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· Introduction

Thanks for your interest in "capstone" research through the public policy and public administration programs at George Washington University. 

The capstone courses (PAd 209 and PPOL 215) are part of the required curriculum for students in the Master of Public Administration (MPA) and Master of Public Policy (MPP) programs. Intended for students in the last semester of coursework, two capstone courses are offered in the spring for the majority of MPA and MPP students who complete their degrees after two full years of study. The single, joint course offered in the fall provides scheduling flexibility for students on an alternative timeframe. 

The course is intended an introduction into the professional practice of public policy analysis and management. Student study teams draw on the tools and expertise garnered from prior coursework to analyze one or more important public policy and management problems for a client. On the basis of that analysis, study teams then develop recommendations for dealing with those problems to a client official or agency. The typical final products are a report and presentation (including Q&A) for the client.

The fall capstone and the spring capstone for MPP students have the same format.  Students work in teams of five to seven members to design and analyze a substantive policy and/or administration issue and present findings in response to a project scope of work developed by one of the clients selected by the instructor. The instructor meets with students during the study period to track progress, guide development of the analytical approach and ensure that the client receives a high quality product. Teams are assembled by the instructor to balance the objectives of accommodating individual students’ interests and expertise, and assembling a team whose members’ strengths complement rather than duplicate each other.

The spring capstone for MPA students is similar except that students have more latitude in selecting their own projects and forming their own study teams. The instructor selects a theme for each semester in which the course is offered, giving students some structure for their project selection. Clients have an opportunity to "pitch" their project to students at the beginning of the semester, and there is no guarantee that any individual project will be picked up. Students work more independently and bear more of the responsibility for ensuring that their work meets the clients' needs. 

The field project is a substantial component of the MPA along with readings and additional assignments, while students enrolled in the fall or MPP capstone are only required to complete a project. There is much more latitude in the scope of work for MPA capstone projects, which can be undertaken by a study team of whatever size is necessary. Otherwise, most projects can be tracked through either capstone course. 

· Identifying a Viable Project for the Spring MPP Capstone or Fall MPP/MPA Capstone

You should plan to discuss your project with a capstone instructor several weeks before the beginning of the semester. 

A wide range of public policy and management problems can provide the basis of a capstone project. Students expect to apply the skills they have developed in problem definition, issue framing, collection of data and information, interviewing, selection and analyses of alternatives, presentation of findings and recommendations, design of implementation tools and administrative procedures and organizations, report writing and oral presentation to policymakers, and appreciation of practical and ethical issues in the content of policy and the process of making and implementing it.  

A key component of many projects is a review of existing written material related to the project topic. Students are well-equipped to find and synthesize research, reports, program materials, and other documents, and discuss the relevance of key findings for the project and for your organization. 

Some primary data collection, as through a survey, is feasible. You should be able to identify the target groups for the survey, and provide contact information. Telephone and mail surveys are generally not possible unless your organization can provide substantial assistance with implementation. 

Recent projects have included the following:

· Evaluate whether a new approach to an existing government activity could improve outcomes. 

· Conduct a survey, report key findings, and discuss the implications of those findings for the client. 

· Provide an organization with alternative strategies to address a growing issue on the public agenda. 

· Assess the impact, prospectively or empirically, of a new program or policy on a segment of the population, class of organizations, or other. 

· Develop a planning document that helps an organization or agency to coordinate action in a policy area while meeting a pre-defined set of goals. 

· Identify conflicts, inconsistencies, unintended consequences, and disincentives resulting from the existence of multiple, disparate, and overlapping programs and policies.

Potential clients should also be aware of the limitations of the format. The capstone course lasts for one semester. Given that students graduate at the end of that semester, there is no flexibility in project duration. The instructor can help you to develop a scope of work that is feasible within the time allotted. Developing a clear scope of work at the beginning of the project and adhering to it can help ensure that the study teams submit a complete and high-quality final product at the end of the study period. 

Another limitation is that some students work full-time while attending school part-time. They expect to devote their evenings and weekends to meeting course requirements, but may not be available for meetings with you or on-site work during the work day. Students do, however, expect to be available during the day for the final presentation. 

Client Commitment

Working with a capstone study team requires some commitment from the client. 

· Design projects that have policy relevance, and that you or your organization will be able to use. 

· Abide by the original scope of work. Mid-study refinements are inevitable and desirable, but major shifts can undermine the study team's ability to complete the project within the allotted time. 

· Plan to meet with students on a minimum of three occasions. 
· A kickoff meeting near the beginning of the semester will allow you to elaborate on the scope of work and will allow students to establish a baseline understanding. 
· Study teams often benefit from a second meeting with the client, around the middle of the study period. Students can present preliminary findings and provide an overview of the analytical methods being used. If needed, this meeting provides an opportunity for the study team to refine project objectives and ensure that the approach meets the client's expectations. 
· You will be asked to arrange a third meeting on-site to allow students to present their work to you and your colleagues by way of a PowerPoint presentation. Students will be prepared to answer questions and discuss the limitations of the study.

· Make your self available during the study period to answer questions and provide additional material. At the first meeting, we should agree on the preferred means of communications (e-mail or telephone). 

Guidelines for Developing a Scope of Work 

Clients are asked to develop a 1-page scope of work prior to the beginning of the semester. The guidelines presented below are suggestive only, but including relevant elements in writing upfront will help students to grasp the scope of the project quickly and will help to ensure that the final product matches client expectations. The guidelines are written broadly to cover a wide range of potential projects. 

· Identify and provide background on the client organization. 

· Provide background on the research topic. Why is this topic on your agenda? Why do you need the research? Is it an emerging issue or is there emerging awareness of the issue? Has some event provided a catalyst for making the issue important? Are you looking for a new way to address an ongoing problem?  Do you have an organization objective that you want to figure out how to pursue? 

· State the research objective or question that you want answered. If it's not clear, explain how the project will further your organization's mission, help you address a larger issue, or pursue a specific organizational goal.  

· Briefly describe sources of data or information you have access to and can provide to students (you can leave the details to your first meeting with the study team):

· Existing reports

· Raw data

· Groups of people to contact

· Members of your organization who can provide assistance

· Explain what you expect to do with the product, how you plan to incorporate it into your work or how your organization will use it. 

The primary instructor for the Spring 2007 MPP Capstone course is Prof. Joseph J. Cordes. The primary instructor for the Spring 2007 MPA Capstone course is Prof. Lori Brainard. The primary instructor for the Fall 2006 MPP/MPA Capstone is Nancy Y. Augustine, PhD, who will also serve as a second of three instructors in the Spring 2007 MPP Capstone. Profs. Cordes and Brainard are on sabbatical through December, 2006.   

For more information about the capstone courses and to discuss a possible capstone project, contact Nancy Augustine at nya@gwu.edu. Instructors will start developing a slate of projects for the Spring 2007 capstone courses in October. 
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