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Memorandum
To:
PLS 500 Public Administrative Theory

From:
Mark T. Imperial

Date:
August 22, 2001

Re:
Format of Case Memos

1
In order to help develop your analytical and communication skills, we will conduct a series of case analyses this semester.  Case analysis means that you draw out the pertinent issues from a case.  It does not mean you rehash the facts of the case or simply summarize what has occurred.  Instead, your job is to identify and point out the significant issues, some of which will be implicit rather than explicit, and their linkages with broader management and policy issues.  The readings and class discussions should assist you in this regard.  Facts and examples from the case or readings should be used to support your analysis and conclusions.  This does not mean that you should cite as many sources from class materials as possible.  Instead, referring to the main idea will often be sufficient.  

It helps if you follow a fairly fixed pattern when preparing memos and it is often useful to summarize the main issues and recommended course of action in the first few paragraphs (it isn't a mystery novel).  A useful structure (subject, of course, to variation and adaptation when appropriate) for these assignments is to:

· State the issue/problem as clearly as possible: Trying to state the issue or problem as a one-sentence question or statement is a useful habit to get into.  When necessary, this can be followed by a brief explanation or clarification (no more than a paragraph or two).  If more than one issue is presented, use bullets to summarize and then explain in more detail in subsequent paragraphs.  If extensive background is required, use an attachment;  

· Major issues that must be addressed or solved: Many times significant issues will be implicit rather than explicit and are linked to larger policy and management issues.  Part of your task is to point out the significance of the larger issues.  

· Identify relevant alternative courses of action that participants could take or could have taken:  There are always at least two options (taking no action is always an alternative).  Limit the number of options, but be sure to cover the full range of choices; 

· Evaluate the alternatives:  Be sure to critique the relative strengths and weaknesses of each option make a balanced presentation even if you disagree with the arguments advanced by one of the actors; and,  

· Recommend a specific course of action: Be sure to clearly state the recommended course of action(s) and the consequences you expect to flow from the selected course of action.   

· Application of the course materials to the case:  You should apply the course readings during your analysis of the cases but may not need to mention them when preparing your memos.  However, you will need to go into some detail in your attachments when preparing your group memos and explain how the case demonstrates or fails to demonstrate applicable theories and concepts. 

Obviously, a single format cannot fit all circumstances and will have to be adjusted.  Since many of the cases in Stillman are descriptive in nature, you can pick one of the key actors and write your memo to that character or where appropriate, your memo can be directed at me.

Your case memos will be evaluated based on your analysis of the case, the organization of your ideas, your ability to properly apply the theories and concepts discussed in class and the quality of your writing (e.g., spelling, grammar, punctuation, etc.).  Your goal is to write as clearly, concisely, and directly as possible.  Elegance of style, while desirable, is a secondary consideration.  Short declarative sentences convey ideas well; convoluted grammar confuses things and often leads to misunderstandings.  Remember that you are trying to convey your ideas to people who have infinite demands on their time.  A simple, direct style economizes on time.

Your memo should also be as specific as possible.  A decisionmaker should know precisely what you want them to do about the problem/issue and what you plan to do to carry out your recommendations.  Length is another critical matter, particularly if your memos is addressed to top agency officials.  If greater length is required, it should take the form of an attached analytical paper with a short cover memo summarizing its contents.  For this class, your case memos should not exceed 2 single-spaced typed pages with 1-inch margins.  If it is longer, I will only read the first two pages and it will be graded accordingly.  

Your memos are also expected to be professional in nature.  Thus, they should utilize a standard professional format such as the one exhibited in this memo.  Most word processing programs also have templates that can be used and any format is acceptable for this assignment provided that your memo is businesslike and prepared in a professional manner.  

If you have any questions about this assignment, please stop by during my office hours or send me an email message (imperialm@uncwil.edu) at your earliest convenience.  


