MA in Educational Leadership

Final project details

(Revised 08/22/06)

Dear Colleague:

Congratulations! You’re rapidly approaching the conclusion of your MA in educational leadership. We’re pleased that you’ve sustained your energy and engagement over the course of your studies, and have put this packet together in the hopes that it will ease your accomplishment of the final degree requirements. Please note that this packet builds upon the pages in the Luther Seminary catalog that detail how to complete your degree.

This packet is a roadmap to negotiating the final steps in completing your degree. The process is described in seven sections:

• course prequisites

• deadlines

• final project options

• preparing a proposal

• researching and writing your papers

• the structured conversation

• forms

In designing this packet, we have tried to anticipate your questions and concerns. Please contact the point person for the concentration, or the associate dean for MA degrees, if you have further questions. 

We hope and intend for your final project to an occasion of genuine learning and integration.

PRACTICAL STEPS OF THE FINAL PROJECT PROCESS

STEP 1. REGISTER FOR APPLICABLE COURSES

Each of the options – two papers, thesis, and ministry project – assume specific courses as prerequisites. Please be certain that you make plans for completing these required courses as you move through Luther Seminary’s curriculum. EL4522, Foundations of Educational Leadership, is a prerequisite for all of the final project options and is ordinarily completed within the first year of study in the degree.

Two papers option

This option assumes that you will write a longer paper in each of two courses for which the professor has given you explicit permission to use the course as the basis of your final MA project. As the professor of the course automatically becomes one of two partners for the structured oral conversation, it is important that you receive permission from the instructor at the beginning of the class (see forms section at the end of this packet for the appropriate form).

In general we assume that these courses will be within the educational leadership area, and so will carry a number beginning in EL. If you would like to use a course from outside of the area, you must first receive permission from the EL point person.

It is certainly possible to use an independent study/directed reading course for one or both of these papers, but again, you must receive permission from the EL point person to do so.

These courses can be completed in the term in which you graduate, but it is generally better to do one at least a term earlier.

Final thesis

Given the nature of this option – and its intended length and reach – we assume that a student will do at least one full credit of independent studies/directed readings as part of the process of writing the thesis. Ordinarily that course will be EL4597, which can be taken multiple times under differing topics. In general you will need to have one professor from within educational leadership and one professor from a classical discipline work with you on the thesis project. Often it is best to do a directed reading of at least a half credit on your topic with each of these instructors. These courses can be completed in the term in which you graduate.

Ministry Project

This final project option requires IC1615 Reading the Audiences as a prerequisite. Ordinarily students will complete this course in their first year of study, since the deadline for ministry project proposals falls early in their second year. In some instances, where students come into the program with advanced preparation, it is possible – with permission from the instructor and the MA point person – to substitute a doctoral level research methods course for this requirement.

STEP 2. PAY ATTENTION TO DEADLINES

The Luther Seminary catalog lists important deadlines for the various final project options. These deadlines are critical, and we assume that students will be aware of them from early in their degree program. Please note that you are responsible for getting the appropriate signatures in time to submit forms – plan ahead and assume that it will take longer than you think it will to complete these forms.

For students intending to graduate in May:


In the academic year in which the student intends to graduate, s/he will inform the Associate Dean of MA Programs of that intention by October 15th. This notification includes your choice of the shape your final project will take (two papers, thesis, ministry project). Please note that this form requires the signature of the point person before being turned into the associate dean.


A project advisor and a second reader will be appointed by the associate dean in consultation with the point person for the concentration by November 15th. Ordinarily these instructors will be chosen in consultation with the student as well.


If the student intends to pursue the two papers option, all necessary instructor forms will be submitted to the associate dean by February 15th. Please note that these forms require the signature of the point person before being turned into the associate dean.


If the student intends to write a thesis, a 1-2 sentence statement of the thesis, an outline and a bibliography shall be submitted to the thesis advisor by January 15th. A final version of these materials shall be submitted to the thesis advisor with a copy to the associate dean no later than February 15th.


If the student intends to do a ministry project, a proposal for that project must be submitted to the Ministry Project Review Committee by October 15th, and receive final approval by November 15th. 


The submission version of all project documents (two papers, thesis, ministry project) shall be submitted in the appropriate electronic format to the associate dean no later than April 1st.


The concluding structured conversation is to be completed no later than May 1st.


Final versions of the completed projects, approved by the readers, shall be submitted in the required electronic format by May 15th.

For students intending to graduate in December:


In the spring term proceeding the fall term in which the student intends to graduate, s/he will inform the Associate Dean of MA Programs of that intention by May 1st. This notification includes your choice of the shape your final project will take (two papers, thesis, ministry project). Please note that this form requires the signature of the point person before being turned into the associate dean.


A project advisor and a second reader will be appointed by the associate dean in consultation with the point person for the concentration by May 15th. Ordinarily these instructors will be chosen in consultation with the student as well.


If the student intends to pursue the two papers option, all necessary instructor forms will be submitted to the associate dean by October 1st. Please note that these forms require the signature of the point person before being turned into the associate dean.


If the student intends to write a thesis, a 1-2 sentence statement of the thesis, an outline and a bibliography shall be submitted to the thesis advisor by September 15th. A final version of these materials shall be submitted to the thesis advisor with a copy to the associate dean no later than October 1st.

If the student intends to do a ministry project, a proposal for that project must be submitted to the Ministry Project Review Committee by May 1st,  and receive final approval by May 15th. 


The final forms of all documents shall be submitted in duplicate and in the appropriate electronic format to the associate dean no later than November 1st.


The concluding structured conversation is to be completed no later than December 1st.


Final versions of the completed projects, approved by the readers, shall be submitted in the required electronic format by December 15th.

STEP 3. CHOOSE A PROJECT OPTION AND GAIN FACULTY SUPPORT

You can begin to think about which final project option will make the most sense for you early in your degree program. Most students taking EL4522, Foundations of Educational Leadership, will prepare a draft proposal as part of that class. Even if for some reason you are taking courses out of sequence, it makes sense to match your final project to your learning goals and vocational trajectory.

Students contemplating advanced graduate study (such as a PhD or DMin) in the future are strongly advised to consider either the thesis or the ministry project option.

Two papers option

The two papers option begins with choosing two courses (one or both of which can be directed reading/independent studies) which will provide the necessary focus for the papers. With the permission of the instructor of the course, the student writes an extensive research paper of between 25 to 40 pages. Please note that this permission must be obtained within the first three sessions of the class, as the professor will automatically become one of readers for the student’s structured conversation for completion of the degree. With the permission of the point person for the concentration, one of these papers may include the development of a learning unit or curriculum aimed at a specific learning community, with the second paper detailing the theological and theoretical rationales for the curriculum.

Thesis

The thesis is a traditional academic research thesis, and will be between 50 and 80 pages in length. It is to be written in the area of educational leadership, with a specific focus that includes content drawn from at least one classical discipline. Hence a student might pursue a topic in educational philosophy with a focus on biblical narrative, or study the implications of modern church history for successful curriculum development, and so on. One section of the thesis will contain at least some literature review, and it is assumed that a thesis uses primarily an interpretive approach for research.

Ministry project

The ministry project assumes an empirical research component, and utilizes at least one social science methodology. All ministry projects that utilize interviews, ethnographic observation, or some other direct engagement with human beings must pass a human subjects review clearance process prior to research being undertaken. The final paper for a ministry project is ordinarily between 40 and 75 pages in length, with additional elements included in appendices. Ordinarily if a student is interested in writing curricular materials, they will do a two papers option, with one paper being the curriculum. The ministry project option only makes sense for curricular research if a student’s learning goals include evaluating or assessing a specific curriculum already in place in a specific community.

General guidelines for choosing a final project emphasis
Keep in mind that your final project, in whatever form it takes, should be an occasion to integrate materials and ideas you have been working with throughout your degree program. One way to begin thinking about an emphasis is to take a look at all of the books you’re read in your various courses, and put together a pile of the ones you’ve most enjoyed reading. What do they have in common? Another plan is to give yourself some time to explain to a friend why you’ve been pursuing this degree, and to ask them to reflect back to you what they hear as focal points. Or yet another beginning point might be a question that’s emerged for you across several classes that you still have not adequately answered. The primary point is to pick a topic that you are truly interested in, one for which you have some passion and energy. A final project is an occasion for self-directed study in which you are accompanied by supportive faculty. Choosing your topic is a crucial first step!

Once you have some idea of where your interest lays, the next important step is finding a way to narrow your topic into a reasonable project. Try writing a central thesis statement – can you describe your question in one sentence? Can you identify a limited group of resources/texts within which to pursue your research? This is a step in which a project advisor can be very helpful, as they have worked with many other students and have a grasp of the range of foci which work well, as well as a sense of which do not. 
General guidelines for successful work with faculty

There are several aspects of working well with faculty, and if you pay attention to them you will not only learn from your final project but actually enjoy the process.

First, it is important to develop a good relationship with the faculty member with whom you would like to complete your final project. One very direct way to do this is to take courses from the faculty member with whom you would like to work. Choose courses that interest you, and invite the faculty member to help you stretch your engagement beyond the minimum requirements of the course.

Second, take seriously the suggestions the faculty member makes with regard to your work. If a professor suggests a specific book or article, track it down and read it. If they recommend that you talk with someone else, make an appointment and do so. 

Third, use the professor’s preferred mode of communication. If they prefer email, use it. If they prefer to talk over the phone, identify the best times to reach them. The point is to make the process of working with the professor as congenial as possible for them.

Fourth, recognize that you are not that professor’s only student. When you are seeking feedback from a faculty member, ask specific questions and give them plenty of time to respond. Assume at least a week to turn around requests for signatures on forms, and three weeks for feedback on writing. Given the timeline mandated for various final projects, you will need to develop a clear plan for your writing, and for seeking feedback. Start with the final deadline and work back from there with the various elements of your project. Assume that the dog will eat your draft, your computer will break down, one of your parishioners will need a hospital visit, a holiday break will come up, and so on. Build those delays into your planning.

Fifth, don’t expect a particular faculty member to remember the deadlines for your specific degree concentration, or what forms are necessary. Faculty at Luther work with concentrations across multiple degrees, and can not be expected to keep them all straight. It is your responsibility as a student to meet the 

Choosing faculty partners

All of the final projects in the educational leadership concentration require the participation of at least one of the EL faculty, who will ordinarily serve as your primary project advisor. Please remember that EL faculty include all of the adjuncts who teach EL courses. The following list is a good starting point for choosing partners:

Robin Blair / media literacy, radio programming, children and the common good

Todd Buegler / confirmation ministries, family education

Pat Derry / workshop rotation models, curriculum development, family education, Norwegian models of education

Vicky Goplin / teacher training, curriculum development, leadership education

Gracia Grindal / Lutheran spiritualities and nurture, hymn-writing, rhetoric, preaching, clergy-spouse writings

Mary Hess / media education, adult education, faith formation, cultural studies, environmental studies, dismantling racism

Renee Jefferson / volunteer training, curriculum development, adult education

Patricia Lull / Bonhoeffer, discipleship, young adult education, women in ministry

Christy Olson / children and worship, teacher training, curriculum development

Diane Shallue / leadership education, volunteer training, curriculum development, intergenerational ministries

Marilyn Sharpe / parent education, early childhood education, family education

Your second faculty partner can be drawn from this same list, as well as from the rest of the Luther Seminary faculty. Keep in mind that faculty are frequently asked to serve in this role and can only accept a few such invitations. The earlier you ask them – and the more focused and clear your research request – the greater the likelihood of a positive response.

Your project advisor carries the more involved role of helping you to refine your proposed thesis statement, to develop your bibliography, and  -- as time permits – to support you in the writing process with regular feedback. The second reader will ordinarily be involved primarily in reading your final version and participating in the structured conversation. Keep in mind that in the two-papers option the primary reader is the professor of record for the course, and the second reader of the paper is the primary reader of your other paper. In other words, for the two-paper option you essentially have two primary readers, who each serve as second readers on the other paper.

STEP FOUR: PREPARING A PROPOSAL

A project proposal has four main elements to it. First, it identifies clearly – in no more than 3 or 4 sentences – your primary thesis for the paper. Second, it identifies very specifically the context in which your research is situated and to which it intends to speak. Third, it provides a bibliography of the main resources you will be working with in your research for the paper. In the case of the two papers option, you will have two bibliographies and each will have a minimum of 12 entries (articles, books, websites, etc.) on them. In the case of the thesis or ministry project, your bibliography ought to have a minimum of 25 entries (articles, books, websites, etc.). Fourth, it details your timeline for the research and writing of the paper, with clear indication of the points at which you will be seeking specific feedback. 

In the case of ministry projects, a fifth element is also necessary: clear specification of the empirical methodology you will employ, along with any necessary human subjects review forms.

It is crucial that you begin to work on this proposal early in your degree program. Even if you have no clear idea of what your central research interest might be, you can begin to test out various ideas by formulating possible thesis statements and testing your own interest in them. You can begin to build a bibliography using texts required for classes, and expanding in areas where you have specific interests. You can talk with students who are ahead of you in the program, and get their advice on developing a thesis focus. If you are interested in pursuing a ministry project, you can begin to develop the contacts necessary for finding a community in which to pursue the empirical elements of the research project.

If in the process of your studies you begin to develop an idea for your final project that does not appear to “fit” any of the three categories, please sit down with the point person for educational leadership and discuss the possibility of getting permission to pursue a modified project. The guidelines included in this packet are general guidelines, and exceptions are regularly made for students whose learning goals make a clear case for doing something different.
STEP FIVE: RESEARCHING AND WRITING YOUR PAPER(S)

The process of doing the research for your final project is best accomplished throughout the course of your time at Luther Seminary. Try to take the foundations course (EL4522) as soon as you enter our program. That course will give you a broad overview of the discipline of educational leadership, as well as encouragement to pursue your specific interests. As you move through your other courses, keep track of ideas that strike you as interesting and important, and make sure you keep adequate citations for publications that you encounter. (A bibliographic software program such as Endnote or Bookends can be a particularly useful tool in this task.)

When you begin to develop a clearer focus for the questions you’re interested in pursuing, sit down with the point person for the concentration and consider options for further research while completing course requirements. Often we can steer you toward courses at other institutions, or in other departments, that will match your questions better than the courses listed as EL courses in the catalog.

As you approach your proposal writing stage, consider carefully the possibility of doing an independent study and/or directed reading with a faculty member who knows the area in which you want to pursue your research. Ideally you should be able to receive course credit for writing your final project – whether that happens through courses of a two-paper option, or through a directed reading that you do for a thesis or ministry project. 

The reference librarian can be a wonderful colleague with whom to consult as you begin your research. This staff person will know of reference resources “off the beaten track” or available either electronically or through inter-library loan from other institutions.

Don’t neglect consideration of past MA theses in educational leadership. The library maintains archived theses from  years past, and these are often a great starting point for considering how to narrow your research focus.

As you begin to work on writing your paper(s), keep in mind the strategies that you have used in the past for successful writing. Are you someone who likes to work from a detailed outline? Or do you write copiously, and then edit as appropriate? Do you like to have long stretches of uninterrupted time in which to write? Or do you do better when you write for a shorter period of time, but at the same time of day every day? At this point of your degree program you should have a pretty good idea of what works best for you, and you should continue in that vein.

What kind of feedback will you find most helpful? Perhaps you like to write an entire draft before seeking any feedback. Or perhaps you know that you like to receive regular feedback on short amounts of writing. Whatever the case, talk with your faculty project advisor in advance about what your hopes and expectations are. If your professor can not support you as you would prefer, seek out a colleague or fellow student who is willing to support you in that way. In the past many students have formed study/writing groups that make it possible for them to share their work with each other on a regular basis.

It is very important that you follow the style guidelines found in the Luther Seminary Shortcut Style Manual. This manual is available in pdf online at: http://www.luthersem.edu/library/shortcut.pdf.

As the Luther Seminary catalog notes, there are specific expectations with regards to these papers:
“Successful papers will:

•
Present a substantive, well-crafted and focused project that is of significant theological and pastoral interest;

•
Demonstrate an exceptional level of clear and critical understanding and integration of significant scholarly (particularly theological) resources addressing the specific topics or issues of the project;

•
Be written with clarity, creativity, and an engaging style in addition to being consistent with scholarly standards;

•
Articulate clearly the student’s unique position and demonstrate the student’s creative ability to formulate practice implications that can be drawn from the research;

•
Offer an articulate and confident presentation of the written component of the project, and perceive the relevance of her or his positions to pastoral situations, during the structured conversation.

In writing this project, the student will demonstrate competence in a special area of interest, chosen in consultation with a major adviser. The student’s focus will be on an in-depth problem rather than several “broad” problems (i.e. research questions). When completed, the project will reflect the student’s graduate level ability for independent research and will include (a) scholarly exposition of appropriate primary and secondary literature, (b) informed, critical analysis of major issues involved, and, (c) thoughtful and academically defensible discourse reflecting the student’s position on the chosen research question(s). Although the project’s format may vary according to the nature of the topic(s) being explored, scholarly and academic standards are expected throughout.


The student is not expected to conduct research with the extensive rigor of a doctoral dissertation. However, he or she is expected to demonstrate both familiarity with relevant, scholarly literature and growing expertise in the chosen area. Contributions to the larger academy are not required but may well occur. Guidance on how the student’s work may contribute to existing literature or to the Church at large may be explored with the student’s project adviser, who will be involved throughout the project’s completion.


The student will be responsible for proofreading the final work, checking for correct and clear grammar and for the consistent use of formal, academically appropriate style. The ability for self-expression as well as for abstract thought will be revealed in this project. The Shortcut: A Condensed Manual of Style and Guide for Theses and Papers at Luther Seminary (2005), available in the Luther Seminary library and bookstore and online at the library website, should be used as the guideline for the paper’s format and style. For matters not covered in The Shortcut, students should refer to A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, by Kate L. Turabian (6th ed.) or The Chicago Manual of Style (15th ed.). 


Where it is appropriate, given the general practice in a specific scholarly discipline, APA style guidelines may be substituted. Please check with the point person in your MA specialization for guidance. If the 2 papers project is chosen, the length for each paper may not be less than 25 nor greater than 40 pages. For the thesis project, the length will be 50 to 80 pages. The student is expected to work to condense and tighten papers that exceed these maximum lengths before submitting them.”

STEP SIX. PREPARE FOR THE STRUCTURED CONVERSATION 

As noted in the deadlines above, structured conversations must be completed by December 1 for December graduation, and May 1 for commencement in the spring. When you have submitted your final version of your paper(s), your project advisor (the primary reader of the paper(s)) will inform you that it is appropriate to schedule this conversation. Due to the many competing demands placed on our faculty, it is the responsibility of the student to come up with a date and a time that will work for both faculty members and the student. 

The structured conversation will last between 60 and 90 minutes. The student will be given 5 minutes at the opening of the conversation to introduce the paper(s). Faculty members will then collaborate on engaging the student on the central issues, as detailed below, for approximately an hour. The student will then be asked to leave the room while the faculty confer on their evaluation of the conversation. There are four primary options: acceptance without revision, acceptance with minor revision (a date by which the changes are to be completed will be specified), acceptance with major revision (again, a date will be specified – in this case BOTH faculty members must sign off on the revisions), and failure. In order to receive a diploma at commencement, final revisions must be completed by May 15th. When the faculty members have agreed on an evaluation, they will invite the student back into the room and deliver their judgement.

The primary purpose of the structured conversation is to engage the writer of the paper(s) in an analysis of the issues as they have been dealt with in the writing. Accordingly, he or she might anticipate discussion centering around concerns such as the following:

• Clarity of the paper(s). Does the writer’s viewpoint emerge clearly? Are there ambiguities? Are data and sources correctly used? What assumptions seem to be operative? What conclusions have been reached?

• Consistency of the paper(s). Is the flow of argumentation logical? Do ideas in one essay contradict or modify ideas in another essay?

• Implications of the paper(s). Have the ideas been thought through? Can the writer extrapolate from the conclusion drawn? What difference might the writer’s insights make if applied in a particular context?

• Command of the literature cited. Have sources been utilized appropriately? Do the essays reflect an understanding of the chosen work’s theological position? Have opposing views been cited with regard for their different standpoints?

STEP SEVEN: SUBMIT THE FINAL ARCHIVAL FORM OF YOUR PAPER

Once you have completed the structured conversation, and your readers have given their final approval of your paper(s), you must submit an electronic version for archiving in the library. This version needs to be emailed as an attachment to ??? in the library, and can either be in the form of a word document, or a pdf file. (For questions concerning technical format issues, please see the Luther Shortcut Style Manual.)

NECESSARY FORMS

Intent to graduate (specification of final project option)

Two paper faculty permission form

INTENT TO GRADUATE FORM

I, _________________________________, (name) intend to graduate in 

__________________________________ of 20_____ 

(December or May)

with an MA concentration in educational leadership. 

I intend to complete my degree by writing (please check choice):

______ two research papers

______ a research thesis

______ a ministry project

______________________________________
________________

(Educational leadership point person)


(date)

(Please note: this form must be signed by the point person and submitted to the Associate Dean for MA Programs by October 1st for students planning to graduate in the spring, or May 15th for students seeking December graduation.)

TWO PAPER FACULTY PERMISSION FORM
I, ___________________________________ (faculty member), hereby

note my willingness to have _______________________________ (student)

use my course ______________________________________ (name and #) 

to write a final paper as part of the “two paper option” degree completion

requirement. In signalling my willingness to do so, I also agree to serve as 

one of two  readers for this student’s structured conversation.

The student’s paper is tentatively entitled:

_____________________________________________________________

_______________ (date)

Please note: this form must be completed and submitted to the Associate Dean for MA Programs by February 15th for spring graduation, or by October 15th for December graduation. Two such forms are necessary for successful completion of this option.

