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Master’s Essay Guidelines 

Department of Health Policy & Management 

School of Public Health 

Academic Year 2025-2026 

 

OVERVIEW 

All MPH students (including joint-degree students) must complete a Master’s Essay to satisfy 

the School of Public Health’s requirement. There are no exceptions or alternate projects for 

MPH students. The essay fulfills the Council for Education in Public Health (CEPH) 

requirement for a capstone, integrative experience mandated for all professional degree programs 

in the school. The MPH essay requirement includes completion of an approved written essay and 

an accompanying presentation. The written essay must demonstrate the level of quality expected 

in graduate-level writing. 

 

REQUIRED COURSEWORK RELATED TO THE ESSAY 

HPM Professional Development Seminar (HPM 2020 and HPM 2021). All students in Health 

Policy and Management are required to enroll and actively participate in the Professional 

Development Seminars in both the Fall and Spring terms of their first year. The seminar 

introduces students to the Master’s Essay process and expectations; it also presents key topics 

(e.g., literature and database search strategies; protection of human subjects in research 

compliance) that are critical to the essay. 

HPM Master’s Essay course (HPM 2037). Students typically register for the Master’s Essay 

credit in their final semester, usually Spring Term of their final year. The course provides 

deadlines for intermediate deliverables that should be submitted to both the Primary Essay 

Reader and the Program Director. Students submit deliverables through Canvas; they also send 

deliverables directly to their readers, if requested. 

 

ESSAY COMMITTEE 

Health Policy and Management students must identify at least two University of Pittsburgh 

faculty members to serve as readers for the essay and provide students with guidance and 

feedback. (Important: Program Directors and Academic Advisors are NOT automatically Essay 

Readers. Students are responsible for contacting faculty and inviting them to serve as Essay 

Readers.) The faculty members must have primary appointments in different University 

departments: the Primary Essay Reader (Reader #1) must have an appointment in the 

Department of Health Policy and Management (see Core List of faculty). The Secondary Essay 

Reader (Reader #2) must be appointed in another department at the University. 

https://www.sph.pitt.edu/academics/forms-handbook/academic-handbook/research-practice-and-exam-requirements/core-faculty
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If the essay uses work based on the student’s residency or practicum experience, including data 

and policies, then the preceptor from the host organization must be designated as Reader #3. In 

cases where the preceptor is also an adjunct faculty member in the department, they may serve in 

the role of Reader #1. Otherwise, if they do not hold an adjunct appointment, they must be added 

as a third reader on the committee. For example, students completing a practicum with the 

Allegheny County Health Department must include their preceptor as Reader #3. 

Together, the readers comprise the student’s Essay Committee. 

Students should identify their Essay Committee at least one semester prior to the term of 

graduation. Students should communicate regularly with committee members to discuss and 

refine the essay topic, set expectations, submit working drafts, and incorporate feedback. They 

are responsible for keeping the Primary Essay Reader informed about feedback from other 

readers. All feedback should be reviewed and considered to produce high quality work. 

The department provides students with a basic Timeline of Critical Dates (see Appendix A), but 

more frequent meetings, communications, and deliverables are encouraged. The timeline 

indicates deadlines for essay drafts and other deliverables that must be submitted to both the 

Primary Essay Reader and the Program Director. Students submit deliverables through Canvas; 

they also send deliverables directly to their readers, if requested. 

 

TIMELINE OF CRITICAL DATES 

Each student cohort in the Department of Health Policy and Management is provided with a 

schedule of key deliverables and deadlines for completion of the Master’s Essay requirements, 

including the written essay and the oral presentation (see Appendix A). 

Students are responsible for making sufficient progress on the essay and for complying with 

department and school guidelines regarding the submission and presentation of their essay. 

Failure to comply with critical deadlines and completion of the essay requirements may result in 

students having to postpone their graduation. When this occurs, the student must register (and 

pay for) an additional credit in the summer term to complete the essay. 

 

ESSAY TOPIC 

The focus and content of the essay should be relevant to the disciplinary base of the student’s 

degree program, addressing problems or issues relevant to the profession. The specific content 

and design of the essay can vary depending on the student’s professional interests and career 

development goals; it should be finalized in collaboration with the student’s Essay Committee. 

 

TIPS FOR CHOOSING A TOPIC 

In preparation for the essay, students should: 
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1. Understand the demands and requirements of the essay. 

2. Start with professional interests and/or career development goals. 

3. Consider their experience/training (e.g., residency, practicum, coursework, projects). 

4. Ask questions to help identify issues or gaps related to the general topic of interest. 

5. Describe the public health relevance of the essay topic and how the essay contributes to 

public health. 

6. Solicit feedback on the proposed topic from Essay Committee. 

7. Review essays from previous students (including the Discussion, Recommendations, and 

Conclusion sections) and other scholarly journal articles to develop and refine the topic. 

• Past essays for review are available online via University of Pittsburgh D-

Scholarship System. (Note: This link is expected to change, as the University 

updates its repository for essays, theses, and dissertations. Currently, the link is 

still accurate.) 

• A good source of scholarly journal articles can be found on PubMed. 

 

ESSAY DESIGN 

The subject matter of the Master’s Essay must be relevant to at least one of the disciplinary bases 

of the department within the broad domains of health policy, health systems/public health, 

agency organization and management, and leadership. Various alternative approaches may be 

used to design the study including methods of data collection and analysis that are appropriate to 

the aims, objectives, focus, and scope of the study. The Primary Essay Reader must approve the 

design. 

In HPM, the design options that students may consider include: 

• Policy analysis 

• A structured literature review (e.g., scoping literature review; systematic review) 

• Original research (mentored research is fine, but the topic but be distinct from the 

mentor’s own grant/proposal) 

• Other (with department approval), based on the student’s interest and expertise. For 

example, 

o Program/project evaluation 

o Position (advocacy) paper 

o Systematic review or meta-analysis (of published literature) 

o Cost effectiveness analysis 

https://d-scholarship.pitt.edu/
https://d-scholarship.pitt.edu/
https://d-scholarship.pitt.edu/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
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The University of Pittsburgh maintains a repository of all essays, theses, and dissertations for Pitt 

graduates. As noted above, examples of essays from past SPH students can be found, by 

department and year, in University of Pittsburgh D-Scholarship System. 

 

ESSAY METHODOLOGY 

Methods of data collection and analysis must be consistent with the aims, focus, and scope of the 

essay. Essays may use a quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods approach. The Primary 

Essay Reader must approve the methodological approach. 

Representative methods of data collection and analytical methods: 
 

• Descriptive statistics 

• Correlation and linear regression 

• Epidemiological measures 

• Focus groups and panels 

• Medical charts 

• Narrative coding and analysis 

• Nonparametric tests 

• Geospatial analysis (e.g., ArcGIS) 

• Observation and enumeration 

• Productivity and performance measures 

• Quality/process improvement measures 

• Surveys and interviews 

• Tests of significance (t-tests, ANOVA, 

and Chi-Square) 

 

 

BEFORE STARTING THE ESSAY 

Required Forms. At least one semester prior to the term of graduation, students must work with 

their advisor and complete the Integrative Learning Experience Health Policy & Management 

MPH Essay/Thesis Agreement form (“ILE Agreement Form”). The ILE Agreement Form 

identifies three competencies that will be integrated and synthesized throughout the essay. The 

topic, design and methodology must be approved by the Primary Essay Reader and submitted to 

the department (through Canvas) before the student can proceed with the study. 

Institutional Review Board. All work involving human subjects must have IRB (Institutional 

Review Board) approval (see http://www.irb.pitt.edu/). When a project appears to fall within IRB 

guidelines, the student must submit a proposal to the University’s Human Research Protection 

Office (HRPO) for review and approval. If applicable, IRB approval must be obtained and 

documented. 

For many students, the Master’s Essay project is likely to fall outside the scope of IRB approval; 

those that do require a proposal to the IRB are often deemed exempt from full Board review. 

Nonetheless, the student and Primary Essay Reader must explicitly address this issue. The 

student should contact HRPO staff for guidance in situations where the applicability of IRB 

review is unclear. 

https://d-scholarship.pitt.edu/
http://www.irb.pitt.edu/
https://www.hrpo.pitt.edu/about-hrpo
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FORMAT & ORGANIZATION 

The Master’s Essay must be organized and formatted consistent with the requirements of the 

School of Public Health and the University of Pittsburgh; it must be written in clear, concise 

prose using the Style and Form Manual for Graduate Thesis Preparation following APA style. 

The University of Pittsburgh requires students to format all essays, theses, and 

dissertations using the University template before submitting final versions to D- 

Scholarship. 

Students must adhere to the guidelines and submit via the ETD (Electronic Theses and 

Dissertation) system. Students should attend an online ETD workshop to familiarize themselves 

with the template and University requirements. 

Helpful links: 

• ETD website for the essay template, instructions and recommendations, and workshop 

dates: etd.pitt.edu. 

• ETD format guidelines: etd.pitt.edu/etd-format-guidelines. 

 

ORAL PRESENTATION 

As part of the essay milestone for graduation, HPM requires students to schedule an oral 

presentation with their Essay Committee to describe their essay topic or portfolio projects. The 

meeting includes a formal presentation by the student using PowerPoint slides (or similar 

display) followed by a Q&A discussion with the Essay Committee. Other students and faculty 

may attend. 

With the Essay Committee’s approval indicating that the work is appropriate for a broader 

audience, student essays may provide the basis for peer-reviewed publications and/or 

presentations at professional conferences or meetings. 

 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

Students are required to abide to the Academic Integrity Policy and Procedures of the University 

of Pittsburgh. They should avoid plagiarism, including inadvertent plagiarism. Students should 

check their work through Turnitin and make revisions as necessary. 

 

ESSAY COMPLETION 

Upon completion of the essay and oral presentation, students receive final approval from their 

Essay Committee. Once final approval has been attained, official paperwork (e.g., Report on 

Requirements form, Essay Approval form, and ILE Final Essay Assessment form) must be 

https://etd.pitt.edu/
https://etd.pitt.edu/etd-format-guidelines
https://www.sph.pitt.edu/academics/forms-handbook/academic-handbook/course-requirements/academic-integrity
https://teaching.pitt.edu/resources/using-turnitin-in-canvas-as-a-student/
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circulated and signed by the essay committee members. The Final Essay Assessment form should 

be submitted to the HPM program coordinator (Jess Dornin); she also will handle the signatures 

of the program director(s) and department chair. 

Essays must be submitted electronically using instructions provided here: Master's Essay 

Checklist | School of Public Health. The steps include several graduation requirements, such as 

the Pitt Public Health Report on Requirements for the Master's Degree and the Pitt Public Health 

Exit Survey. 

https://www.publichealth.pitt.edu/academics/forms-handbook/academic-handbook/graduation-information/masters-essay-checklist
https://www.publichealth.pitt.edu/academics/forms-handbook/academic-handbook/graduation-information/masters-essay-checklist
https://www.publichealth.pitt.edu/sites/default/files/assets/academic%20forms/Report%20Reqmnts%20MASTER%20Degree.pdf
https://pitt.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3qtyFsxdM5Lg7PL
https://pitt.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3qtyFsxdM5Lg7PL
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APPENDIX A 

HPM MASTER’S ESSAY: TIMELINE FOR SPRING GRADUATION 

 

DATE ACTION/DELIVERABLE 

September 15: Identify Essay Committee/Readers 

Meet and discuss essay topic, plans, and expectations 

September 29: Deliverable (in Canvas) 

• Initial essay paperwork (“ILE agreement form”) for approval 

October 13: Students notified of approval to proceed 

October 27: Deliverable (in Canvas) 

• Detailed outline (using the ETD template) 

November 21: Deliverable (in Canvas) 

• Draft literature review (search terms, references, initial text) + PH relevance 

statement 

December 15: Deliverable (in Canvas) 

• Choose ONE: revised/expanded literature review OR draft methods + data 

sources 

• Meeting with Primary Essay Reader (update, progress report) 

February 2: Deliverable (in Canvas) 

• Initial, complete draft of essay submitted to Program Director and Essay 

Committee 

March 20: Deliverable (in Canvas) 

• Revised draft submitted to Essay Committee (all readers) 

• Oral presentation scheduled with Essay Committee; students are 

responsible for organizing a 90-minute meeting with their committee, 

including a 60-minute presentation plus 30 minutes for the committee to 

meet on its own 

April 3: Deliverable (all students) 

• Oral presentation completed with Essay Committee 

April 13: Deliverable (all students) 

• Final version of essay submitted to Essay Committee 

April 20: Final approval from Essay Committee received 

April 27: Deliverables 

• All paperwork and uploads required for the essay and graduation, as 

described above (“Essay Completion,” pp. 5-6). 

• See the school’s checklist above for the full list of requirements. 

• Deliver final copies to Jess Dornin. 

 

If the stated deadline falls on a holiday or weekend, the deliverable is due on the next 

school/business day. 
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IMPORTANT: Failure to meet the April 20 deadline (final approval from the Essay 

Committee) may delay graduation. When this occurs, the student must register (and pay 

for) an additional credit in the summer term to complete the essay. 

The dates above refer to deadlines for students applying to graduate in April (spring term). 

Students graduating in summer or fall terms should meet with the Program Director for a 

modified schedule of deadlines. 

Additional details for SPH students are provided on the Master's Essay Checklist | School of 

Public Health. 

https://www.publichealth.pitt.edu/academics/forms-handbook/academic-handbook/graduation-information/masters-essay-checklist
https://www.publichealth.pitt.edu/academics/forms-handbook/academic-handbook/graduation-information/masters-essay-checklist

