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UNC MPA Thesis Substitute Student Guide

Overview

To fulfill the UNC-Chapel Hill MPA program's graduation requirement, every student
completes a thesis substitute known as an Applied Research Project (ARP). Developed and
approved by faculty, the ARP challenges students to apply concepts and skills from their
coursework to a real-world public sector issue. Topics are updated regularly to reflect
emerging challenges as well as enduring public management concerns. Through the project,
students identify a research question, conduct original analysis, and develop practical,
evidence-based recommendations to address the issue at hand.

The final ARP must demonstrate rigorous research and draw on multiple sources of evidence to
support its findings and recommendations. Students are expected to write clearly and concisely
for an audience of both scholars and public service practitioners. The completed paper should be
between 17 and 22 double-spaced pages in length, excluding the title page, table of contents,
executive summary, references, and appendices.

Each student will be assigned a three-member committee to review their ARP. Once the
ARP is approved by their committee, students will then become eligible to sit for the oral
exam. During the exam, students deliver a formal presentation of their ARP and respond to
questions from committee members about their research, findings, and recommendations, as
well as broader topics in public administration outlined in the oral exam guide.

Required Components

Title Page and ARP Prompt. A copy of the ARP prompt should be provided after the title
page and before any original content is presented. On the title page students should be clear
to note that the paper is a MPA student product.

Executive Briefing. This section should be written as a concise, one to two-page briefing tailored
to a practitioner audience, including study participants, stakeholders, and decision-makers in the
relevant content area. Students should provide a brief overview of the issue, approach, and
clearly communicate the key findings and recommendations. The briefing should emphasize
practical implications and present actionable takeaways that can inform decision-making and
implementation.

Introduction/Problem Definition. The introduction should provide a brief overview of the
issue or problem being addressed including its relevance and significance; outline the
objectives and introduces and justifies the research question(s) being examined related to the
issue or problem.
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Literature Review. This section will present the state of knowledge on this topic including a
review of academic and professional literature to ground readers in what is known and
existing gaps in knowledge about the issue/problem being addressed. A review of existing
literature helps to identify key lessons, develop and defend the concepts and constructs that
underscore the research being undertaken, and inform potential recommendations and
strategies.

Research Design. This section provides a detailed description of how the research design
addresses the research question(s) and includes a presentation and justification for the data
sampling and collection methods (e.g., interviews, survey data, secondary data), data
quality, and the analytical approach (e.g., content analysis, regression, qualitative coding,
literature review). This section should include a discussion of research limitations.

Findings. This section details the findings of the research. What does the analysis show and
how does it answer the stated research question(s)? What are the implications of the findings
for the problem?

Recommendations and Conclusion. Students identify recommendations for addressing the
issue/ problem, including relevant leadership and managerial considerations in implementing
the recommendations. Recommendations should connect directly to the research question
and data analyzed, with support from the literature. Additionally, this section should
consider how the context and public service values impact these recommendations and their
efficacy.

Required Format

e Maximum length of 22 double-spaced pages for main body of text; title page, executive
summary, table of contents, references, and appendices are not included in page count.

e Use either Chicago or APA style consistently throughout the paper, including citations,
references, headings, and all other formatting requirements specified by the selected style
guide, including parenthetical and headings as specified.

e Formatting: 1-inch margins, times new roman, and 12-point font.

The Applied Research Problem Process

Once the ARP report is turned in (to mpa_portfolios@sog.unc.edu), the committee will
review the ARP and the Chair will communicate the committee’s feedback and decision on
whether the ARP receives a revise and resubmit or pass (decisions are determined by a vote
of two or more committee members). If a student receives a pass the student proceeds to the
oral exam (see the oral exam guide for information on that process). If the committee
determines the ARP requires revisions, see the revise and resubmit process outlined below.
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Revise and Resubmit Process

The faculty consider ARPs a developmental process, thus revise and resubmits are common.
The revision process allows the student to reflect and improve on the original submission,
when additional revisions are requested the revised ARP is permitted to extend beyond the
original page limits. Students will return three documents to the members of the ARP
committee when submitting revisions (these documents should be submitted directly to the
committee and mpa_portfolios@sog.unc.edu should be copied on this email).
1. Memo:
e The memo should outline the substantive changes made and explain your
logic and reasoning of the revisions that were or were not made.
2. Revised ARP in PDF Form:
e Provide a PDF of the clean, revised version of the ARP.
3. Word file of ARP highlighting Changes:
e Provide a Word document of the revised ARP highlighted through the
track changes tool.

Students are permitted one round of revisions during the term in which the ARP is
submitted. If additional rounds of revision are required those revisions and associated oral
defense will move to the following academic term.

ARP Extensions

Only in extenuating circumstances may a student request an extension to turn in their
ARP

o Examples of what would constitute an extenuating circumstance include but are
not limited to:

o Family or unforeseen emergency
o Extreme sickness (hospitalization)

o These requests need to include documentation and should be sent to the
associate director of career services who will send to the committee chair to
determine if the extension should be granted.

o With few exceptions the request should come within 24 hours of the qualifying
event and the student should plan on turning the ARP in on the original
deadline unless told otherwise.

o Ifapproved, the committee chair and associate director of career services will
determine an appropriate new timeline.

Oral Examination Format and Expectations

See the Applied Research Problem Oral Exam Guide 2026, provided on the Carolina Student
Intranet website.

Updated August 2026


mailto:mpa_portfolios@sog.unc.edu

