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I. Introduction
Every regional accreditation body in

the United States is changing its stan-
dards to incorporate student learning as-
sessment (McMurtrie 2000, A29). While
each accrediting body takes its own ap-
proach, all agree “measuring what stu-
dents are learning will continue to gain
importance” (McMurtrie 2000, A30).
Colleges and universities are responding
in varying ways and to varying degrees
to these new learning assessment stan-
dards, with some faculty and adminis-
trators viewing the change positively
and others negatively. Learning assess-
ment within political science major pro-
grams prompted the research that led to
this paper. 

II. Methods
The goal of this project is to develop

the most comprehensive description pos-
sible of student learning assessment in
political science departments across the
United States. To that end, we designed
a five-part survey. The survey included
both closed- and open-ended questions
covering topics like the size and type of
the department, what learning objec-
tives, if any, had been established by
the department, how those were devel-
oped, what assessment instruments, if
any, were being used by the department,
the means of analyzing the data, the
conclusions drawn, any changes made
as a result of assessment findings, and
the types of resources available to the
department for student learning assess-
ment programs. This basic structure, of
course, conforms loosely to the “ideal
type,” learning assessment model. Fol-
lowing this ideal model one first devel-
ops a specific set of learning objectives
for majors (or students in the general
education program, etc.). Next, one de-
signs and applies appropriate assessment
instruments (or instrument). The next

step is systematic and regular collection
and analysis of data. That analysis
would then feed back into the curricu-
lum, informing the process of change
within that curriculum as needed. This
would be a continuous cycle.1

In June 2000, this survey was sent to
chairpersons at 1,253 departments across
the United States—those listed by the
APSA as four-year or graduate institu-
tions with some type of political science
department (even if combined with an-
other discipline, for example other social
sciences). Between June and October
1st, 2000, 213 surveys were returned,
for a return rate of almost 17%. We
then converted the survey into a list of
variables that were coded and analyzed
using SPSS. The following is a partial
report on the findings of this survey. 

III. Findings
We received responses from a variety

of different sized departments, with
varying numbers of majors, and from
all of the six regional accrediting bodies
operating in the United States. Before
reviewing the characteristics of respond-
ing departments, which are summarized
in Table 1, it should be noted that the
researchers suspect a bias in the pattern
of responses. The perception is that de-
partments that have been at least some-
what focused on learning assessment are
much more likely to have returned the
survey than departments that have not
had such a focus. If you are interested
in learning assessment, or believe your
department has done good work in this
area, you are more eager to participate
in a study of this kind. However, this
suspicion cannot be confirmed on the
basis of the data presented here.

Turning to Table 1, then, the majority
of our responses (64.2%) came from de-
partments offering only undergraduate
programs. Departments offering graduate
programs accounted for 34.4% of our
respondents. The largest group of 
respondents (30.2 %) was departments
offering only an undergraduate major
and having five or fewer faculty mem-
bers. Another 18.9% of the respondents
were departments where political sci-
ence is combined with other disciplines.
A further 15.1% offer undergraduate

programs only but have more than five
faculty members. A small majority of
our respondents (51.5%) had more than
75 political science majors. 

The respondents came from all six
regional accreditation areas but with
large differences in the distribution
among the accrediting regions. A full
33.5% came from the North Central As-
sociation of Colleges and Schools. Con-
versely, as Table 1 illustrates, only 4.7%
came from the Northeastern Association
of Schools and Colleges. To some de-
gree this reflects differences in the num-
ber of four-year colleges and universi-
ties that fall within the boundaries of
each accrediting region, but it may also
reflect the degree to which the accredit-
ing body for the region in question has
made assessment of student learning a
priority. 

The survey asked respondents to indi-
cate whether or not the department had
formally adopted a set of specific learn-
ing objectives for its students. Just over
16% stated that there was not even a
discussion about learning objectives tak-
ing place within the department. An-
other 12.3% said that there was a de-
partment-level discussion taking place,
16.1% said that learning objectives were
being formulated, 38.9% said that learn-
ing objectives had been adopted, and
14.2% said that a previously adopted set
of learning objectives was under review. 

What is the association between the
type of department and that depart-
ment’s stage in this process? The largest
single group (17%) of responding de-
partments that had formally adopted (or
had adopted and were now reviewing)
learning objectives is those departments
that offer only an undergraduate pro-
gram and have five or fewer faculty
members. The second largest group
(10.5%) is the combined department
(where political science is but one disci-
pline under the umbrella of a single de-
partment). The third largest group (9%)
is the remaining exclusively undergradu-
ate category—departments with more
than 5 faculty members. To summarize,
58.5% (or 79 out of 135) of undergrad-
uate-only departments are at the ad-
vanced stages of the learning objective
development process. Just over 45% of
departments offering graduate work are
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at this same stage in this process. Such
a breakdown is not surprising; one
would expect departments exclusively
focused on undergraduate work to be
more focused on the assessment of un-
dergraduate learning, and the survey did
not ask questions about the assessment
of student learning at the graduate level. 

Thus far, the focus of this paper has
been on the presentation, more or less,
of the learning assessment context.
What about the specifics of learning as-
sessment being carried out by the re-
spondents? The data shown in Table 2
begin to illustrate these specifics.

Table 2 presents the percentage of re-
spondents that have adopted the various
specific learning objectives listed. Each
objective was treated as a separate nom-
inal variable, thus allowing for multiple
objectives. The objective adopted by
more respondents than any other is
“writing skills” at 57.1%. In other
words, 57.1% of the responses were
from departments that have formally
(but see below) adopted the objective
“students should develop writing skills.”
Critical thinking received the next high-
est percentage of “yes” responses at
55.7%. Fifty-four percent of responses
came from departments that have as a
learning objective “familiarity with
major theories and analytical approaches
in political science.” No other single ob-
jective has been formally adopted by a
majority of the responding departments.
Objectives such as becoming familiar
with the major subfields of political sci-
ence, understanding the international 
dimensions of political problems and
policies, and the ability to design and
conduct political science research proj-
ects all received between 40 and 46%
“yes” responses. Exclusive of the
“other” category (8%), the least fre-

quently adopted learning objectives were
“develop a fundamental understanding of
cognate disciplines” (15.6%) and “stu-
dents should acquire practical experience
in politics or government” (22.2%). This
means, of course, that the most popular
learning objectives are not those specific
to the discipline of political science.

Finally, 18.9% of respondents indi-
cated that the question did not apply to
them. The assumption is that this
18.9% came primarily, if not exclu-
sively, from two groups of respondents:
those that have not yet adopted any
learning objectives and those depart-
ments offering only graduate programs.
Actually, this percentage seems some-
what low given that a full 28.1% of
our respondents indicated that they
were not yet even in the formulation
stages of developing a set of
departmental learning objec-
tives. This discrepancy is
probably the result of some
respondents answering the
set of learning objectives sur-
vey questions based upon
implied rather than formally
adopted objectives (or even
the individual respondent’s
sense of good objectives for
political science majors). 

A similar set of survey
questions focused on the de-
velopment and type of as-
sessment instruments being
used by the respondents.
Table 3 shows the percentage
of departments using each of
the listed learning assessment
instruments. Again, each pos-
sible instrument was treated
as a separate nominal vari-
able to allow for the use of
multiple methods.

The assessment instrument used by
the largest percentage of departments is
the senior capstone course. Over 39%
of respondents require such a course for
student learning assessment purposes.
Twenty-five percent of respondents use
(either alone or in conjunction with
other tools) faculty observations to as-
sess student learning. The tool receiving
the lowest percentage of positive re-
sponses (i.e. the department uses the
tool) is the pre-test/post-test (9.9%). A
somewhat larger group of respondents
(14.2%) use a post-test only. 

The percentage of respondents
(17.5%) who indicated that this set of
questions was not applicable to them is
particularly interesting. Over 31% of
these respondents indicated that their
departments were not yet at the formu-
lation stage of establishing learning as-
sessment tools. In order to fully explore
this discrepancy, a follow-up study is
necessary. However, it is possible to
speculate about the reason for this dis-
junction. Two different explanations
might account for this. First, tools
which the survey listed as assessment
instruments might be in place in a 
department but not used for assessment
purposes in any formal way. Thus, a re-
spondent might have indicated that his
or her department was not even talking
about learning assessment tools but still
might indicate that the department 
requires a senior seminar (rather than
simply marking “not applicable”). 
Second, assessment tools may be in
place and may be used by a department
for assessment purposes, but without the
knowledge of the department member
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Table 1
Characteristics of Respondents

Regional
Department Number of Accrediting
Type Percent Majors Percent Body Percent

Graduate 9.9 More than 200 18.4 WASC 9.9
work/20 or more

Graduate 13.7 151–200 9.0 NWASC 5.2
work/11–20

Graduate 10.8 75–150 24.1 NCACS 33.5
work/10 or fewer

Undergrad 15.1 51–75 15.6 NEASC 4.7
only/5 or more

Undergrad 30.2 21–50 18.9 MSACS 17.5
only/5 or fewer

Political Sci. 18.9 Fewer than 20 12.3 SACS 27.4
Combined

Table 2
Adopted Learning Objectives

Percentage of 
Departments 

Learning Objective Adopted 

Theories/analytical approaches 54.0
Subfields 46.0
Cognates 15.6
Ethic/gender/cultural dimensions 26.5
International dimensions 46.0
Quantitative approaches 35.5
Normative approaches 31.3
Design/conduct research 40.8
Practical experience 22.2
Critical thinking 55.7
Writing skills 57.1
Reading skills 36.3
Presentations skills 30.7
Information technology skills 30.7
Other 8.0
Not applicable 18.9

https://doi.org/10.1017/S104909650300283X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S104909650300283X


that resource. In addition, 11.8%
of respondents indicated that the
issue of resource exploitation was
not applicable to them.

In order to further explore the
relationship between resource
availability and departmental as-
sessment efforts, we conducted
two crosstabs. There is a substan-
tial correlation between the
amount of resources available and
departmental stage in the process
of developing learning objectives.
In 91% (10 out of 11) of the
cases where substantial resources
were available, the department had
either adopted or adopted and was
also reviewing a set of formal
learning objectives. Out of the 68

cases where the respondent indicated
that some resources were available, 65%
also indicated that they were in one of
these two final stages of learning objec-
tive development. Conversely, in the 55
instances where the respondent indicated
that there were no resources available at
all, 38.25% were not even having dis-
cussions about learning objectives, while
only 18% had actually adopted learning
objectives and 13% were reviewing a
formally adopted set of objectives. 

There is a similar association between
the availability of resources and the de-
partment’s stage in developing learning
assessment instruments. One hundred
percent of departments (n = 11) that re-
ported there were substantial resources
also reported that they had either
adopted or had adopted and were now
reviewing an assessment instrument or
instruments. Conversely, of the 55 de-
partments that reported there were no

resources available to support learning
assessment, 36.25% stated there was no
discussion of assessment instruments,
20% stated there was a discussion but
no adoption, 9% stated they were for-
mulating instruments, 27% reported that
they had adopted instruments, and fi-
nally, 4% reported that they were re-
viewing a previously adopted instrument
or instruments. While no formal causal
relationship has been established here,
this data does clearly indicate that in-
creased resources in support of learning

responding to the questionnaire. This
second explanation seems less plausible
since the surveys were sent to depart-
ment chairs but must be noted as one
possibility.

The final set of closed-ended ques-
tions included on the survey concerned
the availability of resources to support
departmental learning assessment efforts.
Overall, 5.2% of responding depart-
ments stated that there were substantial
resources available to support learning
assessment, 32.5% said that there were
some resources available, and 31.6%
stated that there were a few resources
available. The final 25.9% of our re-
spondents stated that there were no re-
sources available for this purpose. On-
campus workshops are the most widely
available (39.6%) and widely utilized
(25.9%) resource in support of learning
assessment. Off-campus workshops and
on-campus teaching centers
follow with 29.7% of respon-
dents stating that off-campus
workshops were available and
28.8% indicating that on-cam-
pus teaching centers were
available. However, only
17.9% of respondents indicated
that they or their departments
had utilized any off-campus re-
sources, and only 16% stated
that the available on-campus
teaching center was utilized.

Interestingly, but perhaps not surpris-
ingly, the least widely available types of
resources, course releases and financial
rewards, were also the most likely to be
used by departments. The full 5.7% of
respondents who indicated that course
releases were available also indicated
that they used that option. Of the 7.1%
of departments that indicated that some
sort of financial reward was available in
support of learning assessment, 5.2% in-
dicated that they had taken advantage of

assessment are likely to have an impact
on the development of learning assess-
ment in departments. 

Respondents were also asked a series
of open-ended questions. These ques-
tions asked for summaries of the most
significant conclusions departments had
reached after analyzing data generated
by their learning assessment instru-
ments, and summaries of changes that
departments had made in majors, course
offerings, or course-level pedagogy as a
result of learning assessment. Respon-
dents whose departments have not de-
veloped or implemented learning assess-
ment programs generally did not answer
these questions. Also, departments in the
early stages of developing and imple-
menting learning assessment programs
frequently did not respond to these
questions. A total of 127 departments
(59.75%) provided responses to the
open-ended questions.

Departments were asked to indicate
the three most significant conclusions
they had reached as a result of analyz-
ing data generated by learning assess-
ment. It is striking that departments in-
dicated a wide range of conclusions
based on their analyses of data gener-
ated from learning assessment instru-
ments. A substantial number of depart-
ments (17.5%) reported either that it
was too early to report conclusions, or
that the question was not applicable to
them (4.75%). Fifteen percent of these
departments indicated conclusions that
either no other department listed or that
were not directly related to learning ob-
jectives. Such responses were coded as
“other.”

A few somewhat surprising results
appear here. First, although
critical thinking is a very
common learning objective,
few departments have reached
conclusions about their stu-
dents’ critical thinking skills,
with two reporting satisfaction
with student achievement and
one reporting dissatisfaction.
One might imagine that learn-
ing assessment programs
would provide more frequent

conclusions about such a popular learn-
ing objective. Two hypotheses might ac-
count for this observation. One, al-
though many departments value critical
thinking as a learning objective, few de-
partments have been able to develop in-
struments to measure student achieve-
ment in this area. Second, departments
may be evaluating critical thinking skills
when they evaluate their students’ writ-
ing skills. 

It is also noteworthy that relatively
few departments (4%) have reached
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Table 3
Assessment Instruments

Percentage of 
Departments 

Instrument Utilizing

Pre-test/post-test 9.9
Post-test only 14.2
Senior capstone course 39.6
Senior research project 20.3
Portfolio 17.9
Survey of students 22.2
Exit interviews 24.1
Faculty observations 25.0
Other 12.3
Not applicable 17.5

Results indicate ongoing un-
certainty about the process of
learning assessment and a
concern with students’ learning
skills.
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conclusions about their students’
information technology skills, despite its
popularity as a learning objective and
the frequency (discussed later) with
which departments have adapted course-
level pedagogy to emphasize informa-
tion technology. 

A second open-ended question asked
departments to list significant changes
they have made in their majors as a re-
sult of learning assessment. A large
number of departments (37%) report no
changes in their major program, either
because it is too early in the assessment
process to implement changes in majors,
because departments have not imple-
mented learning
assessment, or be-
cause what they
have learned from
learning assess-
ment has not led
to changes. 

For departments
that have made
learning-assess-
ment related
changes in their
programs, a num-
ber of results are
prominent. First,
learning assess-
ment has led sev-
eral departments
either to a general
revision of major
requirements
(19%) or to create
new majors,
tracks, or em-
phases (4%). Sec-
ond, several de-
partments have
tried to address
perceived student
deficiencies in an-
alytical techniques
and research methods. Some depart-
ments have done this by adding a re-
quired methods course or by requiring
students to take a methods course ear-
lier, usually as sophomores. Some of
the departments (16.5%) adding or re-
vising a senior seminar or capstone
course are doing so to address deficien-
cies in analytical techniques and re-
search methods.2

A third open-ended question asked
departments to list significant changes
made in course offering as a result of
learning assessment. For example, had
departments added courses to address
gaps in student achievement? 

A first observation is that departments
were less likely to report that they had
not made changes in course offerings
than they were to report that they had

not made changes in their major pro-
grams. Departments were more likely to
report that they had added courses
(31.5%) than that they had dropped
courses (12.75%). When departments
observe deficiencies in student learning,
it may be almost a reflex response to
add courses to deal with the deficiency.
For example, several departments re-
ported that their students had gaps in
international relations and comparative
politics and added courses in those 
areas to address the deficiencies. Drop-
ping courses may result from a percep-
tion that students overemphasize a sub-
field, most likely American politics. 

Another common response to this
question is that departments have added
or significantly revised a research 
methods course. This is consistent with
responses to the previous two questions,
which also revealed departments’ con-
cerns about their students’ deficiencies
in research and analysis. 

Finally, departments were asked to
list three significant changes in specific
courses. The number of departments re-
porting that learning assessment has not
or has not yet led to change drops off
again. It would seem that the results of
learning assessment are first realized at
the level of the individual course. Gen-
erally, this results in a greater emphasis
of skills: research and analytical skills
(21.5%), writing skills (14%), communi-
cation skills (4%), and critical thinking

skills (1.5%). The order of priority is
consistent with responses to other ques-
tions. Departments are most likely to
emphasize analytical and writing skills
and least likely to emphasize critical
thinking skills. Again, the disparity be-
tween the popularity of critical thinking
as a learning objective and departmental
efforts to emphasize critical thinking
skills stands out. 

Other course-level changes emphasize
how courses are delivered. By far, the
most popular change in course presenta-
tion (24.5%) is by increasing the use of
information technology. Responses to
this question are unclear as to what ex-

tent information
technology is be-
ing deployed to
help students en-
hance their own
information tech-
nology skills. The
alternative is that
using information
technology is seen
as a useful way to
convey content or
to help students
achieve other
learning objectives. 

Results from the
four open-ended
questions indicate
ongoing uncer-
tainty about the
process of learning
assessment and a
concern with stu-
dents’ learning
skills. Many de-
partments that
have implemented
learning assess-
ment programs
have also imple-
mented changes at

the levels of major programs, course of-
ferings, and individual courses. Changes
are most commonly directed at more
complete coverage of the discipline and
development of student learning skills,
especially analytical and research skills. 

IV. Conclusion
The results of this survey indicate

that the most recent wave of the learn-
ing assessment movement is having an
impact on political science departments
across the United States. Over 50% of
respondents from undergraduate-only de-
partments and 45% of departments of-
fering graduate work are involved at
some stage of the learning assessment
cycle. What the authors have found sur-
prising is that the development of 
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Classroom as Laboratory. Kelly and Klunk’s survey results show that the most recent wave of
learning assessment is having an impact on political science departments across the United States.
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learning assessment strategies by depart-
ments does not seem to follow the
“ideal type” learning assessment model.
52.4% of respondents have indicated
that their respective departments have
formally adopted learning objectives
(perhaps undergoing a review) whereas
62.8% of respondents indicate that they
are either formulating assessment instru-
ments or have formally adopted them
(again, perhaps undergoing a review of
those instruments). In theory (as de-
scribed in the methods section of this
paper), a department is supposed to be
assessing student learning against a set
of established learning objectives. One
would not expect to have more depart-
ments engaged in the formulation or use
of assessment instruments than depart-
ments with adopted learning objectives.
Apparently, as in the world of public
policy and elsewhere, the theory does
not capture the true nature of the
process. It may be that the ideal model
of learning assessment as described in
this paper needs to be questioned. Cer-
tainly, departments engaged in meaning-
ful learning assessment may, during the

course of that process, redefine slightly
or significantly that department’s stated
learning objectives. The process of re-
flecting on student learning can help de-
partments to further define the student
outcomes they desire. Perhaps for some 
departments it is necessary to focus on
what students are currently learning in
order to come to a consensus about
what that department hopes to achieve.
In order to fully explore this issue, a
follow-up study involving in-depth inter-
views with department chairs is neces-
sary. Certainly, the expectation is that
once a department has been engaged in
learning assessment for a significant
amount of time, some set of learning
objectives, and tools for measuring stu-
dent performance against those objec-
tives, would be well developed. But per-
haps when a department is still
developing its thinking about learning
assessment, the linkage between objec-
tives and measurement tools needs to be
loosely conceived. 

Similarly, an interview based follow-
up study will help the authors develop
a more in-depth understanding of learn-

ing assessment in political science de-
partments. Which specific instruments
do departments believe help to measure
which specific learning objectives? How
have departments introduced curricular
changes? Do early indicators suggest
that those changes are having an impact
on student learning? Does the availabil-
ity of resources to support assessment
explain why some departments are 
further along in the assessment cycle?
Or does the availability of resources
simply reflect the real driving force be-
hind departmental use of learning as-
sessment: the prioritization of assess-
ment by accrediting bodies and central
university administrators? This initial
study has given us data on the scope of
learning assessment amongst political
science departments in the United
States and on the types of objectives
and assessment tools most frequently
adopted. The authors believe that de-
partments in the early stages of devel-
oping a serious learning assessment
strategy would benefit from a second
study that would answer some of the
questions raised above.
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Notes
1. For a discussion of the steps in the learn-

ing assessment process, see for example The
Departmental Guide and Record Book for Stu-
dent Outcomes Assessment and Institutional Ef-
fectiveness, James O. Nichols (New York,
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