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prayers and arrest. But this tradition
is also evident throughout the min-
istry of Paul as recorded in his let-
ters, and it is especially evident in the
lives of the first disciples.

The confessional life is an obvious
ingredient in almost all the great
autobiographies of the Western tradi-
tion. As such, it especially constitutes
the core value of the Liberal Demo-
cratic tradition. The direct and inti-
mate integration of the confessional
life into an organized social activism
was the central feature of much left-
wing Protestant sectarianism, and it
remains so among the liberation the-
ologians of our own day.
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Outcomes Assessment: One Department's
Experience with Portfolios
and Outside Evaluators

Joan Hulse Thompson, Beaver College

"Evaluat ion of students' over-all
performance is probably the most
neglected element of the major pro-
gram," John C. Wahlke reported for
the APSA Task Force on the Polit-
ical Science Major (1991, p. 55).
"Evaluation of the effectiveness of
the political science program itself is
an equally important, even more
rarely addressed problem," he con-
tinued (1991, p. 56). A survey of
outcomes assessment in political sci-
ence, published in the June 1991
issue of PS, reports that "fewer than
one out of six responding institutions
had . . . a policy . . . mandating the
collection of certain types of out-
comes assessment data" (Julian,
Chamberlain and Seay, pp. 206-07).
External mandates for assessment,
however, already exist in certain
states and are expanding rapidly.

The Department of Education has
adopted "a nationwide requirement
that all regional accrediting agencies
include assessment components as
part of their accreditation provi-
sions" (Julian et al., p. 206). Some
faculty are unaware or have chosen
to resist the momentum behind this
national movement. As political sci-
entists, we should seek ways to influ-
ence the development of assessment
tools, to prevent the misuse of the
data collected, and to use outcomes
assessment to further our educational
goals.

The political science department at
Beaver College began the task of
developing a means of documenting
and assessing learning in the major
during 1988. Although we have come
a long way, the process is still evolv-
ing, and significant changes have

been made after each graduating
class. Most of the pieces are now in
place, but some of them are new for
the class of 1992.

Our experience is shaped by the
fact that, except for one cross-listed
course and an occasional adjunct
faculty member, our department con-
sists of two people. While small
departments are not uncommon, we
share one tenured position, teaching
additional courses each semester as
overload. Most courses are offered
on a two-year cycle.

Beginning with the class of 1989,
we took an existing senior thesis
requirement and extended it into a
small portfolio composed of the
following: student learning goals pre-
pared in the context of departmental
goals; a sample of previous work in
a political science course; and the
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thesis itself. All major programs at
Beaver are required by the faculty to
have a senior thesis project, and a
portion of a Knight Foundation
Grant is devoted to faculty develop-
ment for supervising thesis projects.

During the last week of classes in
the spring semester, seniors from
various majors present their projects
in a variety of public formats.
Choosing to use a portfolio tech-
nique for assessment enabled us to
build upon what our students were
doing in their political science
courses and what we, and other
departments at Beaver, were already
requiring of seniors. As the instruc-
tor in the senior seminar or capstone
course, I have been primarily respon-
sible for developing and overseeing
the assessment project.

Each year, an outside evaluator
reviews the work of political science
students and suggests revisions in our
capstone course. The faculty review-
ers have been Gordon Henderson of
Widener University in 1989 and 1990
and, last year, E. Fletcher McClellan
from Elizabethtown College. This
year, the political science department
is conducting a program review,
which includes a comprehensive self-
study and a more extensive outside
evaluation.

Our departmental learning goals
were set by us three years ago and
revised last year. The responsibility
of the senior thesis reviewer has been
to assess how well students are meet-
ing goals and to suggest ways to
boost performance. The reviewers
have provided valuable feedback and
enabled our department to benefit
from the experience of other nearby
programs.

Our assessment project, like many
others, was begun in response to a
directive from an authority outside
the department, in our case, the aca-
demic dean. The mechanism was left
to us, but validation from outside the
college each year was required. It
was apparent to us that the choice
we made could, over time, alter the
way we taught as well as what we
taught. Our initial goal was to avoid
a change that would be detrimental
to what we consider the goals of a
liberal arts education. Actually, the
results have clearly been beneficial.
We have raised standards, and we
are providing more guidance and

structure to assist students to meet
those standards.

Beaver has an institutional com-
mitment to writing across the cur-
riculum and to fostering skills in
critical thinking, oral communica-
tion, and collegial learning. As a
comprehensive college, Beaver seeks
to combine liberal arts and career
preparation. These goals and those
that underlie the structure of the
political science major, as we re-
designed it in 1986, formed the
framework for building departmental
learning goals. The initial list was
one of general phrases. Last year, we
began to operationalize our expecta-
tions for student learning, including
the ability to use what they have
learned. The senior seminar includes
review of research formats and
methodology, a career workshop,
peer review sessions, intermediate
deadlines and conferences with fac-
ulty, a group presentation analyzing
a published research article and indi-
vidual presentations of work-in-
progress.

Instituting assessment, as it has
elsewhere, got us talking more about
teaching and learning. We do not
team teach our courses, and we have
different attitudes towards political
science theory and methodology. Our
teaching and testing styles are also
quite different, although we both use
a variety of classroom techniques,
including small groups and simula-
tions. We share our commitment to
experiential learning with our stu-
dents, but only those political science
majors who choose the International
Studies Program, as a minor, are
now required to have overseas study,
internships, or other off-campus
experience. The Beaver College Cen-
ter for Education Abroad provides
special incentives to encourage par-
ticipation by Beaver students in polit-
ical science and other majors.

Our choice of portfolios was
guided by sentiments similar to those
Wahlke expressed in his task force
report. He wrote that "the goal for
study in a political science major is
to maximize students' capacity to
analyze and interpret the significance
and dynamics of political events and
governmental processes" (1991, p.
49). Political science graduates, his
task force concluded, should be pre-
pared to evaluate and perhaps to

shape the policies and politics of the
future. The goals he proposes tran-
scend, but also encompass, the more
traditional ones of preparation for
responsible citizenship or for careers
in law, government, or political
science.

Wahlke called for evaluation pro-
cedures for student learning in polit-
ical science that would emphasize
"not merely the quantity of informa-
tion retained, but the coherence and
inter-connectedness of (that) knowl-
edge, and (the) analytic ability (to
deal) with new problems or situa-
tions" (1991, p. 56). The results of
standardized tests, he observes, could
be misused in an attempt to rank
programs. In fact, the doubts that
have been raised about the validity of
the tests in recent years make them
inappropriate even "as measures of
individual attainments and abilities"
(1991, p. 56).

Standardized tests provide a num-
ber, but little sense of intellectual
growth or what the student may
achieve in the future. They do little
to prompt the student to review and
evaluate his/her learning and to
develop the skills to assess his/her
work in the future. Portfolios, in
contrast, document the learning pro-
cess over time, as well as providing
evidence of learning outcomes. The
student participates in putting them
together and may discuss their mean-
ing with others. An alternative to our
approach, piloted elsewhere, brings
faculty examiners from another col-
lege to conduct discussions with stu-
dents about their program and, in
some cases, their written work
(Schneider 1989). However evaluated,
portfolios encourage students to see
learning as a continuous process
which they can pursue effectively
even after graduation.

Pat Hutchings, of the American
Association for Higher Education
and formerly at Alverno College,
explains that,

Assessment presumes a kind of learn-
ing in which students—knowing what
is expected of them—can with practice
over time become their own best asses-
sors. The object here is graduates who
know their own strengths and weak-
nesses, can set and pursue goals, who
monitor their own progress and learn
from experience. (1990b, p. 7)
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Such students, she explains, can
learn more easily and tend to better
retain what they have learned. For
liberal arts majors, especially those
who may or may not pursue a career
directly related to their major, this
model of education has great value.
A political science student with such
an education is empowered to deal
with the challenges presented by the
world beyond college.

Making students responsible for
their own learning must be the ulti-
mate goal of a college education.
Portfolios can be a part of a pro-
gram that meets that goal. Experien-
tial learning, such as internships and
study abroad programs, should be
part of it too (see Wahlke 1991, p.
55). Portfolios incorporating senior
projects can encourage students to
review their entire program and look
for connections between their courses
as well as between courses and in-
ternships or other experiences. We
are encouraging students to choose
topics for their senior thesis projects
that make it a capstone by building
on their experiences either inside or
outside of the classroom.

Programs that rely upon standard-
ized tests for assessment have had
difficulty motivating students. After
conversations with faculty, Hutchings
and Elaine Reuben reported that, "in
an attempt to get students not only
to participate (to show up in the gym
for a testing session), but to make
their best effort, campuses have tried
everything from pizzas to movie tick-
ets to outright cash" (1988, p. 51).
This is the result of making assess-
ment an add-on rather than a mean-
ingful part of a student's college
career.

Of course, "there are plenty of
reasons not to use portfolios—
they're bulky, time-consuming, diffi-
cult to make neat sense of, maybe
not what the (external mandating
authority) had in mind, and they are
in an early, unproven stage of devel-
opment" (Hutchings 1990a, p. 8).
Other means may be more appropri-
ate for some departments, and a
combination of measures, including
collecting some standardized test
results and surveying recent gradu-
ates, is probably essential for thor-
ough assessment of program out-
comes. Some form of capstone or
integrative course as an exit require-

ment is gaining acceptance, however.
Tying that course to assessment
makes good educational and practical
sense, and portfolios are a valuable
means of making that connection.

With two faculty members and
fewer than ten seniors a year, we
started doing portfolios and making
refinements as we learned more,
either from our own experience or
that of others. This year we have ex-
panded the portfolio, and each item
will include the student's reflection
on its content or importance. The
portfolio for our 1992 graduates will
include the following:

1. The student's reflection on his/
her major program, including the
interconnections that they perceive
and how their senior thesis topic can
serve as an appropriate capstone.
This essay, begun in September but
revised during the fall, will enable
the seniors to tie together their
coursework, interests, and political
experiences. It will serve to introduce
their learning goals for their thesis,
outline their career goals, and con-
clude with their resume. This first
piece will enable the outside evalu-
ator to know the students better and
give the students an initial chance to
practice self-assessment.

2. A previous paper from a polit-
ical science course at Beaver and a
brief description of how they might
have written it differently or might
revise it.

3. The abstract and analysis of a
published article, which they produce
with one or more partners for the
senior seminar. The individual stu-
dent will add a comment on the col-
laborative experience and on how
and why this project did or did not
help them with their thesis.

4. The senior thesis, 25 to 30
pages, with approximately 20
sources, two of which must be per-
sonal interviews (unless exempted). A
final statement from the student will
describe what they were pleased and/
or displeased with about their thesis.
An abstract of the thesis, written for
a campus audience, is prepared for
the public presentation and will also
be included. If students are dissatis-
fied with their project in some way,
the abstract can reflect more closely
how they wished they had ap-
proached the topic than the actual
content of the paper.

The public presentation has been a
valuable opportunity for those stu-
dents who perform better orally than
in writing. Senior Art Thesis at
Beaver has been a tradition for 20
years, and public presentations from
other programs have become estab-
lished quickly. Ours attracts a diverse
audience, some of whom come for
only a part of the program. They
include roommates, friends, family
members, other faculty, student
affairs staff, administrators and, of
course, political science students.

The seniors talk about how their
project complements their major pro-
gram, their most significant sources
including personal experience and
interviews, and their paper thesis and
conclusions. At the end of each
panel, we plan time for questions or
comments from department faculty
and the audience. This past year two
students commented on the connec-
tions between their individual pro-
jects. Next year we will cut our pro-
gram back from two hours to 90
minutes, if possible.

Our original idea for the panel was
to have a political science conference
format with the outside evaluator
serving as a panel discussant. We
found that public criticism, however
mild and well deserved, was very
upsetting to some undergraduates.
Furthermore, it really did not serve
our purposes very well.

The format we tried this year spot-
lights the students and gives them the
opportunity to demonstrate the
expertise they have achieved on a
specific topic. It emphasizes achieve-
ment and competencies rather than
deficiencies. We invite the students to
set up displays of their source mater-
ial for the informal social time be-
tween the domestic and foreign pol-
icy panels. We have food, a program
with the students' names and topics
and, beginning in 1992, junior
majors will distribute programs and
abstracts at the door. This spring, we
may videotape the panels and dis-
plays so that the outside evaluator
will be able to view them, even if he
or she is unable to attend. That
would then become the final piece of
the portfolio.

Another goal for this spring is to
begin to provide our outside eval-
uator with a better sense of what we
expect from him/her. One of the
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major drawbacks of portfolios is that
evaluation criteria must be generated
by the department in line with the
goals it has set for student learning.
Over the summer, I developed a
checklist for evaluation of the senior
thesis that borrows heavily from
materials used by Beaver faculty in
other departments. For portfolios,
we need questions that deal with the
connections between courses, experi-
ence, and the thesis as perceived by
the student and that allow the eval-
uator to comment on the student's
development in terms of specific
skills and his/her ability to engage in
self-assessment.

This year, we will use the senior
thesis evaluation forms, adding an
open-ended question directed to the
portfolios as a whole. Copies of eval-
uation forms will be sent to students,
and the evaluator will continue to
write a letter providing overall feed-
back to the department. The letter
and the forms for each senior will
become part of the assessment mater-
ials for the department. This year, in
connection with our department re-
view, we hope to finalize the assess-
ment program. We will reexamine
the portfolio format, revise the eval-
uation criteria, if necessary, and, if
possible, determine what other infor-
mation we need to collect for a com-
plete picture of student learning in

the major.
Another project for the future is

the handbook for political science
majors that was suggested by the
Wahlke task force (1991, p. 57). It
would enable us to build identifica-
tion with the program, further pro-
mote experiential learning and en-
courage students to start thinking
sooner about goals and outcomes for
themselves. We use the APSA career
booklet for undergraduate political
science majors now, but not until
senior seminar.

For faculty, getting involved in
assessment is time consuming and it
means holding ourselves accountable.
"Accountability here means deliver-
ing an education equal to that prom-
ised in recruitment, to the student's
investment (not only of money but
of time and effort), and to the
demands of the student's postcol-
legiate life" (Hutchings 1990b, p. 8).
If we as political scientists do not get
more involved, however, we will for-
feit the opportunities that exist now
for influencing the process. For in
political science as in other disci-
plines, "what's most at stake here
are educational values. Choosing
portfolios is choosing to enact—and
communicate to students—a view of
learning as involving, personal, con-
nected, and ongoing" (Hutchings
1990a, p. 8).
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A Report on the Advanced Placement
Program in Political Science

Frank L. Wilson, Purdue University

This year marked the fifth year of
the College Board's Advanced Place-
ment Program in Government and
Politics. This program offers high
school students the opportunity to
earn college level credit for two stan-
dard political science courses: "Intro-
duction to U.S. Government and
Politics" and "Introduction to Com-
parative Politics." The courses are
offered in the high schools by teach-

ers who follow college curricula and
use college level textbooks. At the
end of the school year, students who
wish to establish college credit take a
nation-wide examination, which
includes both multiple-choice and
free-response questions. The essay
portion of the exam is graded by col-
lege and high school instructors.

While only five years old, the Gov-
ernment and Politics Program has

already established itself as an impor-
tant part of political science. The
program has proved to be one of the
most popular and most rapidly grow-
ing subjects in the Advanced Place-
ment curriculum. The first year,
1987, over 8,000 took the examina-
tion. In 1991, roughly 21,000 took
the Advanced Placement exams in
Government and Politics, and many
thousands others took the course
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