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1) Analysis

Project Management


The management of construction projects is a tricky business.  Unlike the services and products of most industries, every construction project is unique and not easily standardized.  Most of the activities and required skill sets of construction projects are not repetitive in nature.  In addition to unique construction documents, local variables in laws, labor, weather, geology, transportation and availability of materials further complicate construction project management.  Managing construction projects requires creativity, attention to meticulous detail, good communication skills, and the ability to acquire specific bits information from infinite sources quickly.

Purpose of Project Management 

Unfortunately, the construction process is not a mechanism that can be set into motion and manage itself.  Expert guidance is imperative along every step of the way to build a building according to a plan.  (Clough, 1994) After the production of a traditional set of plans and specifications, or during the production in certain innovative delivery methods, the building entity establishes a plan including a time schedule, a cost budget, and quality requirements.  The means of accomplishing the established plan often shifts constantly as impossible-to-anticipate events occur on various jobs.  Cost overruns on one part of the project demand savings on others.  Delays toward the beginning of a job require an accelerated schedule later.  If quality requirements are not met, rework has to be done.  In each case the action of management must be definitive and swift, sometimes requiring difficult communication with other members of the construction team.  Skilled, flexible, and persistent management is essential to the success of a construction project.

Responsibilities


The Project Manager is the person who is wholly responsible for the organization of project operations in every regard.  The superintendent directly oversees the on-site goings-on.  Project managers can be in charge of many projects (usually smaller ones), or just one.  Often Project Managers have assistants called Project Engineers (PEs) or more experienced Assistant Project Managers (APMs) on very large jobs.  


The responsibilities of Project Managers are many and varied.  Successful Project Managers have to be born with or develop a variety of talents that often seem contrary to each other.  Varying attitudes about communication are a prime example.  As a leader of people one needs to be understanding and flexible but as a manager of other people’s money a Project Manager has to be hard and unbending.  Like graduate students, subcontractors usually have more than one job going at a time and often have difficulty managing their own businesses and completing all their projects on time.  Each subcontractor is a person, obviously, and as such will respond well to different types of contractor behavior.  Some subcontractors will give more effort to project managers who are more cordial while others will respond to those who shout the loudest.  One mark of a great Project Manager is to be a quick study, learn people’s styles, and “speak their language.”  Contracting is in many ways about communication, but not just with subcontractors.  Project Managers have to know or learn how to have a proper dialog with people within their own company from upper-level management to the fresh-out-of-school PE.  The audience is not the only variable, the topics range from the standard rushed conversation about the scope of a subcontractors bid to the huge sinkhole on the far corner of the site with a bulldozer in it.


If the discussions in BSCI 7100 have portrayed anything about project management, it is that although it involves a tremendous amount of tedious CYA paperwork that a Labrador could do, there are greater gifts required.  The abilities to anticipate readily, assess accurately, communicate clearly, and act decisively are essential.  Many of the guest lecturers for the class were characterized by these traits.

Meetings


Project managers find themselves in meetings more than most would prefer.  The meetings that contractors must attend include progress meetings, subcontractor meetings, meetings with architects, press releases, meetings with subcontractors and vendors, and many others.  Varying delivery methods entail differing types of meetings for builders.  Unique contract conditions may require special meetings too.  Meetings may be in-person, over the Internet, or by telephone.  Meetings are often more valuable than paper or electronic communications because of the human elements involved.  Crucial to meetings are the aspects of physical presence (or virtual physical presence) that allow for eye contact, intentional posturing, body language observance, and facial expression.  Success in the handling of meetings can greatly help or hinder the smooth running of a construction project.

Purposes of meetings

Types of construction meetings were not discussed in any detail in the BSCI 7100 class.  Construction, due to the unpredictable nature of its variables, involves many impromptu meetings, but there are more that are planned and scheduled.  One common type of meeting, particularly on larger projects, is the preconstruction meeting.  This meeting occurs after the major subcontracts have been awardedb, but before the actual beginning of construction.  Attendees include the contractor, owner’s representatives, architects and engineers, subcontractors, major vendors, and perhaps some others.  This meeting (or series of meetings serves as a forum to introduce members of the construction team and discuss project-specific issues such as shop drawings, project schedule, on-site storage and offices, jobsite security, owner-furnished items, jobsite safety, and quality control.  The preconstruction meeting gives every member of the construction team an opportunity ahead of the game to voice concerns, ask questions, clear up early misunderstandings, and express expectations.

Regular jobsite meetings should occur every week or every other week once construction has begun.  Jobsite meetings are typically run by the Project Manager and have many of the same attendees as the preconstruction meeting: owner’s representatives, architects and engineers, major subcontractors and major vendors.  Job progress, changes to schedules, and special needs of attending parties are discussed.  The value of these meetings is found in that they keep major participants abreast of current project status.  Face-to-face communication is crucial to resolving misunderstandings and impressing upon people the value of their obligations.  After the meeting it is the project Manager’s responsibility to distribute meeting minutes to all attendees and affected parties.

Making meetings effective and avoiding problems


BSCI 7100 class discussion produced a list elements considered necessary for the effectiveness of meetings: Punctuality, organization, informed participants, agenda, proper personnel, and post-meeting follow-through.  According to interviews and research associated with this project, the resounding favorite is “organization.”  The notion of organization, however, is dependent upon some of the class’ other listed key elements.  If information needs to be presented to attendees, to classify them as “informed participants,” it is the responsibility of the leader during pre-meeting organization.  Organization involves the creation of an agenda and the invitation of proper personnel.  Organization of meetings should include the designation of a note taker and the disbursement of the notes.  Meetings should, by the nature of their organization, instill an understanding that punctuality is necessary.  The meeting itself should present the necessity of required follow-up action as post-meeting correspondence maintains sufficient pressure.  The conclusion, over-simplified, is that the organization the leader and attendees makes meetings effective and the lack of organization results in the unproductive gathering of people wasting time.

Construction Education


In almost every professional field of study there seems to be a littlie bit of trouble making the professional world and academia see eye-to-eye regarding who is supposed to teach different things.  Caught in the middle, obviously, are the students.  Seeing the big picture is difficult, but one thing is certain:  school seems valuable to everybody concerned, and actual field experience is invaluable.  The role of institutions is to be “effective in developing the talents of learners within construction education programs.”  (Journal of Construction Education online, 2000)

Purpose of Construction Education


Most thinkers on and off of college campuses agree that the role of education, in a broad sense, is to teach people to learn and to instill in students “the ability to think things through.” (Estes, 2000)  Most recent graduates that go to work in industry can be heard saying things like “I didn’t know that I didn’t know anything when I started this job,” or that their superiors have “forgotten more than I’ll probably ever know.”  This makes sense and points at the old expression that “experience is the best teacher.”  College is a threshold; a place of transition where new concepts are introduced in a language that inexperienced ears can comprehend.  

Institution responsibilities and Employer responsibilities

Construction education, on an undergraduate level, is valuable in that it serves to provide students with a “tool belt” filled with the basics.  The construction student’s tool belt is similar in concept to that of a carpenter, which contains nail, a tape measure, a hammer (preferably ergonomically designed), a pencil, perhaps a chalk line, etc.  Just because a person is wearing a tool belt does not make them a craftsman, he must know how to use the tools and understand their application to build things.  The student’s “tool belt” contains some terminology and knowledge of basic estimating, basic scheduling, basic project management techniques, a few construction related laws, basic materials and methods, etc. (Murphy, 2000)  Undergraduate construction school prepares students to be Project Engineers (PE) and Assistant Project Managers (APM) as they sharpen their skills in the workplace.  A person with a Bachelor’s degree in construction can expect to become a fine Project Manager in five to ten years.

Graduate-level construction schooling takes a slightly different approach.  People from a wide range of background disciplines are fitted with a different type of tool belt.  The tool belts of graduate students in construction, while still containing basics, are filled with tools to address larger pictures.  Things found in a graduate student’s belt are insights into labor relations issues, productivity management, the ins and outs of project delivery methods, and more advanced scheduling techniques.  Masters students are groomed more to be problem solvers, using their breadth of knowledge to look at issues in a broader sense.  Many people with graduate degrees are specialized, by the nature of their training, for unique job positions.  If a graduate student in construction has an undergraduate in finance, for example, she could eventually be very effective working for a bank reviewing proposals and projects soliciting loans.  A student with an undergraduate in construction might be well suited for work in a design/build organization or as an owner’s representative for an entity that does a lot of building.  Regardless of individualized skills, however, and in both aforementioned examples, field experience after college in project management is necessary. 

Regardless of the level to which construction students take their education, field experience is crucial.  It is impossible for academia to create a ready-to-go, “batteries included” Project Manager.  Without field experience green graduates are like Chimpanzee wearing a tool belt.

2) & 3) Summary and Interviews 

Summary of Interview (Dan Estes)


Dan Estes is an iron man.  He is one of the hardest working, most dedicated project managers there is.  He graduated from Georgia Technical Institute’s Building Construction program in 1950.  He has a sharp, dry wit and it is interesting to converse with him.  The interview took place at his home in Columbus, Georgia next to a fire in his living room.  Like John Teeples, he exercises daily and is the first person to work everyday.  He was a perfect reference for each of the three foci of this assignment.  

The first focus was on project management.  Mr. Estes has been a project manager for over fifty years.  Currently he is solely managing a $25 million office building for AFLAC at Corporate Ridge in Columbus.  He says he is “of the old school” and does not prefer to use Assistant Project Managers or Project Engineers; he is the Project Management Team.  He admits however, that on his current project he is at the threshold of needing another manager on board (his superintendent has numerous assistants).  He has a reputation among local architects and subcontractors as a letter writer and is excellent at documentation that “covers… (his) behind.”  He loves his work and knows project management well.

The second focus is about running effective meetings.  As a project manager, Mr. Estes attends many meetings, many of which he conducts.  He leads his “Thursday meetings,” which are attended by the superintendent and subcontractors on the project. The owner’s representative leads his “Wednesday meetings,” on his current project.  Every other Wednesday the meetings are attended by the Project Manager (Estes), the Superintendent, owner’s representatives, major subcontractors, and any other pertinent players.  Many of his meetings are unscheduled, but he says it is important to be prepared even for those, and to document them.  Mr. Estes likes to follow up all of his meetings with letters, which include minutes, to all the attendees.

The third focus of this assignment, construction education, was an interesting topic to discuss with Mr. Estes.  His schooling took place over fifty years ago.  His view of education is from a completely different perspective than any modern construction student.  Not only has the industry changed, but institutions’ methods of trying to prepare students for it.  He contends that both then and now the role of the school is to teach students to think, more than anything else, and serve as an introduction to what is to come.

Interview Questions and Answer Notes (Dan Estes)

1. Please briefly describe the type of work your firm does.  90% negotiated (design/build, etc.); mostly commercial and industrial (no residential); $50-million + per year
What is your role?  Project Manager (Senior) “I see them (projects) from beginning to end: Beginning work with architects and engineers; “work up a budget;” Negotiate the price with the architects; make proposals to the owner; buyout; NOTE: (regarding buyout) The good thing about negotiated work is that contractors can select subcontractors and vendors that they like.  

2. Please describe a typical day doing your job.  “Its mostly paperwork… letters, proposals, pay requests, etc.”  At work before 7:00 AM; 1st thing - “Suspense file” – look at letters from a month ago to make sure things have been addressed and take care of them if they have not (one week for more critical things); Check and address new calls and letters and shop drawings; two major meetings per week
3. What are the most crucial responsibilities of a project management team? Budgeting, Scheduling, Buyout
4. What are some characteristics of a good project manager? “You’ve got to love what you do.”
5. What is your least favorite task or responsibility of your job? “All the talking on the telephone”
6. What are some things you do to boost productivity on your projects?  Get the subcontractors to put more crews on the job.
7. About how much of your time is spent in meetings?  At least 25%
What type of meetings?  In addition to impromptu meetings, those with superintendent, owner’s representative, major subcontractors on Wednesdays (led by Owner’s Representative) and meetings with major Subcontractors on Thursdays (led by Project Manager)

8. How do you prevent meetings from keeping you from other important activities?  Schedule them in advance; try to accomplish things in paper format.
9. What are some important rules or guidelines to follow when conducting a meeting?  Have an outlined agenda; keep notes and send them to all participants; If there is a dispute between participants, ask them to save it until after the meeting at which time the leader of the meeting will discuss it with them (if it is a big problem ask them to save it until tomorrow)
10. What makes meetings unproductive?  Being unorganized
11. Do you like crunchy or smooth peanut butter best?  Smooth
What brand? Smuckers

12. What are some of the most important things you learned in construction school?  How to think, research, and solve problems
13. What are some of the most important things you did not learn?  One must be put in the real world with real training learn how to be effective.  “I learn something new everyday and hope I always do.”
14. Does your company hire recent graduates from construction schools?  No, usually from other firms
15. What do you think needs to be taught in construction schools?  (See question 12) “You can’t learn enough in school: You must be in the real world to see the real problems.”
What the hiring firm should teach new employees?  It varies from person to person

16. Without studying the curriculums, do you see any value of a graduate degree in construction over a bachelor’s degree?  (guessing) An internship in the field for a year may be more important than another year of school, but unsure due to unfamiliarity with the programs.
Interview Questions and Answer Notes (John Murphy)

1. Please briefly describe the type of work our department of building science does.  To produce graduates well rounded in the practices of construction, management techniques, and problem solving
What is your role?  Keep everything moving in the right direction by promoting a proper culture and motivating the staff (without the tool of extra monetary compensation)

2. Please describe a typical day doing your job.  “Meetings… meetings… meetings…” and activities tied to the notion of being part of a larger institution: tasks and items required by the university of one of its parts
3. What are the most crucial responsibilities of a project management team?  “Constant communication” (emphasis on constant), which is why email is so good
4. What are some characteristics of a good project manager?  “Group leading skills, willingness to ask for help, organization skills.”
5. What is your least favorite task or responsibility of your job?  (Murphy has not been faced with this yet) Confronting a person who is doing a bad job
6. What are some things you do to boost productivity on your projects?  Initially it is more effective to analyze the problem and learn why it is occurring.  If time permits this is more effective than doubling the crew or imposing overtime.
7. About how much of your time is spent in meetings?  50%
What type of meetings?  Problem solving and reporting meetings
8. How do you prevent meetings from keeping you from other important activities?  Adhering to deadline of meeting by keeping people on task
9. What are some important rules or guidelines to follow when conducting a meeting?  Provide an agenda, “Rolling Agendas” – roll most important items on the agenda to the top of the list
10. What makes meetings unproductive?  Unclear purpose, unprepared participants
11. Do you like crunchy or smooth peanut butter best?  Smooth
What brand?  ”Whatever the kids like”
12. What are some of the most important things you learned in construction school?  “Its hard to distinguish what I learned in school from what I learned later on.”
13. What are some of the most important things you did not learn?  People skills.  The only way to learn them is OJT
14. Does the department of building science hire recent graduates from construction schools?  No, usually five to ten years of field experience is preferred.  Never hire one from our own program – “inbreeding” – Colleges should not hire their own because it is important to bring in fresh ideas from outside
15. What do you think needs to be taught in construction schools?  For Undergraduate degree: “Tool belt” – basic estimating, basic project administration, basic scheduling, basic…; For Graduate degree: Problem solving
What should the hiring firm expect to teach new employees?  Acclimate recent graduate to the ways the company’s way of doing things.

16. Knowing both of the curriculums, do you see any value of a graduate degree in construction over a bachelor’s degree from Auburn?  Yes.  They are more prepared for middle management.  They graduate with a more mature attitude.  Murphy does not want companies hiring our Masters students expecting “yes men” but rather people asking questions and thinking for themselves.
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5) Action Plan

The stance taken on the outline action plan is from the viewpoint of the president of a medium construction company with an annual volume of less that $100 million.  

Project Management


All new project managers will have an undergraduate degree in building construction or better.  If they are fresh out of school, they will begin their time with the company working as a Project Engineer under seasoned Project Managers that have a history with the company.  New employees hired from other companies, those with personal field experience, will also work under a Project Manager at first if such a condition is possible as an Associate Project Manager.  The time working with one of our existing Project Managers will introduce them to the standards of our company.


Normal paper work will exist as normal for now but in two years an in-depth review of web based project management software will be evaluated by company executives, Supervisory staff and Project Management staff.  The review will be led by the most recent graduate of construction school under the supervision of a senior Project Manager.

Meetings


Meetings will be scheduled at least four days in advance as conditions warrant.  The leader of a meeting should plan a half hour of extra time in his personal schedule to address disputes and questions.  Letters with agendas, emails with agendas, and phone calls to the expected attendees should be sent (made) so as to inform participants of time and purpose.  The forewarning will afford attendees an opportunity to prepare questions and clear their calendar.  Meetings should start no later than five minutes after the scheduled time regardless of tardy participants.  Any content missed due to tardiness will have to be read later in the meeting notes.  The people leading the meetings are responsible for designating a note taker from his own staff and seeing that meeting notes are mailed to all attendees and affected parties.


Meetings will be conducted in a professional manner.  Respect everybody’s time.  After the initial presentation of new news, attendees should have an opportunity to respond.  If there is no obvious sequence of attendee responses to an issue, go around the table clockwise.  If disputes arise, they should be saved for after the scheduled meeting so that uninvolved parties at the meeting are not subjected to the controversy.  

Construction Education


New employees fresh out of school are expected to have a basic knowledge of the construction industry.  It is the company’s job to train new employees in the specifics of the practices of the firm.  


Employees are encouraged to take an active role in construction education by serving as guest speakers, agreeing to interviews with students doing research projects, etc.

6) Conclusion

1. The basics of project management are taught in construction school.  More advanced notions on actual practices can be learned only through field experience.

2. Construction involves tremendous communication.  Meetings are very effective tools for certain communications.  Running effective meetings is vital to the success of a Project Manager.

3. Construction education, either undergraduate or Master’s level, does not produce experts.  Education teaches people how to learn and proves to others that graduates are capable of learning.  Field experience is actually part of the education process.
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