
Return to Mars: 
Leading a Complex Project

Take Project Control and manage a project 
that will take you to Mars.
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Content: Case-based Asynchronous Learning that brings relevance to the User Experience. 
Build competency. Practice skills in a virtual environment.  The course consists of 14 modules (called episodes) with each 
episode comprised of access quizzes, exercises based around a business case study, job aids and tools, lessons learned 
movies from the simulated team, problem-solving scenarios and activities, and access to Microsoft Project scheduling 
software (so you can work through the real Mars Pathfinder airbags schedule). There is a final test for PDU credits. Seat 
time for each episode is approximately 45 minutes. 

The start up phase lays the conceptual groundwork for project management by identifying the need for developing interper-
sonal and organizational (leadership) skills.  The Project Manager’s management priorities, the touchstones of his/her project 
processes within the simulated case are communications, customer, and team.  These are the essential ingredients and it is 
important for the student to recognize them before moving on to the specifics of the airbags project, e.g., the mechanics of 
management, coming up with a schedule, and identifying risks and quality issues. None of the mechanics will do a project 
manager any good if s/he can’t grasp the general principles that are needed to create the conditions for project success!

Return to Mars: Leading a Complex Project
Earn 12 PDUs towards your certification or recertification and gain valuable knowledge and managerial insight with this 
web-based project management course originally designed for NASA project managers, and now available to industry 
professionals and corporations in our  eLearning library at Palatine Group.  The learning design for the Return to Mars 
course integrates a foundation project management skills curriculum with an advanced project (case study) -- i.e., the 
Mars Pathfinder mission.  This unique and highly flexible learning solution develops competencies for project management 
professionals at multiple levels of experience.  

The course uses an advanced project to create a dramatic context for a learner to build skills and practice project 
management techniques within a subsystem of the Pathfinder mission/project and puts you in the hot-seat of a 
bold attempt to land a spacecraft on Mars. The budget is tight: $150 million, though the last mission to Mars cost 
over $1 billion. The schedule is rigid: do it in 3.5 years, or you’ll miss the launch window. Since participants get to 
simulate a real project, they come away with skills and information they can immediately apply to their own projects.



What you will Learn: 

The courseware gives participants a clear understanding 
of the dynamics and challenges of project management, 
and provides the tools and techniques to manage the entire 
life cycle of a project. The course develops essential soft 
skills by immersing the participant in a simulation of Path-
finder’s unique project environment, stressing performance 
and creativity, as well as innovation under tight budget and 
schedule restraints. Alongside its critical insights into the 
value of such skills as leadership, teamwork, and commu-
nication, Return to Mars provides practical tools such as 
work breakdown structures, lessons learned, and 60-day 
scheduling software.

Target Audience: 

Project Managers and other Technical Professionals.  All of 
our eLearning tools are performance-centered and designed 
to engage multiple generations of users.  Return to Mars is 
well suited for a new generation of project managers who 
expect to work hard, are team-oriented, and are use to 
tackling multiple tasks.

Structure: 

Like a good puzzle, the learner will be asked to build the plan/
project step-by-step and episode by episode with specific 
information that is provided in a “toolbox” that resides on the 
web course’s interface. The “world” that is opened up in the 
course is the Mars Pathfinder project in its entirety. As the 
learner progresses through the course, the architecture of the 
project as a whole, and his/her specific subsystem will begin 
to show through like a blueprint or a map. Thanks to applying 
the principles and processes (hard and soft) of management; 
the architecture of management will also begin to emerge.  As 
he/she approaches the end of the project, their vision will be 
clearer and clearer, and this is how the excitement will build. 
The trajectories of learning and discovery begin to merge, so 
that one overtakes the other, as the learner now knows what 
to do and is motivated to apply his/her skills/knowledge, to 
get to the end.

Maximize job performance•	
Manage risks in a “risk-free” simulation•	
Achieve critical enterprise objectives•	

Required Software/Platforms (all available within the course): 
Macromedia Flash Player, Microsoft Project Scheduling 
Software, Adobe Acrobat. Course will run on Windows 
or Mac OS.  High-speed Internet Connection required. All 
available with the course.
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 Brian Muirhead, Flight Manager

Designed and developed the Pathfinder flight system, and assumed the role of 
Project Manager on launch -- for which he was awarded NASA’s Outstanding 
Leadership medal. Author of High Velocity Leadership, the book that inspired 
this course. PMI’s Project Manager of the Year.

 Rob Manning, Flight System Chief Engineer

Manning designed, developed and tested all aspects of the spacecraft and was 
the lead system engineer for the entry, descent and landing phase of the mission. 
Rob was last year’s project manager of Spirit, the latest NASA mission to Mars.

 Tom Rivellini, Project Manager, Airbags Subsystem

At all of 25 years old, and his first space mission, Tom successfully met the 
unprecedented, problematic, multi-million dollar challenge of landing a 
spacecraft on Mars.

 Tony Spear, Pathfinder Project Manager

Spear was the immensely experienced leader of this historic team. Variously 
described as “colorful,” a “people manager,” and having “a reputation for honesty.”

Listen to the Experts: [The Mars Pathfinder Team Movies]
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Course Syllabus
After completing each episode, participants will be able to:

Episode 1:  Understanding the Project
Learning Objective:  

Identify and define the stages of a project•	
Understand the role your subsystem plays in meeting mission •	
objectives, by familiarizing yourself with the project context
Identify and describe the start-up/planning stage•	
Set the stage for effective, collaborative teamwork•	

Episode 2:  Managing Communications
Learning Objective:  

To lay the groundwork for quality communication between team •	
members and stakeholders so that risks, problems, and needs can be 
identified, addressed and resolved before they get unwieldy
Establish communication standards and formats •	
Develop a detailed Communication Plan•	
 

Episode 3:  Working with Stakeholders
Learning Objective:  

Determine the needs and expectations of all of your project stakeholders •	
so that you can build a productive working relationship and meet their 
criteria for success
Gain the customer’s commitment to the project’s success•	

Episode 4:  Building the Team
Learning Objective:  
Know the principles and criteria of teamwork so that you can assemble •	
a skilled, committed, and dynamic team
Use appropriate and comprehensive criteria in selecting team •	
members
Prepare a Start-Up Meeting •	
Identify Barriers to Teamwork•	



Episode 5:  Defining the Project
Learning Objectives: 

Create a document that defines the project/task so that your team •	
will understand work scope and purpose, become willing to take 
responsibility for achieving objectives and remain committed to 
mission success

Episode 6:  Scheduling
Learning Objectives:  

Produce a Work Breakdown Structure (WBS) and a preliminary •	
schedule indicating the time frame in which the tasks from the WBS 
will be performed 
Sequence tasks for scheduling •	
Estimate Resource Effort •	
Estimate Task Duration•	

Episode 7:  Resources
Learning Objectives: 

Understand how resources will be used and what will be needed to •	
meet your project’s schedule, cost and quality objectives
Develop a Resource Management Plan •	
Develop a Procurement Plan •	
Develop a Staffing Plan •	
Create a Team Member Development Plan•	

Episode 8:  Budget
Learning Objectives:  

Develop accurate estimates and effective controls for costs so that •	
you can create a sound and reasonable project budget
Determine an approach to managing project costs, developing a •	
preliminary budget, and integrating budget and schedule requirements. 
Variables such as design changes, testing, refinements, and technical 
resources (mass and power, for example) must be watched closely to 
ensure success later
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Episode 9:  Risk
Learning Objectives:  

Develop risk management skills so that you can identify, analyze, and •	
control risk factors throughout the life-cycle of your project
Identify internal and external risks •	
Quantify risks •	
Develop a risk response plan•	

Episode 10:  Quality
Learning Objectives:  

Know how to use formal and informal monitoring methods in order to •	
ensure that your project is meeting quality objectives in its product, 
production, and management processes
Define Quality Objectives•	
Develop Quality Strategies •	
Develop Quality Standards and Procedures •	

Episode 11:  Monitoring Project Progress
Learning Objectives: 

Determine the impact of change activity •	
Analyze and manage changes •	
Monitor the project schedule •	
Monitor project costs •	
Monitor resources •	
Perform a staff level and work effort analysis •	

Episode 12:  Monitoring Customer and Team
Learning Objectives:  

Know how to use formal and informal monitoring methods to ensure •	
that your project is meeting quality objectives in its product, production, 
quality and management processes
Manage Customer Expectations •	
Maintain Team Focus and Commitment •	
Maintain a Positive Working Climate •	
Develop a Team Improvement Plan•	
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Episode 13:  Project Control
Learning Objectives:  

Learn how to work with the customer to maintain a successful and •	
productive partnership as the project develops
Learn how to focus, work with and assess your team’s progress •	
and performance so that commitments are met and overall project 
success is assured
Manage trade-offs •	
Identify the sources of baseline changes •	
Implement baseline revisions•	
Communicate project progress •	
Conduct project status reviews•	

Episode 14:  Project Close-out
Learning Objectives:  

Know all of the procedures involved in formally closing out your •	
project so that you can bring the project to completion in a way that 
is meaningful, instructive and beneficial to you, your team members, 
and your customer
Close project-related contracts •	
Discontinue project-related financial procedures•	
Conduct a post-project review, emphasizing “lessons learned” •	
Execute the final project communication plan•	
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About Palatine Group

Palatine Group is a leading global provider of customized corporate learning solutions. Our Project Leadership Experience 
programs are grounded in dynamic simulations, e-learning courseware and team building projects. Palatine Group was 
among the first to recognize the value of simulation experiences in developing real-world capabilities among business 
professionals in the public and private sector, and has delivered the value of that vision to tens of thousands of project 
practitoners. 

Address
180 Varick Street | Suite 1510 | New York, NY 10014

General Inquiries
212.680.3790
feedback@thepalatinegroup.com

New Business
212.680.2577
business@thepalatinegroup.com


