ASSESSMENT REPORT 2010

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

· There appears to be a mixed set of results, owing from huge differences in the way in which seminars were organized

· The practice of assigning a research design rather than a fully realized empirical study produced disappointing results, and will probably be discontinued.

· Students have a serious problem in producing the extended, intensive papers we require, but we will persist in requiring that they do so.
· We will work to establish criteria for evaluating the MAGI program

ASSESSMENT REPORT 2010
DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

The Department of Political Science administers two undergraduate 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 (M.A.G.I.), which began this year.  

We currently do not have an assessment procedure for the Master’s program, but we have not produced any graduates as yet, either.  During the coming academic year (2010-2011) we will be developing a procedure for assessing the outcomes of that program.

The department has designed the undergraduate majors to emphasize the production of scholarly work by students.  In both the Political Science and International Relations degrees, the culmination of each major’s experience is the production of a major research paper in the Senior Seminar, the department’s capstone course.  

The Senior Seminar is required of all students in the two majors, with the exception of students in the “Public Service Specialization”, a specialization chosen by perhaps 4-6 students annually.  For everyone else, the Seminar is expected to be the final course in the major, if not the final course taken at Cleveland State University.  The Seminar has as prerequisites the completion of the core offerings in the major, as well as completion of the 300-level offerings in the sub-field (Political Theory, American Government,  International/Comparative Politics) in which the seminar is offered.  Departmental advising and enforcement of prerequisites further ensure that students will be taking the course at the end of their studies.  Finally, the schedule has been arranged so that the seminar conflicts with core offerings (especially the oft-procrastinated PSC 251, Intro to Data Analysis), so that they cannot be taken simultaneously.  This, in turn, ensures that students will enter the seminars well-prepared.

We use the papers produced in these seminars to evaluate the performance of our students in terms of three key areas:

· Critical and analytic thinking,

· Formal presentation -- 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.  This assumption is buttressed by our own   

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, we redact the student’s name, the grade received on the paper and for the course, and any comments from the professor.  The chair then hectors department members to complete their evaluation forms.   From this process, the chair tabulated and prepared this report.  The reporting of results begins below:
FALL, 2009 International Relations Seminar
For Fall 2009, there was one seminar, for which three reviewers completed forms.  The results of these assessments appear in Table 1:

TABLE 1:  ASSESSMENT SCORES TABULATED
FIVE FALL SEMESTER PAPERS (08-09 vs. 09-10)
Criterion 
   Exceeds          Meets
    Does Not
      Average       Previous 







    Meet
       (2010)
    Average 


Expectations
 Expectations  Expectations

     (2009)



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

	Thesis
	        3
	        6
	        6
	     2.7
	      4.1

	Hypothesis*
	        1                    
	        5
	        5
	     2.5
	      3.4

	Evidence
	        1
	        7
	        7
	     2.6
	      3.9

	Conclusions
	        1
	        9  
	        5
	     2.7
	      3.7

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sources
	        4
	        9
	        2
	      3.6
	      4.0

	Citations
	        4
	        7
	        4
	      3.0
	      3.9

	Bibliography
	        4
	        10 
	        1
	      3.2
	      3.6

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Organization
	        2
	        10
	        3
	      2.9
	      3.8

	Paragraphs
	        3
	        10  
	        2
	      3.1
	      3.9

	Sentences
	        2
	        11       
	        2
	      3.0
	      3.9

	Grammar
	        2             
	        12      
	        1
	      3.0
	      3.9 

	Totals
	27 ( 16.7%)  
	96 (59.6%)
	38  (23.6%)      
	      2.78
	      3.81


*  One reviewer left 4 blank responses in this category out of the five papers evaluated

ANALYSIS

The results for Fall 09 are less than encouraging.  Scores fell on average by a full point from the previous semester.  In virtually every category, there was a serious drop in the scores received.  Perhaps most disturbing was the area in which the department had made the most progress, specifically, the presentation of thesis and the evidence used to support it.  
Equally disturbing is the lack of superlative marks for the seminar papers.  In the eleven categories, the three reviewers gave no (0) marks of 5 to any of the five papers.  This could, of course, be an artifact of the sampling, but it certainly invites a deeper analysis as to why this happened.

The categories with the least deterioration are those within the area of Formal Presentation:  specifically, the categories of Sources, Citation, and Bibliography.  In these categories, the average decrease was about half that of the other categories.  Last year’s assessment showed that these were the problem areas on student papers.  This year’s assessment shows that these are less of a problem than before; in fact, the scores are higher than in the other two areas – Analytic/Critical Thinking and Communicating Research.
It is a small comfort that these areas emerged as the “strongest” in an evaluation that is so weak overall.  It is the opinion of the chair that these are areas that do not deserve equal footing with the others, although it is good that each is included in our assessment.

Before declaring a state of emergency, a couple of points are in order.  One is that the instructor in this particular class is new to Cleveland State University, and may need additional time to refine his instruction in the section.  Another is that this particular cycle (Spring and Fall ’09) did not produce many superlative papers in seminars.  Indeed, the department had some difficulty identifying a paper for the annual “best paper” award.  And, as mentioned above, it may be in part due to the sample of papers produced.   

In the Spring of 2009 the department offered two seminars.  As a result, there were two, instead of three, evaluators for each of the seminar papers.  The sample of papers remained at five (5), as it was for Fall 09.  The results of these evaluations appear below.
SPRING, 2009:  Comparative Politics Seminar

The Spring 2009 comparative politics seminar papers are a bit unusual, because the instructor in the seminar during Spring 09 chose to assign a research design instead of a full-fledged research project.  This actually reduced the number of categories for evaluation, since the areas of evidence and conclusion were eliminated from consideration in the category of Analytic/Critical Thinking.  The remaining results appear in Table 2: 
TABLE 2:  ASSESSMENT SCORES TABULATED
FIVE SPRING SEMESTER 09 PAPERS (COMPARATIVE SECTION)
Criterion 
   Exceeds          Meets
    Does Not
      Average       Previous 







    Meet
       (2010)
    Average 


Expectations
 Expectations  Expectations

     (2009)



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

	Thesis*
	        3
	        5
	        1
	     3.2
	      4.1

	Hypothesis
	        5                    
	        4
	        1
	     3.7
	      3.4

	Evidence
	        n/a
	        n/a
	        n/a
	     ----
	      3.9

	Conclusions
	        n/a
	        n/a  
	        n/a
	     ----
	      3.7

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sources
	        3
	        3
	        4
	      2.9
	      4.0

	Citations
	        0
	        5
	        5
	      2.5
	      3.9

	Bibliography
	        2
	          2 
	        6
	      2.5
	      3.6

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Organization
	        3
	          6
	        1
	      3.2
	      3.8

	Paragraphs
	        3
	          4  
	        3
	      3.0
	      3.9

	Sentences
	        2
	          8       
	        0
	      3.2
	      3.9

	Grammar
	        2             
	          8      
	        0
	      3.2
	      3.9 

	Totals
	23 ( 25.8%)  
	45 (50.6%)
	21 (23.6%)      
	     3.04   
	      3.81


*  One reviewer left a blank response in this category 

ANALYSIS
While these results still represent a drop-off from the previous year’s seminar results, there are some encouraging signs.  Most importantly, the statement of hypothesis seems to have been fairly well-executed in most cases.  The results for this seminar are even higher than those for the previous seminar, which formed the basis of last year’s rather sanguine findings.  Moreover, this set of papers produced 3 maximum evaluations of five (5), and all three were in the category of hypothesis formation.    

Our students’ inability to formulate a workable, testable hypothesis has been the bête noir of this department for many years.  It was at the heart of the overhaul of the Political Science major over two decades ago, and it was at the core of the addition of PSC 251 (Intro to Data Analysis) as a required course for International Relations students just a couple of years ago.  In this sense, the course has been successful.  

However, this is not terribly surprising in a course directed toward the creation of a research design.  In the absence of the requirement for actual empirical research to support or disconfirm the hypothesis, students are forced to direct their attention toward the a priori  consideration of a testable hypothesis.

The worst evaluations were received in the area of Formal Presentation, and specifically in the categories of Sources, Citations, and Bibliography.  Here the seminar students performed poorly.  In each category, a plurality of papers were below expectations, and in the case of bibliography, it was a majority.
These results must also be qualified by the nature of the assignment given.  It is, in a sense, half an assignment, since most seminar papers include both the development of a thesis or hypothesis statement and the marshalling of evidence relevant to that statement.  Assuming that some source material would ordinarily come from the collection of data or confirming evidence, it is not surprising that the elimination of these sources resulted in inadequate bibliographies.  

The assignment of a research design was a relatively novel development, not having been done in decades in the department.  The results, while basically adequate, do not clearly argue for the continuation of this practice.  While, as expected, students did better at developing hypotheses, they did not do so in such a way as to improve significantly their ability to form testable hypotheses.  If the scores had been, say, between 4 and 5 on average, there might have been a stronger reason to consider the continuation of this option.  But a cumulative score of 3.7 in a category that dominated the seminar completely does not justify the absence of evidence and conclusions from a senior project.
There appears to be an overall continuity in our results, specifically, that our students seem to perform poorly in the area of formal presentation.  Even in the case of the Fall 09 seminar, those scores were not impressive; rather, the scores in the other areas were worse.

Spring 2009 Political Theory Seminar

The other assessment came from a seminar in political theory.  This also carries some unique features for assessment.  Strictly speaking, political theory need not operate within the strictures of scientific inquiry.  In this particular case, there was no expressed requirement for the formation of an empirically testable hypothesis.  There was, to be sure, a need for a thesis statement and supporting materials, but not for a testable hypothesis.  In fact, one of the reviewers purposely left this category blank for all five papers.  The other reviewer may have evaluated what he/she felt was an implicit hypothesis, but in the absence of two reviews in this category, it will be omitted from the analysis.
TABLE 3:  ASSESSMENT SCORES TABULATED
FIVE SPRING SEMESTER 09 PAPERS (THEORY SECTION)
Criterion 
   Exceeds          Meets
    Does Not
      Average       Previous 







    Meet
       (2010)
    Average 


Expectations
 Expectations  Expectations

     (2009)



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

	Thesis
	        7
	        1
	        2
	     3.6
	      4.1

	Hypothesis
	        n/a                    
	        n/a
	        n/a
	     ----
	      3.4

	Evidence
	        4
	        6
	        0
	     3.5
	      3.9

	Conclusions
	        2
	        2  
	        6
	     2.8
	      3.7

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sources
	        6
	        2
	        2
	      3.9
	      4.0

	Citations
	        6
	        2
	        2
	      3.8
	      3.9

	Bibliography
	        5
	        4 
	        1
	      3.8
	      3.6

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Organization
	        4
	          4
	        2
	      3.6
	      3.8

	Paragraphs
	        5
	          5  
	        0
	      3.7
	      3.9

	Sentences
	        6
	          3       
	        1
	      3.6
	      3.9

	Grammar
	        5             
	          2      
	        3
	      3.2
	      3.9 

	Totals
	50 ( 50.0%)  
	31 (31.0%)
	19 (19.0%)      
	     3.55   
	      3.81


ANALYSIS 
The results from this evaluation are better, and lead to an overall evaluation that can better inform future evaluators and evaluations.  
First, unlike the other two seminars, this set of papers received a large number of very high marks.  A total of 25 entries were the maximum (five), in contrast to the other seminars with three and zero maximal evaluations.  

Second, in formal presentation, this seminar compares favorably with last year’s results.  In fact, it is in this area that evaluations were stronger than in the other two areas.  The concern raised in last year’s assessment about sources and citations may be a slightly less serious concern.  Viewed another way, this year’s instructors are perhaps more careful in instruction in this area than last year’s.  Of course, the same problems cited last year (internet cheapening the level and value of sources, student awareness of proper presentation, etc.) persist, and need to be noted.

Third, the strong marks in thesis and evidence suggest that the department’s highest priority – abstract and critical thinking – is still being realized through our seminars.  This particular group may have been superior to the others, the instructor may have taken greater care in guiding students toward better choices in their papers, but whatever the reason, these results are encouraging.  

INTER-CODER RELIABILITY

I will be using a simplified version of inter-coder reliability as I did last year.  I will consider scores of 3,4, and 5 as equivalent, and one category of evaluation, and 1 and 2 to be the other category.  Disagreement is therefore any divergence between reviewers when one thinks the paper is adequate or above on the specific criterion, and the other thinks the paper is inadequate (intensely or mildly) on the same criterion.
TABLE 4:  AGREEMENT SCORES FROM THE SPRING THEORY
 
SEMINAR 
	Paper Number
	Agreement
	Disagreement
	Percentage Agreement

	1
	  4
	6
	  40.0

	2
	  6
	4
	  60.0

	3
	  7
	3
	  70.0

	4
	10
	0
	100.0

	5
	  9
	1
	   90.0

	Totals
	36
	14
	   72.0


TABLE 5:  AGREEMENT SCORES FROM THE SPRING COMPARATIVE  SEMINAR 
	Paper Number
	Agreement
	Disagreement
	Percentage Agreement

	1
	  8
	1
	  81.8

	2
	  8
	0
	100.0

	3
	  7
	2
	  72.7

	4
	  4
	5
	  44.4

	5
	  8
	1
	  81.8

	Totals
	35
	9
	  79.5


TABLE 6:  AGREEMENT SCORES AMONG PAIRED REVIEWERS, FALL IR SEMINAR, FIVE PAPERS AGGREGATED
Paired reviewers

Agreement
Disagreement 
Percentage









Agreement

	1-2     
	      40  
	        11 
	     78.4%

	1-3      
	      31
	        24 
	     56.3%

	2-3     
	      28
	        23
	     54.9%

	Total
	      99
	        58
	     63.1%


These results paint a mixed picture, as they did last year.  In general, agreement seemed to be the case about three-fourths of the time.  While last year’s assessment showed over four-fifths agreement, we are dealing this year with a wider array of courses (and reviewers, for that matter).  As was the case last year, there were individual papers that provoked the most serious disagreements.  In the case of reviewers 1 and 3, there was the case of paper 4 from the IR seminar, in which there was 1 agreement and 10 disagreements.  Similarly, between reviewers 2 and 3, paper 4 produced 2 agreements and 8 disagreements.  As one would expect, reviewers 1 and 2 were fine with paper 4, agreeing 8 times and disagreeing once.

This result reflects agreement and disagreement in the other two seminars.  In each of the two seminars, there was one paper that provoked serious disagreements, where there was agreement on the other papers.

It is clear that different reviewers will give different answers to these questions, which does give pause to those who prefer quantitative assessment results.  However, given the diversity of offerings, not to mention the diversity of reviewers, these results are not surprising.  If we control for a few papers that give the reviewers difficulty, we can safely say that inter-coder reliability seems fairly consistent in the 75-85 per cent range over the past two years.


CUMULATIVE ANALYSIS OF SEMINARS

In viewing the overall results, a few generalizations can be offered.  One is that the need remains for the department to communicate the need for clear, analytical thinking in the preparation of seminar papers.  As has been discussed in the past, there is a need for improvement in our students along these lines.
Perhaps the most important contribution to this assessment is the very different results from the three classes.  Let us consider the mean of all evaluation entries; that is, over all eleven categories by all reviewers.  The three means for the three seminars are 2.78, 3.04 and 3.55.  These are widely divergent results, suggesting very different seminars.  Indeed they were.  The subject matter differed (one international, one comparative, one theory) and the actual requirements differed (one argumentative, one empirically-based project, and a research design).  

Last year’s results indicated no such diversity, but that was an artifact of there being only one seminar evaluated.  Because of an administrative snafu, last year’s assessment included only one semester of evaluations for a single offering.  There was no way to show any diversity of results.  

The absence of additional seminar evaluations also could easily have produced artificially high results.  The previous year’s (2008) overall mean was 3.23, which is much closer in line with this year’s results than those for last year (3.81).   If last year was indeed an anomaly, then this year’s results indicate no huge differences from an ordinary year.    

Therefore, there is no evidence of an absolute decline in the quality of our students, the work they have produced, or in our curriculum.  Instead, the department continues in its work of transmitting some scholarly attitudes and conventions to our students, as well as preparing students for careers.  

However, we were given some insight into the practice of assigning research designs, rather than complete empirical analyses of a hypothesis.  In short, the practice did not produce very good results, and will probably be discontinued.

The more challenging task will be to prepare for assessment of the Master’s (MAGI) program.  That program does not have a capstone course at its end, since it was consciously directed away from ordinary academic degrees and carries its distinctive professional emphasis.  The department will have to pursue some creative strategies for capturing the essence of the program and what it wishes to achieve.  
This year’s assessment seems to have shown a few things.  First, there is still plenty of room for improvement in the papers produced by students.  That there were means less than 3.0 in a number of categories suggests a need for a good deal of improvement.  Departmental discussions in the upcoming year will focus on ways in which we can achieve this improvement.  Discussions may also focus on the appropriateness of the goals themselves.  The department has not collectively challenged its own assumptions in years, and, given the turnover in department membership, the time may be right for such an evaluation.

There seems to be no overall picture of how well the department is doing in achieving its stated goals.  Instead, this year’s assessments contained a diversity of course offering and pedagogical approaches that confound any potential generalizations about departmental outcomes.  Still, the exercise has produced some findings that will suggest further departmental actions at the collective level, as well as some adjustments at the individual level which should improve the quality of our instruction.   
