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The Department of Political Science self-study provides an overview of the program’s status and contributions to the 
University of Hawai‘i at Hilo.   The document demonstrates the department’s success at maintaining student 
enrollment and majors during a time of declining student enrollments in general at UH Hilo.   It also suggests some 
ideas that promise to increase the number of students majoring in and graduating from the department’s 
undergraduate program in the future.    

Assessment 
The Political Science program has been involved in core competency assessment since 2014, however its 
participation has been intermittent.  Participation in university-wide core competency assessment has taken place 
with regard to quantitative reasoning, oral communication, written communication, and cultural diversity, most 
recently in 2019-2020.  The self-study provides examples of these efforts.  These assessments have provided helpful 
data in the areas of written communication, oral communication, and cultural diversity.  Specific core competency 
assessment data for written communication, based upon final research papers POLS 470S indicate that the program 
is effective in developing the quality of student writing.   These assessments have provided useful information that 
can be used by the faculty to work toward improving the skills of the students in specific areas.  The recent level of 
discussion by the department’s faculty surrounding assessment promises to increase student performance and success 
throughout the program.     

Recent positive movement with regard to assessment within the department includes the development of rubrics for 
its program-specific learning outcomes that will serve as measurements of student skills and knowledge.   The rubric 
for two of the program learning outcomes are detailed in the self-study.   As the department notes, using these new 
rubrics, the program has created a plan for future assessment through 2026 that will serve as an anchor for the 
expansion of programmatic assessment going forward.  The use of these common rubrics across a variety of Political 
Science classes will allow faculty to move beyond core competency assessment to develop a sustainable assessment 
program for the entire department.   This recent progress is commendable and should be encouraged to continue, 
with institutional support for these efforts wherever necessary.   
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Course Scheduling 
The Political Science Department contributes significantly to the General Education (GE) curriculum at UH Hilo.   
As the self-study states, many Political Science classes are certified to meet GE requirements, including those for 
Foundations: Global and Multicultural Perspectives, Diversification: Social Science, and Integrative: Global and 
Community Citizenship and Hawai‘i Pan Pacific.  These GE certified courses generally enroll well, with an average 
class size of twenty-four students for courses at the 100- and 200- levels.  Tenure-track faculty involvement in 
providing GE certified courses at all levels places additional demands on these faculty.  Yet, the Department 
successfully schedules its courses so that its average class size and undergraduate FTE student-faculty ratio exceeds 
that of the University as a whole.      

For several years, the program has had five tenure-track faculty along with two or three part-time faculty, who 
continue to be necessary due to strong student demand for specific Political Science courses.  In general, most 
General Education (GE) Political Science courses have healthy enrollments, and this is a significant benefit to the 
College and University in helping students to complete their General Education requirements.   While the IRO 
program data show that the overall number of Student Semester Hours (SSH) has declined between 2015 and 2021, 
this decline parallels the University’s enrollment decrease over the same period.    

Financial 
As with all CAS departments, most of the expense in the Political Science program is personnel.      As is the case 
across the University, the current System-wide faculty hiring restrictions resulting from the COVID-19 budget crisis 
has made the hiring of additional full-time and tenure-track faculty significantly more difficult.  

The department’s general and tuition funding have both increased between 2015 and 2020, the first most likely due 
to negotiated contractual salary increases, as well as the promotion of three tenure-track professors and the addition 
of an Instructor’s salary during that period.  Tuition funding increases and fluctuations are likely the result of both 
the variation in summer teaching revenue allocations and the increased distribution of College funding directly to 
departments and faculty for student success and faculty professional development initiatives since 2017.     

Despite a decrease in the numbers of majors over the period covered by this self-study, the program rates high in 
overall efficiency, with the cost per degree and SSH at roughly half the average for the College as a whole.  This 
demonstrates the Department’s creative and successful adaptation in the face of significant enrollment challenges for 
UH Hilo, and it places the program in a stable position for growth moving forward.         

Faculty Productivity and Service 
Currently, all five tenure-track faculty in the Department of Political Science are expected to engage in scholarly 
activity and service.   Based upon the information provided in the self-study, and considering the heavy teaching 
responsibilities they assume, the Political Science faculty are productive in their research, publishing, and service 
contributions.   Scholarly activity on the part of the faculty is documented in the faculty CVs found in the self-
study’s Appendix B, and it indicates that the faculty are engaged with their discipline and successful in completing 
and publishing research recognized both nationally and internationally. 

Virtually all full-time faculty members are also actively engaged in University service and community service as 
well.  The faculty regularly plan and organize events focused on Constitution Day, the Peace Corps, and internships 
and career opportunities associated with Political Science and Administration of Justice.  These events include 
collaboration with community groups such as the Rotary Club, the Ku‘ikahi Mediation Center, and various state 
government agencies and offices.  The College and the University benefit significantly from the Political Science 
Department’s interaction and engagement with various community groups, organizations, and employers located on 
Hawai‘i Island and throughout the state.   



Student Success 
Students majoring in Political Science are passionate about their program and support the faculty and courses that 
make up their major and certificates.  While the number of undergraduate degrees conferred in recent years has 
declined, that decline was less precipitous than the overall decline in UH Hilo enrollment.   

The self-study indicates that the Political Science program has been successful in enrolling increasing rates of Native 
Hawaiian students, demonstrating that the Department is moving steadily toward the goals of the new campus 
strategic plan.   The Department graduated its largest number of majors at the end of the 2020-2021 academic year, 
more than doubling the number of graduates in either of the previous two years.  At the same time, the number of 
subject certificates and minors awarded by the Political Science have decreased to their lowest levels in recent years.   
The program recognizes in the self-study that it should work on improving the number of students in the POLS 
minor and the International Politics Certificate.     

The recently revised program-specific learning-based rubrics will help significantly with sustainable programmatic 
assessment and the documentation of student success going forward.  In addition, this unification of student learning 
outcomes should encourage even greater collaboration across the Department in the future, resulting in a more 
cohesive and stronger program overall.    

The data provided in the self-study show that many of the students in the department’s classes are not Political 
Science majors.  This demonstrates the program’s substantial contribution to the success of students not only in other 
Arts & Sciences departments, but to the success of a wide variety of students across the entire University.   This level 
of service teaching of General Education courses is a substantial benefit to the College and University, though that 
value may not be reflected in the growth or student demand for the major itself.      

Recommendations 
The Political Science Department has already identified many of the issues that have potentially been suppressing its 
major numbers and some upper division course enrollments, and has held discussions and taken steps toward 
ensuring future student success.   The current pandemic has compounded the challenges faced by the program, as is 
true of most other programs in the College, yet enrollment in lower-level GE and other courses has held steady.  
Steps already taken with regard to programmatic assessment and curricular revision demonstrate a commitment to 
and path toward a very student-focused and assessable major.    

The description of future goals included in the self-study represents a positive move on the part of the program 
faculty and should draw more students within the UH System and beyond toward the degree.  The department’s plan 
to establish pathway programs with community colleges in Hawai‘i and abroad will help to encourage more students 
to consider a first or even a second major in Political Science.   The focus on creating a strong alumni network and 
developing high-impact practices are very positive directions for the Department of Political Science to pursue and 
hold great potential for the future.   

As the department already recognizes, programmatic assessment and continual improvement are important goals for 
the program at this time.  Significant progress has been made with regard to reviving and reinvigorating assessment 
within the program, and the key moving forward will be continued and energetic attention to the stated assessment 
plan as a foundation for collective work among the faculty.   The recent creation of rubrics for program learning 
outcomes will serve as the basis for programmatic assessment in upper division courses, and will engage all of the 
faculty in productive interaction around student success.    

While some program quantitative data has been made available as a result of the COVID-19 budgeting process, 
additional quantitative data would be useful for this and all future program review self-study documents.  In fact, 
greater institutional support for departments completing self-studies as part of program review is necessary in 
general.    

The use of quantitative data for programs would be much more valuable to departments and reviewers if it were 
readily available in a standardized form that the institution could certify was correct and uniform across all units of 
the University.   References within the self-study to disparities within the data, as well as some seemingly incorrect 
information noticed by this reviewer, call into question all reviews and conclusions based upon it.  Greater efforts 
should be made to provide an agreed upon set of quantitative measures for each program as a starting point for self-
studies and all subsequent reviews.    



In addition, and with regard specifically to assessment, I recommend that the institution provide a centralized 
mechanism for collecting student artifacts and assessment information for each department and program.   It is clear 
from this self-study and others that assessment at UH Hilo has been progressing slowly, in part due to the fact that 
each department is expected to maintain and move its process forward on its own and, essentially, without much 
institutional support.  This decentralized, do-it-yourself mechanism for programmatic assessment has been slow to 
create a culture of assessment on the UH Hilo campus.   Greater institutional support in the form of a centralized 
mechanism to collect, schedule, interpret, and archive assessment artifacts and results for all programs would help to 
create this culture on campus and move all programs forward in their assessment engagement and activities.  


