



           MEMORANDUM

TO:  Jeffrey Ford, Associate Dean, CLASS

FROM:  Diane Steinberg, Chair, PHL

DATE:  May 31, 2005

SUBJECT:  Annual Report on Assessment


         Graduate Program in Philosophy
1.  Introduction, 
 In 2004, the Assessment Review Team noted that while the Philosophy Department’s assessment plan had several strengths, it had not been implemented,
 and had no indirect measures.  The Review Team recommended that the department either implement its plan for grading portfolios or consider an assessment strategy which was less labor intensive, that it add an indirect measure, and that it consider implementing a scoring rubric for the comprehensive examination.

In light of these recommendations, the department has devised an instrument to replace portfolios and has added an exit survey which is sent to students along with the letter informing them that they have completed all requirements for their M.A. degree.

2.  Goals.  
Philosophy has three goals for student learning in our graduate program.

A.
Advanced subject matter knowledge of philosophy.


All M.A. graduates must have a knowledge of the history of philosophy appropriate to entering a doctoral program in philosophy or teaching introductory courses in philosophy at a two or four year college, or at a university.

B.
Research Skills in Philosophy


1.  All M.A. graduates must be able to write papers that demonstrate competent analysis of arguments from a variety of philosophical primary sources.


2.  All M.A. graduates must show that they can find relevant current scholarship and incorporate it appropriately into their research.

These goals were developed through discussion that involved the whole department when assessment procedures were first discussed.  They have not been modified based on 
assessment information.

3.  Outcomes.  
Our original assessment plan referred to the following outcomes:

With respect to Goal A:  all M.A. graduates must pass a seven hour comprehensive exam.

With respect to Goal B:  graduates must present a portfolio of 3 papers.  Papers will be evaluated by a small faculty committee to determine if the specific skills noted in B1 and B2 above have been met.

These outcomes were developed through discussion that involved the whole department when assessment procedures were first discussed.  The outcome with respect to Goal B has been modified due to the impracticality of enforcing the requirement that students collect portfolios and the time-consuming nature of portfoliio evaluation.  The outcome with respect to Goal B is now understood as:  M.A. graduates are expected to be able to write a paper which approximates a first draft of a journal or conference submission (including submission to a graduate student conference or journal).   This outcome was developed through discussion that involved the whole department in Fall, 2004.  .
4. Research Methods.  

Research with respect to Goal A:  advanced subject matter in philosophy.

No national test (such as the GRE) exists for Philosophy.  The Philosophy Department developed a comprehensive exam in the history of philosophy, which it has administered for more than twenty years.  Approximately ten years ago we introduced a separate, comparable, exam in the history of ethics and bioethics for students in the bioethics concentration within our M.A. program.  Passing one of these exams is a requirement for the M.A. degree.  The Comprehensive is a prepared exam, based on study questions students have in advance, but the students must write their exams without using notes or books.  Student names do not appear on the exams, which are not hand-written.  Faculty committees grade the exams “blind.”  The comprehensive exam questions are now undergoing an extensive revision which we expect to complete next year   (See sec. 7    below.).

Research with respect to Goal B:  Research skills in philosophy
About ten years ago the Philosophy Department developed its course, “Research Methods in Philosophy” in order to remedy weaknesses in graduate student research and writing.  Each student in the course undertakes a significant piece of research for another course, but receives intensive instruction and feedback on the research and writing process throughout the whole semester from the Research Methods instructor.  Our initial plan for evaluating the success of the Research Methods course and whether or not students in the program continued to maintain and develop the research and writing skills which the course aims to impart, involved having the students compile a portfolio of three papers, including the one from the Research Methods course and two others written subsequently.  For the reasons noted above in section 3, we have discontinued the requirement of student portfolios.  

In order to determine the degree to which students in our program are successful in developing and maintaining professional-level research and writing skills, the department developed an instrument which uses 12 objectives to measure these skills, and allows a student’s research paper to be ranked by an instructor with respect to each objective, on a scale of 1 (worst) to 5 (best).    Instructors use this instrument (called the “Assessment Evaluation of Student Term Paper”) to provide a totally anonymous, hence candid, evaluation of all term papers written by students who have previously taken at least 20 hours of graduate work in philosophy.
  
With respect to Goal A and Goal B:  We have begun to send an exit survey to students who complete the program.

5. Findings  

With respect to Goal A:

Several years ago, the Department undertook a review of the results of the comprehensive exam before and after the switch to semesters.  Although most current students pass five of the seven required sections of the exam on the first try, the number of students passing all seven questions on the first try has declined. We discovered that under semesters students were actually being exposed to fewer figures from the history of philosophy than they had been when the curriculum was organized into quarter-courses. Although often this meant that they were studying those figures in greater depth, the comprehensive exam tests breadth of knowledge.  Our curriculum was apparently no longer meeting one of our stated goals.  We discussed whether to change the exam, or to change the curriculum.  Our conclusion was that we needed to change both, but we have not given up the goal that students must have breadth of knowledge in the history of philosophy.   (See section 7, below.) 

With respect to Goal B:

In Fall, 2004 and in Spring, 2005, instructors of graduate courses were asked to fill out an “Assessment Evaluation of Student Term Paper” for each student who had taken more than 20 hours of graduate work in philosophy in previous terms.  Data was received for 6 students.  The group achieved the following average scores on the twelve objectives:



Objective   





Average Score
1.  The paper addresses a genuinely philosophical problem or issue.

5

2.  The paper contains a clear explication of the problem or issue it addresses.
4.67

3.  The paper shows ability to analyze and accurately state primary 


4.33

philosophical arguments.

4.  The paper shows ability to analyze and accurately state secondary

4.33

philosophical arguments.
5.  The paper shows an ability to deal with complex ideas.



4.17

6.  The paper shows an ability to display ideas in their intellectual historical
4.20

context (where they came from, how they were influential). 

7.  The paper is well-organized and develops a sustained argument for a thesis
4.33
or position.
8.  The paper shows ability to find material relevant to a philosophical problem 
4.67
or issue, in journals, books, etc.

9.  The paper shows the ability to discriminate between appropriate and 

4.83

Inappropriate sources, or does not cite in appropriate sources.

10.  The paper shows knowledge of when documentation is needed.

5

11.  The paper utilizes an appropriate form or style of documentation.

5

12.  The paper approximates a first draft of a journal or conference submission 
4

(including submission to a graduate student conference or journal).

This set of data will be analyzed in Fall, 2005.  A preliminary scan of the data shows our students to be generally achieving our goal with respect to their research skills.  
With respect to Goal A and Goal B:  No exit surveys have yet been returned.

6. Review.  
The findings with respect to Goal A have been shared with the entire department,  particularly those faculty teaching graduate courses, and the Curriculum and Scheduling Committee. (See below, sec. 7a.)   The findings with respect to Goal B will be analyzed and shared with the department in Fall, 2005.
7. Actions.
a. In order to help students acquire the breadth of knowledge needed to pass the comprehensive exams, we offer more courses in philosophical movements (PHL 510) and courses in which two or more figures are covered, rather than a single figure.

b. We are revising our comprehensive exams and will complete the revision in 2006.

c. We have redesigned our method for assessing the degree to which our program is successful in imparting professional research/writing skills.

d. We have begun to send an exit survey to students who complete our M.A. program.  
� This was not entirely accurate.  Specifically, the part of our plan for assessing student research skills  (Goal B in section 2) had not been implemented.    


� The Comprehensive Exam is in fact scored “Fail,” “Pass,” and “High Pass.”  We have not, however, kept track of the number of students who achieve “High Pass,” nor of  the exact number who pass on the first try.


� These evaluation forms are anonymous both with respect to the instructor and the student, thus encouraging instructors to be candid in their evaluations.





