
MPP Capstone 
Projects

Some great examples from recent years

Stephen Hershey Kroes

PUBPL 6950



Strong visual first page



This image, 

followed by more 

images later in the 

paper, helped to 

drive home the 

gravity of the 

problem.

Another strong visual first page



An informative first page

This project was 

intended for journal 

publication. 

Background, 

methodology, results, 

and conclusion all on 

one abstract page



Executive summaries are useful

This was a unique, 

appealing summary 

format. An exec 

summary focuses 

busy people on the 

most important 

findings, then they 

can decide if they 

want to read the 

details. Reality is 

that policymakers 

won’t likely read 

long reports, so this 

becomes necessary.  



Another executive summary

This was an 

unusual style of 

executive 

summary, and it 

was quite helpful 

to have the main 

findings 

highlighted 

alongside a 

description of the 

paper’s sections.



Organization: a table of contents 
is helpful, although not required

Background – provide 

some history, context

Evaluation of potential 

policies and whether they 

have a record of success

Examples from other 

jurisdictions

Extrapolate from earlier 

analysis to design 

recommendations

Make recommendations 

and conclude



Summarize background detail with 
graphs and tables

A visually appealing format helps engage the reader. Insert graphs and tables in the text, 

and design a consistent style for all of your figures. Do not merely copy images from 

another publication unless it is impossible for you to recreate the graph yourself. 



Matrices can help illustrate 
analysis

A matrix can be a tremendous 

tool to summarize analysis that 

you’ve already written in 

longer form. It draws attention 

back to the most important 

elements of your written 

analysis and provides a 

framework for comparing and 

relating policy components to 

one another. 



An outstanding outcomes matrix (for 
print – not really for PowerPoint)

Another great example of a 

matrix. In this case, the 

student was using a type of 

matrix for evaluating potential 

outcomes of several policy 

choices. This method is highly 

recommended and works 

surprisingly well in reinforcing 

your analysis. 

A great example can be found 

in: A Policy Analysis of the BC 

Salmon Fishery by Schwindt, 

Vining, and Weimer. I’ve placed 

a copy of that paper on Canvas.



This matrix worked well for 
PowerPoint

If you have a 

complicated matrix 

in your print 

document, don’t try 

to reproduce it for 

PowerPoint. Either 

find a way to break 

it into smaller 

pieces or summarize 

it in some way that 

is digestible on 

screen. 



An interesting format with 
pullout quotes

The pullout 

quotes are a 

useful tool for 

busy readers like 

policymakers. 

This format was 

actually borrowed 

from the 

Legislative 

Auditor’s Office, 

where this 

student worked.  



Attention-getting visuals – in paper 
and/or PowerPoint presentation

Sometimes images can 

bring power to your 

words, making your 

analysis much more 

tangible to the reader. In 

this case, the student 

took a little road trip to 

some of the worst old 

schools in Utah and 

included photos in her 

paper and final 

presentation.



More visuals - contrast

And now… 

the nice schools in the 

more wealthy 

communities. 

The contrasts in these 

photos made this 

paper’s analysis really 

come to life.



A case study can help illustrate 
the need for policy solutions

A strong real-life 

example, like a 

case study, helps 

make the policy 

issue relevant and 

more 

understandable to 

policymakers, the 

news media, and 

the public. 



Video can be a nice touch in 
final presentation

Be careful to keep 

it short, relevant, 

and practice with 

it to avoid 

technical hiccups. 

It may be easier to 

not embed it in 

the slideshow and 

just switch to it 

when needed.



Surveys can be great to define 
problems or seek solutions
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Which, if any, of the following actions are being taken by the s tate or 
lo cality that you represent to address current and future water needs in 

yo ur state? (Mark all that apply.) (n=38) This student 

sought out 

officials in state 

agencies and 

large cities and 

phoned them, 

asking if they’d 

take a short 

online survey 

using Survey 

Monkey. 49 

officials 

completed it.



Maps often show regional 
patterns

A map can be a great visual 

tool in your paper or your 

slideshow presentation. 

More than a list of states 

with similar policies, it can 

help illustrate geographic 

trends/likenesses/differenc

es that may be uniquely 

relevant to the policy 

decisions you are analyzing.



Another map example

Maps can be 

particularly useful 

when the subject 

state stands out as an 

outlier, either within 

its region or 

compared to the 

entire nation.



Find clear ways to display 
complicated data



More on complicated data…

If you choose to do a 

project with complicated 

statistical methods, work 

very closely with your 

faculty advisor(s) to 

ensure you fully 

understand the methods 

and the conclusions you 

can legitimately make 

from such methods. And 

know that it’s OK if you 

run your analysis and find 

that your hypothesis isn’t 

clearly justified.



Try out some creative graphics

• Maybe you can make some 
infographics with your data. 

• Maybe, like this, you can 
create an illustration that 
shows how a process works.

• Elements of this graphic 
were used to identify main 
sections of
the report. 



Simple but useful graphics for 
screen presentation

In your final presentation, simple 

formats are often best. Avoid crowding 

the slides with too much information. 

This student did an exceptional job of 

finding ways to illustrate her points 

with simple, appealing design.



Grading the final paper

Grading Criteria

Points

Possible

Substantial policy content 25

Strong methodology and analysis 20

Organization 15

Grammar 10

Visual appeal and writing style 10

Overall score (40% of course grade) 80



Other guidelines

• Final paper length: around 15-25 pages, single-spaced, but not a hard 
rule

• Definitely document sources well

• Choose APA, MLA, or Chicago Style references. Any convention is 
acceptable, although I think APA and MLA are more academic and less 
appealing to policymakers. 

• If doing policy analysis, it’s helpful to use the Bardach method (borrow 
the book, A Practical Guide for Policy Analysis: The Eightfold Path to 
More Effective Problem Solving, if you don’t have it):

• Definition of a public policy problem

• Evidence of the problem (data to back up your definition)

• Alternative ideas for addressing the problem

• Criteria for judging the alternatives

• Projection of outcomes from the various alternatives and description of trade-offs 
among them

• A recommendation of a preferred solution or set of solutions



Other guidelines…

• Even if not doing classic policy analysis, conclude with specific 
policy recommendations if at all possible

• Final presentation: about 15 minutes, presented with 
PowerPoint, Prezi, or a similar medium.

• If using something other than PowerPoint, make a PDF of the 
presentation to turn in

• Avoid making your presentation too cluttered

• Don’t put every word on the screen that you plan to speak (I 
can’t emphasize this enough! The slideshow is to aid us in 
focusing on your concepts, not to be your teleprompter.) 

• Face and engage the audience – resist turning and looking at 
your slides. Place your computer in front of you to aid this.

• Roughly one to one-and-a-half slide(s) per minute – that would 
mean 15-22 slides for 15 minutes


