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THE  “IDEAL”  TERM  PAPER

     Well, there might not be one.  Then again, what if you could satisfy 1) course requirements, 2) write on a topic that your office could use, and 3) actually increase your knowledge in an area useful to your job?  And 4) what if the topic was of sufficient interest and strength that both your boss and your instructor recommended that you reformat it and present it at an international symposium?  All expenses paid (by your firm, not the Grad School).  Not bad for a six to eight page effort (plus Abstract, EXSUM, Table of Contents, etc.).  (Note that the work group paper is longer, 8 – 10 pages).
     First, satisfy course requirements.  This means that you should select a topic within the boundaries of the course.  You have reviewed/previewed/read some of the required portions of the Text (by week 2) and realize that you cannot write an all-encompassing paper.  It would be too broad.  Project Management, Systems Analysis and/or  Integration and/or Implementation papers may be on the “technical side” and deal with the several layers or states leading to convergent integration and systems to systems integration.  Project Management, Systems Analysis or Integration papers may also be on the business side and deal with the business changes that make use of the new technology and training that IT can provide.  Where will you “spike down” into some detail?  Depending on the course, you might consider, for example, testing for systems integration and be primarily concerned with State/Level 2.  Perhaps you need to develop a decision process for software and S/W language selection.  Applying a SDLC (System Development Life Cycle) Model to a work effort  might be useful in improving a process or solving a problem.  An insightful review of a change management situation might be appropriate.  (Again, it depends on the course).   You must also show you appreciate how your detail (the “spike down”) fits into the continuum of “project management,” “systems analysis and design” or “systems integration” (another course I taught.  It is an example, other courses have their own examples).  (Incidentally, you could use a less complex Life Cycle from Industry, DOD, or FAA).  
     Your paper  requires a title page, Abstract (at the bottom of the title page), Executive Summary, Table of Contents with page numbers, and an Introduction.  These are explained below.  I require these to ensure you know the difference.  Do not confuse the Abstract with the Executive Summary.

     Abstract – 50 to 75 words.  Put this short abstract at the bottom of the Title Page. First sentence – purpose of the paper.  Second sentence – methodology used.  Third sentence – results of your paper.  Fourth sentence, if used  – future or additional application of your results; or another recommendation.  These short Abstracts are hard to write and must be rewritten several times.  The three or four sentences are “crafted”, not written.  A well-written abstract is required in order to submit your paper to a symposium.  This course requires a tightly written abstract for both individual and team papers.  Again, the shorter than APA recommended abstract is required as symposium produce meeting catalogues. These symposia booklets require short abstracts so all abstracts can fit into the symposia booklet and the longer ones can not. If you desire to add a more regular sized abstract, put it behind the title page. The longer abstract may be more useful at work. 
     The Executive Summary is one, I repeat one, page long.  A high-level flow chart may be placed on a third of a following page.  The first paragraph is the purpose of the paper.  The second paragraph is the methodology or research process.  The third paragraph (you guessed it) discusses the results and the fourth paragraph provides an evaluation, future use, cost effectiveness statement, request for more funds, etc.  In industry, you often see a less than one page EXSUM where the purpose is assumed to be known by the reader (after all, he/she authorized you to do the work and report back) and the first paragraph provides the results followed by the recommendation(s).  The EXSUM concludes with the research methodology and/or any lessons learned.  If the paper goes outside your department, then you may have to rewrite the EXSUM into the more traditional form.  An EXSUM plus a few other pages will make a fine handout of your paper at a symposium.  Don’t give away the paper, get their address and make them ask for it.  Thus, only hand out the EXSUM, Table of Contents, some charts and “bullets.”  Just make up a front/back, one page handout.

     The Table of Contents with page numbers is not often used in a less than ten to twelve-page paper.  I use it, so please include it.

     The body of most papers should start with an Introduction that sets the reader into a frame of mind to best receive the information.  You tell the reader, succinctly, what is in each section but don’t give away the results.  Just say the results (or recommendations/findings) are found in section “x”.  A “Background” may be required but it is not an “introduction”.  In a short paper, say less than fifteen pages, a background (perhaps following the introduction) should be short.  If more background is required, put it in an appendix.

     Be sure you end with a strong Conclusion or Summary.  Make your case and make it again before signing off.  A weak conclusion gives the reader a poor impression and your info may be forgotten.

     This is grad school.  You must have at least five references at a minimum.  They should be current, however, including a “classic” ref may be appropriate.  Consult with your Work Group if you have not written a paper in grad school.  Research and synopsize information first, write the first draft, look for gaps, add additional research to fill the gaps, rewrite, rewrite the Abstract, proof it.  Set it aside for a day, reread and polish/finalize.  Keep up the pace.  Don’t do it in two weekends.

     Use appendices if you have uncovered useful information that you have shortened for use in the body.

     A six or eight page paper (the individual paper) is harder to write than a twenty-page paper.  A six page paper can be very effective.
     Can you find a Project Management topic that your office or firm could use?  Can you do some of your research on the job?  After you finish the term paper, rip off the front page, put a different cover on, adjust the EXSUM and turn it in to your firm.  There are many study areas your firm may be interested in but does not have the luxury of assigning someone to work on them.  What about a “White Paper” for your marketing department?  Ask around, but don’t promise too much.

     Pick a topic area that increases your knowledge and makes you more competitive.  I know the tendency is to write on areas you know, thus reinforcing the depth of your knowledge center.  That is OK, too.  That is also an expansion of knowledge and is not as risky as writing on an area where you are unfamiliar.  Think of it this way.  Grad school affords you the opportunity to write your own textbook to support your job/knowledge efforts for the next five or ten years.  This “text” can cause you to develop capabilities beyond that of your average grad student.  What is the career path you seek?  Determine its requirements, match the grad degree to the career requirements, and take the courses in the most logical sequence (as building blocks).  Keep your future goal(s) in mind.  Don’t just write to get through the course.  Write term papers that become reference studies for your current or future career.  In a course of study of ten to twelve courses, you might be able to develop six or seven “chapters” in your career reference book or text.  And you researched it and wrote it yourself – you will know that information cold.  And those that work with you will know that you know.  Then all you have to do is keep current and competitive – a grad degree in itself!

     Finally, you may pick a topic in which many others in your career field also have an interest.  You’re at state of the art or you are applying known techniques in a new way (change the organization – how did you do it?), or you are concepting a new use.  Your firm may want the rest of the industry to know they are keeping up, that they are still very competitive.  White Papers can do that.  Papers presented at symposia can also do that.  These presentations are generally 15 to 20 minutes in length, use about 10 – 12 power points or charts, show some results, and come with a two or three page handout.  If an audience member wants more info, discuss the topic off line, and then tell them to call your marketing department and/or sign a “Statement of Non Disclosure”.  Remember to pick a symposium in a decent location.  I prefer Vancouver or Monterey.  It’s even more fun when your organization picks up the tab.  Hey, you earned it!

