, open political dialogue, and
opportunities to hear differing perspectives in a constructive setting. Many described the sessions
as reassuring or refreshing given broader polarization, and several specifically connected these
experiences to skills needed for careers in public service, including listening, adaptability,
accountability, and people skills.
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¢. Relationship-building and peer learning. Students highlighted the importance of networking
and peer connections, both with professionals and fellow student participants. Informal social
time, facilitated discussion, and collaborative conversations were viewed positively and appeared
to strengthen participants’ sense of belonging and civic engagement.

In addition to strengths, students also provided five areas of improvement for future career
panels and civil dialogue sessions.

a. More student engagement and Q&A opportunities. The most consistent recommendation was
for greater audience participation during career panels. Students specifically wanted more time
opportunities to engage during panels and greater interaction with panelists during discussions.
This suggests students preferred a more participatory model rather than a primarily moderated
format.

b. Greater diversity of panelists and career perspectives. Many requested broader representation
of public sector careers, including: clerks and treasurers, union representatives, additional legal
professionals, and more varied position backgrounds within topic areas, especially in public
infrastructure. Students were especially interested in learning about less visible pathways into
public service and concrete preparation steps.

¢. Balancing realism with inspiration. A notable theme emerged in which some students
appreciated panelists’ honesty about workforce challenges (doing more with less funding,
political pressures, burnout), while others felt some sessions became overly pessimistic or
discouraging. For some, this reduced interest in public service careers. Several students
suggested finding a better balance between discussing challenges and highlighting meaningful
impact. Feedback suggests future FLIPS programming may benefit from intentionally framing
workforce challenges alongside concrete examples of problem-solving, emotional resilience, and
public impact, helping students understand both the realities and rewards of public service.

d. Dialogue session structure and timing. Students valued dialogue session, but some noted they
felt long or late, especially for commuters. Feedback mentioned keeping conversations focused
more closely on local government and/or career development. They also mentioned that dialogue
questions felt somewhat repetitive. A few students also raised concerns about misinformation or
antagonistic tones during some discussions, suggesting a need for clearer facilitation strategies or
fact-grounding when discussing contentious issues.

e. Program logistics and communication. Minor logistical concerns surfaced, including
confusion about transitions between career panels and civil dialogue activities, desire for clearer
instructions, and better coordination between sessions.

Overall, FLIPS was viewed as a positive professional development experience that increased
awareness of public service careers, civic dialogue skills, and networking and community-
building. Students valued honest conversation, exposure to diverse perspectives, and respectful
civic engagement. Future iterations could be strengthened through more interactive panel
formats, broader professional representation, stronger facilitation structures, and increased
opportunities for discussion.
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5. City and County Government Panelist Post-Event Surveys

Twenty panelists (71%) completed a survey after each event. Questions focused on their interest
in participating, the strengths of the FLIPS Academy, and areas for improvement in developing a
more robust public service career pathway model. This section starts with charts that show the
results of the survey, followed by key insights from this feedback.

a. Workforce Recruitment Challenges Are Significant. When asked how they recruit early-
career professionals, 70% of panelists noted internships and networking/referrals. Only 30%
noted university partnerships, and 5% noted job fairs. Further challenges to recruit included
competition with private sector salaries, lack of qualified candidates, low awareness of public
service careers, and challenges recruiting diverse candidates. Several also noted skepticism
toward government, heavy workloads, and hiring process barriers.

b. Professionals have Strong Interest in University-Community Partnership. Panelists
overwhelmingly expressed interest in partnering with UWO to strengthen career pathways.
Figure 4 below shows the main motivations for participating. This suggests panelists viewed
FLIPS not only as a student engagement activity, but also as a workforce development strategy
for the City of Oshkosh, Winnebago County, and the greater Fox Valley region.

Figure 4. What motivated you to participate in this event? Check all that
apply.

Strenghten the public service workforce. . I | 4
Recruit potential future employees NI O
Raise awareness of my organization G 3
Share professional expertisc I | 5
Support UWO Students . | 5

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

c¢. Partnership Barriers Exist but Are Solvable. Most panelists reported either limited staff
capacity (50%) or budget constraints (35%) as barriers to deeper collaboration. However, 8
respondents (40%) reported no major barriers. Several panelists noted uncertainty about who to
contact at UWO, suggesting a need for a clearer partnership structure or designated point of
contact.

d. Student Communication and Leadership Skills Matter Most. Figure 5 shows, when asked
what students need to succeed in public service, panelists prioritized Communication skills and
Leadership/teamwork. Technical skills mattered to a less extent. Respondents emphasized that
interpersonal skills, professionalism, adaptability, and practical experience are often more
important for success in public-facing roles.
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Figure 5. What skills or experiences are most important for students
entering public service? Check all that apply.

0 5 10 15 20

Communication skills I — N | J
Practical/project experience IEEE———— ()
Understanding of government mm |
Leadership/teamwork I ——— | /|
Technical skills S ———— 7

Critical thinking skills mm 1
Integrity mm |
Adaptability mm 1

e. Experiential Learning Was the Strongest Recommendation for UWO. The clearest
recommendation from panelists was that students need more real-world exposure to public
service careers. Most frequently suggested strategies are shown in Figure 6. In addition, open-
ended feedback repeatedly emphasized hands-on experience, stronger university-employer
connections, and more opportunities for students to interact with practitioners.

Figure 6. What types of engagement would you be interested in doing to
connect with UWO Students? Check all that apply.

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Internships/practitums I —  E—— | 3
Career fairs/networking events I — ————————— | ()
Guest lectures T ——EE— | |
Mentorship programs HEE— N
Applied/capstone projects I ———— 7

Job shadows/site visits I —— S |
Serve as event panelist = |

Student organization presentations = |

In summary, the panelist survey suggests strong regional support for university-public sector
partnerships; however, it also highlights a gap between student awareness and workforce
realities. Panelists overwhelmingly favored experiential, relationship-based learning models
(internships, job shadowing, site visits, mentoring, practitioner engagement) over classroom-only
preparation. At the same time, feedback underscored the importance of being transparent about
both the opportunities and challenges of public service careers (including burnout, compensation
limitations, and workplace pressures) to better prepare and retain future professionals.
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DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC POLICY

The FLIPS Academy pilot offers several important insights for higher education institutions,
local governments, and public service organizations seeking to address workforce shortages
while rebuilding civic trust among younger generations. Although modest in scale and adapted
due to implementation constraints, the pilot demonstrates both the promise and complexity of
cultivating public service leadership pathways through university-community partnerships. Four
key takeaways are noted below.

1. Direct exposure to practitioners matters. Students consistently reported that engagement
with public service professionals increased awareness of career pathways, expanded
understanding of lesser-known positions, and provided a more realistic picture of local
government work. At the same time, panelists overwhelmingly emphasized that stronger
workforce pipelines require more than classroom instruction. Public service professionals
identified internships, job shadowing, networking, and hands-on learning opportunities as critical
to recruitment and retention.

2. There is an important tension in public sector recruitment efforts: realism can both
inspire and discourage future professionals. While many students appreciated honest
comments about political pressures, staffing shortages, and workplace challenges, some reported
feeling less inclined to pursue public service careers after hearing concerns about burnout, public
skepticism toward government, and perceived limitations on acting in alignment with personal
values. This finding is particularly important for policymakers and educators. Workforce
recruitment efforts that present an overly idealized view of public service risk losing credibility;
however, programs that focus too heavily on dysfunction may discourage talented students from
entering critically needed professions. Future initiatives should balance candid conversations
about challenges with examples of resilience, ethical leadership, and professional fulfillment.

3. Civil dialogue and trust-building skills should be considered workforce competencies,
not simply civic enrichment activities. Student fellows consistently valued opportunities to
engage across differences, discuss controversial policy issues respectfully, and practice
constructive communication. In an era marked by polarization, misinformation, and declining
institutional trust, local leaders increasingly require skills in conflict resolution, relationship-
building, and public engagement. Public service education must integrate deliberative dialogue,
facilitation, and civic communication into leadership programs. These competencies are
particularly relevant in public-facing professions where navigating disagreement and maintaining
legitimacy are essential.

4. The FLIPS Academy underscores the importance of representation and visibility in
workforce development. Students requested broader diversity among panelists, professions
represented, and lived experiences shared. Workforce pipeline initiatives must ensure students
can envision themselves in public service careers. Representation matters not only in
demographic terms, but also across professional pathways, organizational levels, and leadership
experiences. Increased visibility of diverse professionals may strengthen recruitment among
students who otherwise feel disconnected or discouraged from pursuing government careers.
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The panelist survey also raises several policy implications for university-government
collaboration. Public service professionals demonstrated strong willingness to partner with
UWO, yet many identified staff capacity, budget constraints, and uncertainty regarding
university points of contact as barriers to deeper engagement. This suggests universities may
benefit from establishing centralized partnership structures or designated public service liaisons
to coordinate internships, guest speakers, and applied learning experiences. Strengthening these
institutional relationships may improve long-term workforce pipelines while helping local
governments address recruitment challenges.

Several limitations should also inform interpretation of findings. The pilot had administrative
and budgetary barriers that altered implementation from the original proposal, including the
inability to concurrently enroll high school students and offer full scholarships for course credit
(despite this being an eligible expense to pay for by the grant). Findings should also be
interpreted as exploratory rather than causal. Students who participated were also already
civically inclined, suggesting results may not generalize to broader student populations.

Despite these limitations, the FLIPS Academy pilot offers a promising model for how
universities can contribute to public sector workforce development and civic leadership
preparation. The findings suggest that effective recruitment into public service requires more
than exposure alone. It requires relationships, realistic preparation, skill development, and
sustained institutional partnership. Future policy and programmatic efforts should prioritize
experiential learning, civic dialogue competencies, transparent discussion of workforce realities,
and stronger partnerships between universities and local governments to prepare the next
generation of public leaders in Wisconsin.

CONCLUSION

The Future Leaders in Public Service (FLIPS) Academy emerged from a growing need to
address two interconnected challenges: persistent workforce shortages across public service
professions and declining civic engagement among younger generations. This pilot project aimed
to assess whether stronger partnerships between higher education and local government could
increase student awareness of public service careers while strengthening civic leadership
competencies. Although adapted from its original design due to institutional and administrative
constraints, the FLIPS Academy demonstrated meaningful potential as a model for public service
workforce development.

Findings suggest that direct engagement with practitioners, structured opportunities for civic
dialogue, and relationship-based learning can increase students’ understanding of local
government careers and strengthen workforce competencies, including communication, trust-
building, and collaborative problem-solving. Students valued honest conversations and
opportunities to discuss complex issues across differing perspectives. At the same time, the pilot
revealed an important reality: exposure to public service can both inspire and discourage
participation when students hear about the challenges of burnout, political pressures, and public
skepticism toward government. Future efforts must strike a careful balance between realism and
inspiration, helping students see both the difficulties and impact of public service careers.
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The FLIPS Academy also highlighted the importance of sustained institutional partnerships.
Public sector professionals expressed strong interest in mentoring and engaging students, yet
barriers related to staffing, communication, and coordination suggest universities may need more
intentional structures to support workforce collaboration. Experiential opportunities like job
shadowing, site visits, and internships appear especially critical to strengthening career pathways
into government and public-facing professions.

While exploratory in nature and limited by scale, the FLIPS Academy offers a promising
foundation for future programs in undergraduate student public service leadership development.
Preparing the next generation of public leaders requires relationship-building, practical
experience, civic dialogue skills, and meaningful exposure to the realities of public service. As
universities, small cities, and rural communities across Wisconsin confront workforce shortages
and declining youth engagement, programs like FLIPS offer one pathway toward cultivating
informed, resilient, and community-centered leaders prepared to serve.
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