CAPSTONE PAPER

CAPSTONE PAPER REQUIREMENT

The Division of Public Administration has revised the capstone course for the
Master of Public Administration. The course number and name are PSPA 699,
Public Sector Research. Following are the initial set of guidelines to implement
the revised course.

Learning Outcomes for the Masters of Public Administration

The overall learning outcome for students completing the Master of Public
Administration is to develop a broad conceptual understanding of the theory
and practice of management in public or non-profit organizations. Specifically,
the curriculum provides students with analytical skills and improved leadership
capacity for future service in the public sector.

In order to become effective public leaders, students must develop a solid
foundation in technical, analytical, ethical, diversity, accountability, and
leadership skills. In addition, students receive greater depth in specialty area
training of their choice—urban management, public management and
leadership, fiscal administration, comparative public administration, or human
services administration.

Proposed Learning Outcomes for the Revised Capstone Course

The capstone course is infended to reinforce and further develop the overall
objectives of the master in public administration program core courses. Serving
as a culmination of a student’s coursework for a master's degree in public
administration, the capstone paper is a research/analysis presentation that is
expected to be of superior quality. The project expects a M.P.A. student to tie
together their learning experiences into a coherent, focused product that
effectively blends theory into practice.



The proposed learning outcomes are the improved development of analytical
skills, engagement of students in a collaborative environment to foster
leadership, problem-solving abilities, and teamwork skills, improvement of
students’ understanding of research ethics, development of a greater
understanding of accountability, and improvement of technological skills.

Content Outline for PSPA 699 Public Sector Research

In the past, all students were required to write a capstone paper using
traditional data collection techniques and using statistical analysis as the basis
for their research methods. While students will retain the option of completing a
traditional capstone, the redesigned course will allow students the choice to
write a project-based capstone.

Full-fime MPA students are required to work at an internship site throughout their
two years of study. Part-time MPA students usually continue to work in their
normal positions in a government or nonprofit agency throughout their two
years of study. Many students are given the opportunity to work on projects for
their organization that involve the application of theory to practice, without the
analysis of data. The redesigned capstone will enable part-time students to
integrate the knowledge from their work experience with their final research
project.

As with the former process, students will be assigned a faculty advisor for the
capstone paper. However, another change to the capstone process will be the
incorporation of peer-based learning. Faculty will each convene their group of
capstone students several times over the four semesters to share experiences,
discuss work projects and solutions, and comment on the approach for their
individual projects. Interaction between students completing their capstone
papers enhances the learning experience for all students.

Course Assignments

Students will be required to complete a capstone paper during their final
semester of study for the MPA degree. Under the guidance of their advisor, the
students will write a 25-40 page paper based on the application of public
administration theory to a practical issue or project in their internship or
workplace organization. Alternatively, students can complete a traditional



paper based on original data collection if they choose. After being assigned a
faculty advisor, each student is required to get approval of a project idea by
submitting the capstone approval form (See Appendix D) to his or her advisor.

Under the revised capstone process, students have a range of styles to choose
from for their papers. The choice will depend on the interests of the students, the
students’ experiences in their internships or in their professional careers, and the
consultation between the students and faculty advisors. For example, the paper
could be an analytical and theoretical analysis of a project at the internship or
work site, a study of the organizational environment using theory to analyze a
situation, or a traditional research paper with quantitative or qualitative data
collection.

Regardless of the option chosen for the type of paper, students are required to
meet in groups with other students enrolled in the capstone course and their
capstone advisor. These sessions will not result in any written assignments but are
mandatory for completion of the course.

The Capstone Experience and Collaborative Learning

Each student will work with a faculty member as a paper advisor. In addition, all
students working with a given faculty member will meet several times during the
semester. In these meetings, students and faculty members will give feedback
about each of the ongoing capstone projects. The sessions are intended to
promote mutual understanding and a greater breadth of perspectives on the
topics and issues the students are investigating as well as to improve their
problem-solving skills.

The typical experience is expected to involve multiple meetings of faculty and
students. The meetings will begin the semester prior to writing the capstone
paper, typically in the second semester for full-time students, or after the
completion of 9.0 credit hours for part-time students. During the semester in
which the paper is being written, students will meet to discuss progress and
receive feedback about the process of writing the paper. Meetings will continue
until the student has turned in the completed paper. A typical sequence of
meetings would entail the following series of conversations:

a. In the second semester for full-time students. The initial meeting should be
one on one between faculty and student. At this meeting, the student must
choose which capstone option they prefer: the revised version or the
traditional research option. Part-fime students should have this meeting after
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they complete the first three courses in the MPA program. The first group
discussion will relate to the format of the paper, the overall objectives of the
assignment, and the expectations of the faculty advisor.

b. In the third semester for full-time students. A group session on the internship
and work environment, with a focus on problem identification. This discussion
will relate to the paper topic and the methodology chosen for completion of
the project. Discussion would include how one identifies and describes a
problem orissue in a way that lends itself to potential resolution. Students
would make oral presentations to the group (faculty and students) about their
problem identifications in this and subbsequent sessions.

c. In the third and fourth semesters for full-time students. Several group sessions
about problem solving and action planning. Discussions would include how
one links theory with practice, helping students to develop their capstone
papers. Students may also consult individually with the faculty member for
specific guidance on their capstone papers’ development.

d.In the fourth semester for full-time students or final semester for part-time
students. Students will orally defend their capstone (e.g., using PowerPoint) to
faculty and other students. Faculty will approve students to sit for the
comprehensive examination based on their expectation that the student will
complete the final version of the capstone paper by the annual division
calendar deadline.

Assessment Methods

Faculty advisors will assess their students based on their ability fo meet
mandatory deadlines, attendance at peer group meetings, and the quality of
the capstone paper. The course is graded as a pass/fail. Please note: students
who do not participate in the meetings and/or who do not submit a quality
paper will not be able to pass the course.



Matrix of Alignment of Course Objectives, Program Objectives, and Course

Assignments
Program Capstone Course . —
Objectives Objectives Assignments that Address Objectives

Develop analytical
skills

Develop analytical skill

The capstone research paper requires analysis of
data, interview responses, or documents that
relate to the paper topic. The paper must
demonstrate a student’s ability to critically analyze
the topic.

Develop leadership
ability

Engage students
collaboratively

Students will meet regularly with both their
capstone advisor and their peers who are writing
about similar topics. This is intended to be an
opportunity for students to give and receive
feedback on the progress of the research papers.

Receive training in
ethics

Learn how to engage
in ethical research
practices

Ethics training is incorporated into all MPA
courses. The capstone paper is an opportunity to
apply this classroom learning into a project.

Additionally, the meetings with peers and the
advisor is likely to include discussions about
methods to minimize the potential harm to
participants when human subjects are involved.

For students conducting research with human
subjects, the IRB process that students must
complete to begin research for the capstone is a
useful exercise in how to engage in ethical
research.

Understand
accountability

Demonstrate the ability
to complete self-
directed work on a set
time-table

Although the capstone paper is completed under
the guidance of a faculty member, much of the
work is self-directed. In order for students to
graduate, they must be able to complete the work
in time to meet deadlines for submissions of drafts
and the final paper.

Improve
understanding of
technology in
government

Improve student’s
technical abilities

Use computers and/or analytical software to
complete the capstone paper

When completed, capstone papers are kept on file at the Division of Public
Administration but are not accessible to the general public or student
population, unless the author so designates. Without such appropriate

authorization, only program faculty and staff have access to capstone papers.

Student who wish to allow others access to their papers should complete and
sign the “Capstone Paper Access” form (See Appendix E).




