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ABSTRACT

Service learning has become an integral part of “real world” public administration education.  However, research has shown that successful service learning, particularly when it involves community-based projects, demands appropriate design conditions and a commitment on the part of students and educators for project completion.  This paper applies principles and techniques of project management (PM) to facilitate project-oriented service learning in a MPA seminar in program planning and evaluation.  The paper shows that by implementing proven PM strategies MPA faculty and their students may mitigate the barriers to service learning and foster more productive, effective strategies for experiential education.

A PROJECT-MANAGEMENT APPROACH TO SERVICE LEARNING: STRATEGIES FOR PLANNING, FACILITATING AND MONITORING MPA STUDENT ENGAGEMENT IN THE SERVICE COMMUNITY

Service learning has become an integral part of “real world” public administration education (Benest 2004; Bushouse & Morrison 2001).  Educators have found that engaging students in projects within the university’s local service community enhances critical thinking, creates opportunities for community improvement, and enables students to apply course material in a practical context – building the bridge between theory and practice.  However, research has shown that successful service learning, particularly when it involves community-based projects, demands appropriate design conditions and a commitment on the part of students and educators for project completion (Dede 2002; Dumas 2002; Bartel et al. 2001; Ward & Wolf-Wendel 2000).

A few of the overarching challenges to project-oriented service learning include selecting a manageable course project, setting realistic performance objectives, agreeing on success criteria and deliverables, and maintaining a focus on the project during the course period. Those versed in project management (PM) will recognize a parallel between these challenges in service learning and comparable factors in PM practice, raising the issue of whether techniques from the field of PM may be applied in the context of experiential learning.  This paper explores the link between PM and project-oriented service learning, based on experiences from a MPA seminar in program planning and evaluation.  The paper finds that by implementing proven PM strategies MPA faculty and their students may mitigate the barriers to service learning and foster more productive, effective strategies for experiential education.

I. Course Objectives and Design

The seminar course described in this paper is a required course in the core MPA curriculum at Florida Gulf Coast University (FGCU). Course objectives focus on a) introducing students to the rationale and methods for planning, implementing and evaluating public programs and b) applying concepts, techniques and methods in the context of an actual public program.  As their primary assignment, students are required to develop a project plan and evaluation design for a community development intervention.  In advance of the course, I coordinate with a public or nonprofit service provider in FGCU’s regional service community to identify a project that would be appropriate for the MPA curriculum.  Students are given the choice of collaborating with the instructor on this pre-defined project or developing an intervention of their own design.  This approach reflects the MPA program’s commitment to public service, as well as the university’s commitment to civic engagement.

The course project used as a case study for this paper involves the creation of a community-based intervention for affordable housing and related community development in Lee County, Florida.  Project specifications are developed with input from community partners and local government agencies responsible for community development in the Ft. Myers area.  Students coordinate with project partners and residents in the targeted community to frame the intervention.  Deliverables include monthly status reports and a final program plan and evaluation design (see Figure 1: Project Elements).

FIGURE 1: PROGRAM PLAN AND EVALUATION DESIGN 

PROJECT ELEMENTS

Students will be required to apply the concepts and techniques from the course in the development of a comprehensive program plan and evaluation design for an actual human service and/or community development intervention.  The program plan and evaluation design must include the elements identified below.

ELEMENT #1 – Identification of the Problem (Problem Identification)

The problem identification will consist of 1) background information on the targeted area/population; 2) a quantitative and qualitative assessment of the level of need and the array of assets within the targeted area/population; 3) the social, economic, physical and/or psychological factors contributing to this need (root causes); 4) the assumptions underlying the framing of the problem; and 5) three possible alternatives for intervention.

ELEMENT #2 – Description of the Program (Policy Formulation)

The program description will focus on the optimal intervention, chosen from the three alternatives identified under the problem identification element.  The program description will state 1) how the program will address the areas of need within the targeted area/population; 2) agencies and stakeholders to be involved in the intervention; 3) the array of services/activities to be included in the program; 4) the client pathway through the program or the steps necessary for program completion; 5) a logic model showing inputs, outputs and outcomes; and 6) a narrative discussion of the logic model.

ELEMENT #3 – Cost Analysis of the Program (Benefit-Cost Analysis)

The cost analysis will consist of 1) a benefit-cost analysis of the program relative to the other alternatives; 2) a list of human, physical, informational, and financial resources to be dedicated to the program; 3) potential funding sources to support the intervention, including Federal, state, and local government and non-profit sources of revenue; and 4) a detailed program budget for the intervention.  

ELEMENT #4 – Implementation Plan and Schedule (Policy Implementation)

The implementation plan and schedule will include a detailed description of 1) steps/activities required for program completion, 2) agency roles and responsibilities for each activity, 3) chain of command and reporting requirements, 4) budget allocations for each step/activity, 5) a timeline for program completion, and 6) a Gantt chart for the implementation schedule.

ELEMENT #5 – Evaluation Design Plan (Policy Evaluation and Feedback)

The evaluation design plan will consist of the methods and measures to be used in order to conduct 1) a process evaluation of the program’s implementation, 2) an impact assessment to determine the success of the program in achieving its intended outcomes, 3) a fiscal assessment to analyze the cost-efficiency of the intervention, 4) a final logic model showing program inputs, outputs and outcomes, and 5) a narrative discussion of the logic model.

As the faculty member facilitating the course, my responsibility is to formulate the project plan, establish reasonable success criteria, identify project deliverables, and monitor student performance during the project cycle.  My PM training as a Federal Project Officer (FPO) with the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services enables me to recognize this link between PM and project-oriented service learning.  Consequently, I approach the project-related dimensions of the course in the same way I would “spec” the phases of the project cycle as an FPO.  Before delving into the case study, it may be helpful to discuss the background and principles of PM practice.

II.
Background on PM

PM emerged as a separate field of interest during the 1950s, as part of the U.S. Department of Defense response to advances in the Soviet space program.  Defense planners and contractors realized that a more efficient, systematic method of framing, implementing and monitoring technology projects was needed in order for America to remain competitive.  Some of the methods generated during this early phase included the Program Evaluation and Review Technique (PERT), the Critical Path Method (CPM), and the Work Breakdown Structure (WBS).  Since the 1950s, the PM Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) has been expanded to include a vast array of PM methods, techniques, and applications (For a detailed discussion of PM principles and practices, see Pinto 2004; also, visit the Project Management Institute online at www.PMI.org and PMI’s Government Special Interest Group at http://www.pmi-govsig.org/).

At its core, PM involves a systematic process of breaking down a complex project into component parts (activities and tasks), then planning, scheduling and monitoring progress toward the project’s completion.  Inherent in PM are the functions of task identification, resource (human, financial, technological, etc.) allocation, and risk management.  The PM process can be viewed as a cycle with the following phases (see State of New York 2003):

· Project Origination/Initiation – Determining whether a project is needed, framing its purpose, identifying stakeholders and principal actors in the project and making the decision to proceed.

· Project Planning – Identifying program activities, and tasks and deliverables; scheduling completion of the activities, tasks and deliverables; and allocating resources to support project completion.

· Project Execution – Implementing activities and tasks associated with the project, expending resources required to execute activities and tasks within the allotted time frame, and generating required project deliverables.

· Project Control – Monitoring activity/task execution, tracking resource expenditures, presenting required deliverables on schedule and ensuring activity/task completion within the time frame scheduled for the project.

· Project Closeout – Measuring performance in activity/task execution, determining the degree of efficiency in cost and related resource allocation, and reporting on performance to project stakeholders (see Figure 2: Phases in the PM Cycle)

FIGURE 2: PHASES IN THE PM CYCLE



Project managers layout specifications for each phase of the project from the very beginning, usually in the documentation to initiate the project, in order to clearly articulate the purpose, success criteria and performance requirements.  In public agencies, this is normally done through the request for proposals (RFP).  For the purpose of the course, the syllabus serves as the RFP.

III.
PM Applications for Service Learning


My approach to the service-learning project follows the five phases of the PM cycle:

Project Origination/Initiation – The first phase consists of framing the parameters of the project then communicating these in the course syllabus.  The syllabus features three primary components of a standard RFP: project description, success criteria and list of deliverables.

· Project Description – Statement of the project purpose, key stakeholders and schedule for completion.

· Success Criteria – Technical details relating to activities and tasks, performance expectations, and monitoring strategies.

· Deliverables – Description of required status reports and final project reports, including formatting standards.

As part of the syllabus packet, students receive a project description (Figure 1) and course schedule.  Success criteria and deliverables are conveyed to students as the course assignments (see Figure 3: Course Assignments).

FIGURE 3: COURSE ASSIGNMENTS

	Assignment
	Weight

	Class Discussion and Participation - Students will be required to discuss course topics and participate in course activities as part of the discussion sessions or through direct communication with the professor. Student performance will be assessed based on the level of involvement, quality of participation and the degree to which the participation reflects the student's understanding of course material.
	10%



	Project Status Reports – Students will be required to complete project status reports for each class meeting (3 total). In the reports, students will discuss the concepts and techniques under discussion for that particular session.  Students also will apply the course material for that topic in the context of the course project. Reports will be graded based on the student's ability to articulate understanding of concepts, as well as follow the basic guidelines of style and grammar. 

(3 @ 20% Each)
	60%



	Project Fieldwork - Students will be required to engage in fieldwork as part of the course project. Fieldwork assignments will be reviewed and approved by the professor in advance of implementation. Student performance will be assessed based on the level of involvement, quality of participation and the degree to which the fieldwork reflects the student's understanding of course material.
	10%



	Project Report and Evaluation Design – Students will be required to apply the concepts and techniques from the course in the development of a comprehensive project plan and evaluation design for an actual human service and/or community development intervention. The report will be graded based on the student's ability to articulate understanding of concepts, apply those concepts in the context of the course project, and follow the basic guidelines of style and grammar. The plan must include the following elements: 

Element #1 – Identification of the Problem

Element #2 – Description of the Program

Element #3 – Cost Analysis of the Program

Element #4 – Implementation Plan and Schedule

Element #5 – Evaluation Design Plan 
	20%





Assessment of student performance under the success criteria and deliverables is balanced between process and outcomes.  A degree of weight (20 percent) is given to students in the process-related areas of participation and fieldwork.  This acknowledges the intensive level of effort required from the students to complete the assignment.  However, the majority of weight is dedicated to project deliverables – project status reports, the project plan and evaluation design (80 percent).

Project Execution – To implement the project, I conduct the first class session in the same way, as a FPO, I would host an orientation meeting with a contractor.  I introduce myself to the students as their project officer and immediately state my expectations for the project.  As a group, we go through the technical criteria, schedule and deliverables for the project.  Students then have the opportunity to clarify any details necessary for their acceptance of the project provisions.


Students execute the project in accordance with the provisions of the syllabus.  To support student performance, I use FGCU’s Web-based course development application, ANGEL, to create a knowledge management system and online student information exchange (see discussion below).  This enables me to post course readings, technical bulletins, and other informational resources for students to have available in the field.  Students may use the site to more efficiently engage with their project team members through chat rooms, file sharing and email.  The course Web site also features drop boxes for students to submit their deliverables in an electronic format.


Project Control – Time is set aside each class session for student reporting, and students are required to submit during the class session a detailed status report documenting their progress.  For students exempt from the in-class discussions (due to their status as distance learning students), the status reports may be submitted electronically and a biweekly telephone, email or chat session is required for the purpose of project monitoring.  Although the intensive project control significantly increases the time allocation required from myself, it facilitates more meaningful, focused communication with the students and assures that the project remained on track during the semester.  The sessions and status reports also create opportunities for providing feedback to the students and sorting out any issues with team coordination.


Project Closeout – The final session of the class students present their program plans and evaluation designs to their peers and other project stakeholders.  These final deliverables are assessed to determine the degree to which they satisfy the technical criteria stated in the course assignments.  The program plans and evaluation designs are then formally submitted to the appropriate government jurisdiction or nonprofit service provider for implementation.  Students also are given the opportunity to report on the performance of other project team members through a peer-assessment survey.  Results from the survey are used to inform the grades for student participation and fieldwork.

III. MIS and Knowledge Management

Given the importance of online resources for the course, it may be helpful to provide technical details on the course Web site.  The site uses an online course development application called ANGEL (for more information, visit http://www.angellearning.com/).  ANGEL is a Web-based course management and collaboration portal that enables teachers to manage course materials and to communicate with students.  To access the site, students logon to their personal ANGEL homepage.  This homepage serves as a gateway to the course material, including the syllabus, readings and technical documents, and communication functions. The application also facilitates student interaction through interactive team pages, which give teams access to their own chat rooms, discussion boards, file exchanges and email.  

In developing the course ANGEL site, I attempt to create a knowledge management system (KMS) to support the service-learning activities.  This involves activating the application’s communications and document sharing functions, as well as posting electronic resources associated with the course topic.  For example, students are required to complete logic models for their interventions.  To facilitate this activity I post a logic model template on the ANGEL site (as a MS Word document) and a link to the United Way of America’s resource page for the logic model framework.  Students are able to access the KSM in the field and integrate the resources into their program development activities.

Besides topical information, I include on the ANGEL site electronic resources and links relating to PM principles, techniques and tools.  In effect, this offers students an interactive gateway into the rapidly expanding PM body of knowledge (PMBOK).  This includes access to information on the phases of the PM process, case studies on PM applications, and templates for adaptation to support the service-learning project.  In this way, the KMS serves two purposes: 1) it provides informational resources to ensure effective PM practice; and 2) it empowers students to become managers of their own experiential learning.  

IV. Lessons Learned

Several lessons have been learned through multiple iterations of the process, which may assist other faculty in implementing project-based service learning. First, instructors should familiarize themselves with the PMBOK.  Although PM is in no way new to the field of public administration, only a few MPA programs actually offer courses and/or workshops in PM applications.  Instructors who want to apply PM techniques to service learning projects would benefit from exploring the latest innovations in PM principles, strategies and instruments. 

Second, instructors need to closely monitor student performance.  Students, particularly those who do not have experience working in a team-based, project-oriented setting, will struggle to break away from the traditional, lecture-based curriculum.  They may need additional support to build the skills necessary for project-based experiential education.  Set aside time for one-on-one meetings with these students – either in person or in a chat room – to provide a support structure until the student gains the confidence to move forward independently.  Also, these students should be matched with peers who have a solid PM background and orientation.  This will allow for peer-to-peer (P2P) interaction and build stronger ties within the team.

Third, stick to the schedule but remain flexible.  Any project manager will know that deadlines and milestones need to have leeway built in on each side.  When planning the course project, estimate the time to completion and set deadlines for deliverables and status report sessions accordingly.  If the project is designed appropriately – that is, based on a logical breakdown of component parts – then the course schedule will fall in line with the PM cycle.  Still, it is important to maintain close communication with team leaders to make adjustments to the schedule and deadlines if necessary.

Fourth, dedicate the time and energy necessary for developing and integrating the KMS into the course architecture.  Information system resources should be integrated and pervasive, giving students immediate access to course and PM materials.  Students should never have to search for data and information. The course Web site also should serve as a portal to interactive learning, with chat rooms, discussion boards, file exchanges and email functions.

Finally, instructors should keep in mind that the service-learning project is only one tool in the toolbox for facilitating student learning.  The project should never be allowed to overshadow the core responsibility of ensuring a positive, meaningful educational experience for each student.  If a student request to be exempt from the project for substantive reasons, then alternative strategies should be explored to accommodate the student. Some students simply do not perform well in a project-oriented environment or lack the access necessary to complete all phases of the assignment.

For most students, though, the application of PM principles and techniques in the context of service learning will open the door for positive, well-focused experiential education.  My experience in integrating a PM approach in MPA courses has shown that it allows students to build a bridge between theory and practice as well as build valuable skills in PM that they will take into their professional practice.  A solid foundation in PM practice enables MPA instructors to overcome some of the obstacles associated with project-oriented service learning make experiential education a central component of the MPA coursework.
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