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The Assessment Committee has met once since our last faculty meeting to work on 

revising assessment rubrics. The Assessment Committee also hosted a Non-Org on 

Monday, March 19 entitled, “Can Assessment at Illinois Wesleyan be More Faculty 

Friendly?” to discuss and solicit feedback on revisions we plan to propose for the 

assessment process at Illinois Wesleyan.   

 

This month, the Assessment Committee will continue its efforts to highlight assessment 

work on campus by sharing recent work completed by the Political Science Department. 

Included in our report is a summary of the Department of Political Science 2017 Annual 

Assessment Report. 
 

 

Political Science 

2017 Annual Assessment Report Summary 
 

The Political Science Department has identified nine learning outcomes for students under 

the broad headings of knowledge, values, and skills. In 2016-2017, the department measured 

one of its “skills” learning goals:  

 

Be able to analyze political phenomena critically, recognizing the implications of 

diverse perspectives, normative positions, and evidentiary claims 

 

  

Describe how your academic unit measured these goals. 
 

Because this goal has multiple parts, the specific foci of this spring’s assessment 

varied a bit, as explained below. This May, as in past years, we read two collections of papers 

from two very different classes. The first class was Greg Shaw’s American Health Policy 

(PSCI 270), and the second was Kathleen Montgomery’s Women in Politics (PSCI 220). As 

is our custom, we selected a sample of papers stratified in accordance with the overall 

distribution of grades for that class. (Hence, if 20% of the students in the class earned an A, 

20% of the papers would be from A students, and so forth. Of course, the stratification is 

approximate due to small sample sizes, 6 or 7 papers per class.)  

 

Each paper was read independently by two faculty members who were not the 

instructors giving the assignment. These paired readings have generated many useful 

conversations over the years, as we reflect on the types of assignments we give, students’ 

abilities, the grading rubrics we use, etc. In response to these insights, many of us in the 

department have modified assignments to be more clear and, hopefully, impactful. The paired 

readings for assessment purposes also allows us to check inter-scorer reliability.  

 

Because of the various components of the learning outcome, the department focused 



its assessment of each course’s papers on part of the stated learning goal, and developed 

separate rubrics for scoring the different papers. 

 

 

Table 1 – The scoring sheet for the literature reviews from Women in Politics 

 

Skill Not present  

 

Developing 

(lower)  

 

Developing 

(higher)  

 

Mastered  

Identify multiple and / or 

competing perspectives in the 

literature on gender in politics  

 

4, 6  

 

5 

4, 5, 6 

1 2, 3 

1, 3 

Identify some of the 

implications of these diverse 

perspectives  

 

 1, 4, 5, 6  

4,5  

 

 
1, 2  

 

2,3  

3 

Note: Cell entries refer to identification numbers assigned to the six papers 

 

 

Table 2 – The scoring sheet from the health policy solutions papers 
Skill Not Present Developing 

(lower) 

Developing 

(higher) 

Mastered 

Cleary identify the political 

context in which the 

problem/phenomenon is 

occurring  

 

 6 4 4 

Demonstrate an ability to bring 

appropriate evidence to bear on 

the problem  

 

2 2 6 4 

Demonstrate an ability to draw 

reasonable inferences from 

analysis of that evidence  

 

 8 4 2 

Note: The cell entries here show the number of scores out of 14 given (2 readers times 7 
papers). These two readers discussed and came to agreement on the scores, so here the 
scoring shows perfect agreement, in contrast to the entries in Table 1. 
 

 

Summarize the data/results 
 

For Women in Politics (PSCI 220): 

The department substantially agreed on the scoring of these six papers along these two 

dimensions. Only two of the papers (numbers 4 and 6) drew a score of “not present” 

(meaning completely under-developed) from either reader. All of the other papers were 



scored as either developing (lower or higher) or mastered. Naturally, we would like to see 

more of the papers in the mastered category, but this gives us something to work to improve 

in our teaching and guidance.  

 

In terms of overall points of strength: we liked the diverse literatures that the students drew 

upon. Even the students who did less impressive work managed to demonstrate an ability to 

mine the large bodies of academic literature on these questions. They also demonstrated a 

good ability to cite their sources appropriately in the body of the text. Furthermore, all of the 

papers were well organized.  

 

A couple of other points highlighted where some general improvement would be desirable: 

Several of the students showed a limited ability to sum up meaningfully. As you know, 

synthesis is often difficult for undergraduates. We experience this not only in our lower-level 

classes but even sometimes in the senior seminars. Clearly, writing a good synthesis is an art, 

and students need a lot of practice before they get it right. Asking them to practice this skill 

in a 200-level course is entirely appropriate and is something that, frankly, more of us should 

ask of our students. Secondly, several of the students did an under-performing job of 

explaining what’s at stake intellectually as they move from one theoretical or empirical 

approach to another. We believe the students generally have shown a developing ability to 

identify distinct schools of thought, but they are less skilled at explaining why these 

distinctions matter. 

 

For American Health Policy (PSCI 270):  

 

Overall, the assessment outcome for this particular learning outcome is robust. Most students 

produce disciplined and evidence-based arguments. Most students were able to successfully 

link evidence to claims with a clear line of reasoning. They were less proficient at analyzing 

evidence to draw conclusions, or at least they were less likely to develop that aspect of their 

papers given the assignment guidelines. Based on this one assignment, it is evident that 

courses like American Health Policy are helping students to master institutional knowledge 

and to grapple with complex problems in ways that make them think about solutions and how 

to argue for policy implementation. We should continue to build on those strengths, at the 

200-level as scaffolding for our upper level courses, and particularly the senior-level Political 

Research Seminars (PSCI 420-425). Two issues that we thought may be useful to think about 

with respect to department pedagogy:  

 

1. How we teach students to think systematically about power when they place 

political problems in specific contexts.  

 

2. How to teach students how to recognize the particular kinds of evidence that fit 

particular kinds of questions.  

 


