ASSESSMENT REPORT 2009
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Based on the evaluations received from departmental reviewers, the following conclusions and recommendations have been drawn:

1.  The department’s establishment of PSC 251 as a core course in the International Relations major (following recommendations from Chair David Elkins) appears to have resulted in increased scores in the area of critical and analytic thinking.  Students appear to have improved their ability to frame research questions and collect relevant data to answer these questions.

2.  There remains a persistent problem with students’ inability to use proper scholarly sources.  Instructors in Senior Seminars, as well as instructors in any classes involving independent research, are advised to spend course time discussing these sources, pointing out the perils of relying solely on internet search engines for source material, and identifying preferable scholarly outlets.    

3.  A related problem is students’ inability to give proper citations with their research papers.  Senior Seminar instructors especially, but also instructors in any classes involving independent research, are advised to produce a one-page handout (which could be included in the course syllabus) detailing proper citation format(s). 

ASSESSMENT 2009

DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

The Department of Political Science administers two majors:  (1) a Political Science degree, which has existed since the founding of the department, and (2) an International Relations degree, which began in the 1980s and has led to the development of a Master’s program in Global Interactions, scheduled to begin in Fall, 2009.
The department has designed both majors to emphasize the production of scholarly work by students.  The culmination of each major’s experience is the production of a major research paper in the Senior Seminar, the department’s capstone course.  We use these papers to evaluate the performance of our students in terms of three key areas:

· Critical and analytic thinking,

· Formal presentation, such as the use and citation of scholarly sources, and

· The ability to articulate and communicate the research and its findings

We make the assumption that the exit project will represent essentially the learning experience and skill set acquisition of our graduating seniors.  
Under this assumption, a set of papers drawn at random from the semester submissions is sent to reviewers who record their evaluations in the three areas listed above.  Specifically, the three areas are subdivided into categories, as follows:
Critical/analytic thinking

· Development of a proper thesis statement

· Presentation of a formal hypothesis to guide research
· Collection and presentation of evidence in support of or contradicting the 


hypothesis

· Conclusions

Formal presentation

· Sources

· Citations

· Bibliography

Communicating research (writing skills)

· Organization

· Paragraphs

· Sentence structure

· Grammar

In each case, the student’s name, the grade received on the paper and for the course, and any comments from the professor are all redacted.  The chair then encourages departmental participation to the extent possible. 

In the past, our assessments have led us to make one significant change in the International Relations major.  Specifically, we added PSC 251, Introduction to Data Analysis, to the core of the major when we discovered that students who had taken this course performed better in senior seminars than students who had not taken the course.  The reason for this difference would seem to be that course’s emphasis on the process of developing and empirically testing hypotheses.  Absent such instruction, students appear to be significantly less able to engage in a synthetic research effort, preferring, as they do, to produce relatively meaningless descriptive studies.
It was clearly our hope that, following the addition of PSC 251 to the International Relations curriculum, the scores of student papers in “critical and analytic thinking” would improve.    

This year, there were some difficulties in our assessment.  Apparently, during the transition between department chairs Elkins and Govea the Spring results were lost, and are unavailable for this analysis.  Furthermore, the department members were somewhat reticent when asked to complete their assessments of the Fall semester results, so this year’s data are rather sketchy.  Nonetheless, some patterns appear from the data, and will be discussed here fully.

One constant in the Senior Seminar experience is that there is a wide range of students in terms of aptitude, training, diligence, and overall quality.  Virtually all professors report this heterogeneity when informally discussing class results.   

From the sample of five papers, the following results were collected:
TABLE 1:  OVERALL ASSESSMENT SCORES TABULATED
Criterion 
   Exceeds          Meets
    Does Not
      Average       Previous 







    Meet
       (2009)
    Average 


Expectations
 Expectations  Expectations

     (2008)



       (4-5)                (3)                 (1-2)  

	Thesis
	        9
	        6
	        0
	     4.1
	      3.1

	Hypothesis
	        6                    
	        4
	        5
	     3.4
	      3.1

	Evidence
	        8
	        7
	        0
	     3.9
	      3.2

	Conclusions
	        8
	        7   
	        0
	     3.7
	      2.9

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sources
	       10
	        2
	        3
	      4.0
	      3.6

	Citations
	        9
	        4
	        2
	      3.9
	      3.3

	Bibliography
	        9
	        2  
	        4
	      3.6
	      3.2

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Organization
	       10
	        3 
	        2
	      3.8
	      3.1

	Paragraphs
	         9
	        4   
	        2
	      3.9 
	      3.3

	Sentences*
	       10
	        3       
	        1
	      3.9
	      3.4

	Grammar
	       11              
	        2       
	        2
	      3.8
	      3.3 

	Totals
	99  (60.3%)  
	44 (26.8%)
	21  (12.8%)      
	      3.81
	      3.23


*One evaluation sheet had a missing entry in this category

Perhaps the most encouraging sign is the marked increase in critical and analytic skills demonstrated by seminar papers.  This year’s group had few flaws; the subpar evaluations in the “statement of hypothesis” category came from papers in which the hypothesis was not explicitly stated, and, undoubtedly, was not identified by an underscored sentence in a separate paragraph (as is the expectation in the presentation of empirical results).  Otherwise, all reviewers agreed that all students had clear objectives in their research, and were able to martial evidence in support or rejection of their thesis statements.  
An equally-encouraging sign is the improvement demonstrated by the numeric scoring of the papers.  There was a full-point improvement in the “thesis” category, and a similar increase in the “conclusions” section.  In the past, the “conclusions” category had been problematic, as shown by a sub-par average of (2.9) in the 2008 papers.   
When it comes to the formal presentation of the research, there appear to be persistent problems.  While there was marked improvement in the other two major criteria for evaluation, scores in the presentation of sources and bibliography improved only slightly; on average, about half as much as the scores for critical and analytic thinking.  Moreover, the number of “inadequate” scores was highest for sources, citations, and bibliography, both in absolute numbers and proportionately 
There are two roots to this persistent problem.  First, our students have a rather unsettling tendency to rely on popular, rather than scholarly, literature when they do research.  Given the pervasiveness of the internet, and its accompanying lack of reliable sites and material, it is actually a little surprising that scores did not deteriorate.  

Second, our students do not pay terribly close attention to the basic conventions of citation.  This is possibly a result of confusion owing to the existence of alternative citation schemes, but more likely is a result of students being unaware of and failing to understand the reasons for such schemes.

In the final category of writing skills, there seems to have been an improvement over the previous year, and, while not as dramatic as the results for critical/analytic thinking, are commendable nonetheless.  As a group, this set of papers seems to have received among the highest scores for writing we have had since the beginning of evaluations.    
INTER-CODER RELIABILITY
While some previous reports have spent a great deal of time working on the reliability of the analyses we conduct, some simple statistics may give as good a picture as any.  

In all of our categories, we use a 5-point scale.  However, the critical point in the five-point scale occurs at the level of ‘3’, which is identified as “meets expectations.”  While scores of ‘2’ and ‘4’ would seem to be equidistant from the theoretical median of ‘3’, there is a clear substantive difference between the two.  A score of ‘2’ indicates ‘inadequate’ performance, which distinguishes it dramatically from a ‘3’.  In contrast, while a ‘4’ indicates superior performance, it still fundamentally is adequate performance, and is less distinguishable from 3. 
Most importantly, it is the scores of ‘2’ and ‘1’ to which we pay the most attention.  As this is an assessment exercise, we are trying to identify areas where improvement is needed; scores of ‘1’ and ‘2’ are clear indicators of deficiency.  In contrast, a score of ‘3’ does not indicate a problem area, and a score of ‘4’ is similarly less likely to provoke concern.  Therefore, I will define agreement scores as follows:  scores of 3,4, and 5 are in one category,  “satisfactory,” while scores of 1 and 2 are “unsatisfactory.”  Agreement and disagreement will be measured accordingly.

In previous reports, the difference between a ‘5’ and a ‘3’ was reported as a ‘major split’ between reviewers.  This would seem to over-estimate the divergence – in both cases, the reviewers are assessing the result favorably.  There is therefore a lack of direct comparability between this report and previous reports, and we can fully expect for agreement scores to be higher in this report. 

As it is, reliability scores have varied significantly over time.  Between 2003 and 2007, agreement levels ranged from 18% to 67%.  This vast fluctuation may be a result of any number of factors, including the quality of students, the course subject and the reviewers.   
 Using the simpler method defined above, this year’s levels reached 82.8% (see table 2).  This, of course, is an artifact of the method used here, which is not comparable to previous efforts.
TABLE 2:  AGREEMENT SCORES AMONG PAIRED REVIEWERS

Paired reviewers

Agreement
Disagreement 
Percentage









Agreement

	1-2     (N=55)
	      46    
	          9
	     83.4%

	1-3     (N=54) 
	      47
	          7
	     87.0%

	2-3     (N=54)
	      42
	        12
	     77.8%

	Total
	    135
	        28
	     82.8%


Reviewers were also relatively consistent in determining the overall quality of the papers in the sample.  Table 3 shows the level of agreement over all papers evaluated:

TABLE 3:  REVIEWERS COMPARED ON OVERALL EVALUATIONS  
Reviewer



Aggregate total

Per item average   

	1
	        216
	          3.93

	2
	        215
	          3.91  

	3
	        201
	          3.72


Reliability scores seem to have varied significantly across individual papers.  While some papers seem to be well-understood by reviewers, others spark a good deal of controversy.  Consider the following results from 2 of our reviewers:

TABLE 4:  SCORES OF TWO REVIEWERS ON SAMPLE OF PAPERS

	Paper Number
	Agreement
	Disagreement
	Percentage Agreement

	1
	11
	0
	100.0

	2
	10
	1
	  90.9

	3*
	  8
	2
	  80.0

	4
	  4
	7
	  36.4

	5
	  9
	2
	  81.8


*one reviewer left a blank, so the number of categories is 10, rather than 11, for this paper

Table 4 clearly shows that the coders themselves do not have vastly different evaluation criteria, but instead agree most of the time on what they are reading.  Paper 1, for example, was agreed-upon in all categories.  Incidentally, the other reviewer also agreed with the other two reviewers, although the results were not exact matches.    

The exception, paper 4, provoked serious disagreement.  Since we do not know what the grades were for the five papers in our sample (grades and comments were redacted), we cannot draw any conclusions about the quality of paper 4.
But clearly, levels of agreement depended heavily upon which paper was being reviewed.
Ultimately, then, there is a reasonable level of agreement among reviewers, such that we can basically accept the results as reliable for our purposes.  Moreover, the desire for uniformity in evaluation is based upon the false premise that a paper’s ‘quality’ is a unidimensional construct with an underlying “objective truth” that reviewers either grasp or fail to grasp.  Different instructors have different expectations.  Furthermore, not all instructors share the area of interest of the instructor in the course evaluated.  And, to some extent, reliability scores reflect differences among our faculty, which is a salutary divergence.  
This is not to reduce assessment to a postmodernist assertion that ‘reality is relative.’  Within reasonable limits, the evaluations will differ.  But, as this exercise has shown, those differences may be specific to a single paper, which should not be confused with a lack of overall criteria, and, to some extent, such differences may be expected.

CONCLUSIONS

The lack of data from this year is a bit unsettling, but a robust analysis of the PSC major has never been possible given the constraints of time and resources.  We can, nevertheless, venture a few tentative conclusions and policy suggestions.


First, the previous chair’s recommendation that the department require PSC 251 of all students, including International Relations Majors, appears to be bearing fruit.  The papers evaluated for this study came from an international relations seminar, in which (presumably) a large number of students were IR majors.  Given that a larger percentage of them came to class with a background in empirical methods, we would expect some improvement specifically in this class, which is exactly what happened.  It will be a while before we can complete the analysis, since there are still a large number of students laboring under the pre-251 IR major.  But the problem of examining questions empirically seems to be abating.  Our students seem to be improving in their basic ability to frame and execute a major thesis.  

Second, the department needs to tackle the persistent problem of the use of sources, citation, and bibliography.  This, clearly, is not a fascinating intellectual challenge, which may in part account for its persistence, but it must be approached if the department is to move forward in its instruction.  


The encroachment of the internet has caused any number of problems, not least of which is plagiarism, but has also led to a deterioration in the quality of sources students use when conducting research.  Too often, Google takes the place of a genuine search for scholarly resources.  Questionable websites and manuscripts supplant traditional journal articles and scholarly books.  The necessary consequence of this is the deterioration of the research itself.

It is no mystery whence comes this problem, but there is nothing but mystery regarding how one might solve the problem.  The CSU Library does a number of educational services, including demonstrating search techniques for scholarly resources, but these are intended for lower-division students.  By their Senior year, it is far too late to try and correct bad habits that have accumulated over the years.  


One possibility appears in the department’s 300-level offerings, most of which are Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) courses.  These are, especially in the context of the new General Education (2008) requirements, courses that require the production of a lengthy research paper.  In addition to requiring the word count and page length required by the new GenEds, it might make sense also to require a given number of “serious” scholarly sources in bibliographies of these papers.  This is an obvious point of intervention, for these courses collectively serve as prerequisites for the Senior Seminar.  If students have already encountered resistance to their “bad” research habits before they reach the seminar, odds are reduced that they will repeat them.   


A somewhat easier solution , which may improve performances in the “citations” and “bibliography” categories, would be the production of a one-page handout for all Senior Seminar students detailing (1) proper citation format(s) and (2) making clear the need for and proper format of a bibliography.  Alternatively, they might be referenced or appended to the syllabi in those courses (obviating the “I wasn’t here on that day” non-excuse).

These three conclusions/recommendations – continuing the PSC 251 requirement for IR, requiring better sources in 300-level offerings, and explicit instruction on proper citation and bibliographic format – will be conveyed to the PSC faculty in the form of an executive summary to this report. 
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