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Political Science Assessment Data

Evidence of Student Learning: Content Assessment via ETS Major Field Test 

In Spring of 2007, the Department of Political Science applied for and received funding through 

the Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs for implementation of the ETS Political Science Major 

Field Test (MFT). We are grateful to have received this support.  The following report discusses 

our experience with the exam as well as our view of its utility.  Particularly, we compare the 

utility of the MFT to our own, in-house assessment instrument. 

ETS Major Field Test and Political Science GPA



We administered the MFT to our POLS 470S: Capstone Seminar students in spring of 2007.  

This is the last class that students are to take prior to graduation, and therefore provides our best 

class to test in terms of valid assessment.  We were pleased to find a strong correlation between 

students’ departmental GPAs and their MFT score (r = .858, p < .001), but that was about the 

only useful information we could glean from any of the ETS reports included with the MFT.  

Although we had high hopes for the test, especially the additional reports we ordered, we found 

that it fell well short of our own instrument on a number of counts: 

 The MFT does not provide a true pretest/posttest option.

 The MFT tests knowledge outside the domain of that covered by our department.

 The MFT does not provide data for statistical controls that would permit us to control for

important confounding factors such as ESL. 

 We were dissatisfied with the overall quality of data received from ETS.

 The Custom Comparison Data Report was unhelpful.

 The Custom Item Information Report was inadequate to our needs.

The in-house assessment instrument used by the department is given to students in our POLS 

101 class as well as to our POLS 470 Capstone Seminar.  It is the same test.  The questions on 

the MFT change every two years.  It is impossible to validly gauge student learning over time if 

the instrument changes every few years.  A true pretest/posttest design is important because we 

prefer the "value-added" approach (e.g., we are concerned with what our students have learned 

from our courses, or what difference did we make, rather than student accomplishment which 

may merely reflect higher knowledge upon entering the university). 

We have five faculty in the department, and can therefore do no justice to all of the material 

commonly covered in most departments.  The MFT is a very broad-based exam that covers 

material in subfields that we do not have faculty teaching.  Although the Item Information Report 

permits us to isolate the questions dealing with the material we cover, we are unable to create a 

similar set of data for comparable universities in order to make a true comparison to determine 

how well we cover the material we cover. 

Many of our majors speak English as a second language.  The data provided by ETS does not 

permit us to control for this factor for analysis of our own students or to compare them to 

students at other universities.  We are able to do so in our own assessment instrument since it is 

given to samples of our own students, and not compared to samples of other universities. 

Moreover, our own instrument allows us to control for core classes taken/not taken by students 

taking the exam, providing more meaningful data. 

The data provided by ETS in all reports was tremendously difficult to comprehend.  Moreover, 

ETS uses asymmetrical measures of assessment indicators.  For example, scaled scores are used 

for overall score as well as three assessment indicators (US Politics, International Relations, and 

Comparative Politics) whereas simple percentage correct is used for three other indicators 

(Analytical and Critical Thinking, Methodology, and Political Thought).  ETS provides no 

information explaining how (much less why) the scores on indicators are scaled.  ETS did not 

provide us with data in a digitized format that would have facilitated our own analysis. 
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This report permitted us to compare our students to those of other universities.  We chose 20 

universities (the maximum allowable) that we thought were comparable to UH Hilo.  This 

process was difficult and required an expenditure of time on the part of our faculty.  Ultimately, 

the data we received from ETS was of very poor quality and difficult to interpret.  For example, 

on some measures ETS provided data that averaged the averages across the 20 universities, while 

in other cases it provided data that lumped all 387 students from all of these universities together.  

In no case did it juxtapose our scores with the others.  And, as mentioned above, we were unable 

to use this data to control for demographics and ESL in our analysis. 

While we were able to isolate the questions that fell within our Political Science curriculum at 

UH Hilo, we could not compare these on an item-by-item basis with the other universities.  This 

prohibits a between subjects comparison.  In light of these concerns, the department ceased using 

the MFT as an assessment tool, and continues to use our superior in-house instrument.  

Evidence of Student Learning: Content Assessment via UHH POLS Assessment Exam 

Once we recognized the limitations of the MFT, the department designed its own program 

content assessment test.  Predictive validity of our assessment exam was measured by comparing 

results to the MFT, which yielded an extremely high correlation (r = .976, p < .01). The test also 

reflects a higher level of content validity than the MFT, as we designed it to correspond to our 

program’s curriculum.  

The BA in Political Science is intended to be a general liberal arts degree in which students have 

the flexibility to take upper division courses in several of the sub-fields of the discipline or, if 

they wish, to concentrate on one or two of those areas. Consequently, the curriculum is quite 

varied and each student’s course experience is intentionally unique. Furthermore, as the degree 

is not designed to prepare students for a single profession, and since many of our students have 

no interest in continuing their education beyond the BA, it is difficult to administer a “one-size-

fits-all” learning assessment instrument. However, since students may decide late in their 

preparation for the degree to enter law or graduate school after graduation, the faculty endeavors 

to ensure that each is prepared to do so by building on the core requirements of the degree: 

American politics, international politics, comparative politics, public law, political theory, and 

research methods (we do not offer a core course in public policy or public administration).  

To this end, the faculty requires that all majors complete, in the final year of study, POLS 470s: 

Seminar in Political Science. This writing-intensive class serves as a capstone course in which 

students discuss current research trends in the discipline, write a major research paper, and report 

to the class on the results of that research effort. This enables the faculty (all of whom take turns 

teaching the course) to assess generally the oral and writing skills of our senior students. This 

provides an opportunity for general assessment by the faculty of the level of student 

comprehension and an ability to identify where weaknesses in knowledge may exist. 

Political Science faculty collegially created a 64-question multiple-choice test covering all six of 

the core areas taught by our program. This instrument is intended to be a value-added device; 

that is, it is administered to all incoming freshmen majors and all students enrolled in the 
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capstone seminar so that a comparison of the means of the two groups will indicate what the 

freshmen knew when they matriculated, what the seniors know near the end of their course of 

study, and how much learning has taken place in the interim. In other words, the goal is to 

measure generally how much learning is a result of the department’s teaching. Additionally, the 

instrument results will be analyzed to determine areas of weakness with a view to revising and 

improving the curriculum and specific course content. The results are as follows: 

The Political Science Assessment was administered to students in the Capstone Seminar (POLS 

470) and to students in two Introduction to American Politics (POLS 101) classes during the first 

week of classes of the Spring semester, 2006.  The exam was unscheduled, and students were not 

told to prepare for it. The students in the Capstone Seminar averaged a score of 63.8 percent, 

21.4 percent higher than the students in the intro course, who’s average score was 42.4 (see table 

below).  The difference in scores between classes was statistically significant (F = 460.992, 

p < .001).  While the difference in test scores is impressive, the percentage of correct answers for 

each group is low due to the nature of the assessment being a “pop” exam with no notice. 

POLS 101G POLS 470S Difference F

Total Score 42.393 63.803 21.410 460.992 ***

n 645 199

Group Means

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Political Science Content Assessment, Overall

Because not all of the Capstone students had taken the full complement of core courses, the 

students were asked which, if any, core courses they had yet to take.  We were then able to 

ascertain if finishing a core course caused a corresponding increase in scores for items on the 

exam that reflected that core area.  The results indicate some interesting qualities about our 

students (if not the test itself).  Prior to taking their core courses, students could properly answer 

roughly 40 percent of the questions in each field area except one.  Students had comparatively 

more knowledge of American Politics than the other core areas (70.8 percent correct prior to 

taking the core course).  This may have one of four explanations: The exam was given to 

students enrolled in an American Politics core class, and thus, the students had a pre-existing 

interest in and knowledge of the subject matter.  Secondly, many students take “civics” classes in 

high school, and these classes may cover some of the material.  Third, American Politics topics 

are more frequently covered in the news than topics from the other core areas.  And lastly, the 

American Politics questions may have been disproportionately easy. 

In terms of the difference in the amount of knowledge between the pre- and post-core course 

groups, students who had taken the core course scored roughly 18-25 percentage points better 

than students who had not taken the core course.  The difference for students who had and had 

not taken the American Politics core course was less than the other areas, though this may be due 

to a “ceiling effect”— students had comparatively more knowledge of American Politics than the 

other core areas in both the pre- and post-core groups (see table below). 
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No Core Taken Core Difference F

American Politics 70.786 81.226 10.440 53.236 ***

n 585 261

Political Theory 41.033 65.089 24.056 212.780 ***

n 684 162

Legal Systems 38.583 60.269 21.686 242.574 ***

n 635 211

World Politics 37.640 65.878 28.238 280.463 ***

n 624 222

Comparative Politics 36.189 55.476 19.287 171.274 ***

n 643 203

Political Methodology 34.895 53.119 18.224 201.467 ***

n 667 179

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Group Means

Political Science Content Assessment by Core Area

A detailed analysis of each question item will need to be completed in order to continue to use 

the exam in the future.  This will include accounting for the high American politics scores and 

altering some of the questions to reflect changes to curriculum.  We are confident that our 

content assessment exam can be modified and used to provide meaningful assessment in future 

years and will be utilized in crafting future exam questions. 

Evidence of Student Learning: Written Communication Assessment 

In a similar fashion to the pre/post design used for our content assessment, the department 

collected essays from POLS 101 and POLS 470S in order to perform written communication 

assessment.  Three members of the department (Drs. Belt, Marusek and Lee) divided the task of 

performing the assessment using the university’s written communication guidelines.  

On March 2, 2015, the members met to calibrate assessment scoring, and were pleased to find 

unanimity in their assessment.  The members then scored each of the papers with a score from 1-

4 for each element of written communication: Line of Reasoning, Organization & Structure, 

Content, and Language/Prose/Syntax.  Based on these content areas, an average score was 

calculated, as well as the assignment of a score to the closest integer (1-4).  
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POLS 101G POLS 470S Difference F

Integer Score 2.476 3.217 0.741 10.071 **

Averaged Score 2.464 3.097 0.633 8.707 **

Line of Reasoning 2.381 3.044 0.663 7.251 *

Organization & Structure 2.429 3.043 0.614 6.204 *

Content 2.524 3.174 0.650 9.485 **

Language/Prose/Syntax 2.524 3.130 0.606 7.115 *

n 21 23

Group Means

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01

Political Science Written Communication Assessment

The results within the content areas and for the total score are nearly uniform.  Students in POLS 

470S (the capstone seminar) scored over six-tenths of a percent higher than the students in POLS 

101 on every content area, and for their averaged and integer score (see table above).  The 

assessment demonstrates the effectiveness of the university’s curriculum in developing the 
quality of student writing.  The department will continue such assessments on a yearly basis. 

Evidence of Student Learning: Quantitative Reasoning Assessment 

The department of Political Science will be participating in the university’s efforts to conduct 

quantitative reasoning assessment.  The department has recently certified POLS 280: Methods of 

Research to satisfy the General Education’s Quantitative Reasoning Basic Requirement.  

Assessment of quantitative reasoning skills using the assessment instrument provided by the UH 

Hilo Assessment Committee will implemented in this class beginning Fall 2015. 

Further Evidence of Teaching Effectiveness and Faculty Quality 

Political Science faculty conduct teaching evaluations in all courses every term, both quantitative 

and qualitative evaluations.  Our faculty consistently score above the division norm in most 

areas.  Two faculty, Drs. Belt and Marusek, have won the Frances Davis Award for Excellence 

in Undergraduate Teaching. In addition, Dr. Marusek is the faculty representative for the Harry 

S. Truman Scholarship program. She works with interested students, nominates Truman Scholar 

candidates and guides the nominees through the two-stage application process. The department 

has produced three Truman Scholars, one since our last program review under the guidance of 

Dr. Marusek. 

The Department of Political Science faculty are highly active in scholarship and service.  Most 

faculty attend at least one national or regional professional conference per year to present 

research.  Faculty Curricula Vitae appear in Appendix D, faculty service commitments appear in 
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Appendix E, and faculty Awards and Grants appear in Appendix F.  The department has been 

strongly dedicated to teaching and research, and to bringing undergraduate students into research 

projects (and a few to even present at conferences).  

The department’s commitment to quality teaching can be seen in its many successful student 

graduates.  Several of our alumni have pursued graduate and law school upon graduation, and 

many have become highly esteemed members of the community.  A few examples include Ryan 

Kanaka‘ole, currently a state auditor and formerly Deputy Corporation Counsel for the County of 

Hawai‘i; Sylvia Wan, Deputy Prosecuting Attorney for the County of Hawai‘i; and Brittany 

Smart, formerly a Councilmember for the County of Hawai‘i. Since our last program review, the 

following Political Science students have recently been accepted to, are currently studying at, or 

are recent graduates of the following post-baccalaureate institutions: 

Alexandria Nakao-Eligado, MS in Sustainability Management, Columbia University 

Jean Kulei Bezilla, Law School, UH Mānoa 
Micah Chapman, Graduate Studies in Political Science, UH Mānoa 
Jerry Urtuzuastigui, PhD in Political Science, University of Missouri 

Jeremy Butterfield, Law School, UH Mānoa 
Stacy Ruegilin, Law School, Harvard University 

Taylor Coons, Law School, University of Vermont 

Bart Henderson, Law School, University of Massachusetts 

Levi Leatherberry, Graduate Studies in Political Science, University College of London 

Greg Cleary, Graduate Studies in Public Administration, University of Denver 

Akira Ruddle-Miyamoto, Graduate Studies in Political Science, UH Mānoa 
Tesia Chang, MS in Criminal Justice, Chaminade University 

Bryan Esmaralda, MA Urban and Regional Planning, Eastern Washington University 

Evangelyn Jelinek, Master’s in Social Work, Colorado State University 
Rachel Loo, Graduate Studies in Political Science, UH Mānoa 
Cassi Keawe, Master’s in Public Administration, University of Colorado 
Donde Leopoldo, Graduate School of Political Management, George Washington Univ. 

Aaron Hendrickson, Graduate Studies, London School of Economics 

Dylan Williams, Law School, George Washington University 

Serette Kaminski, MPA and MA in Political Science, Suffolk University 

Mark Kaetsu, Law School, UH Mānoa 
Peter Boskofsky, Law School , Gonzaga University 

Mark Farrell, MA in International Studies, Syracuse University 

Glenn Sonoda, Law School, UH Mānoa 
Maren Bennett, MA in Political Science, University of Nevada, Las Vegas 

Ferdinand Goetz, Graduate Studies, University of Amsterdam 

As the above illustrate, the department has made a priority of getting its students accepted to law 

and graduate schools.  We are pleased that many have been accepted to prestigious institutions, 

and many with funding.  The department recognizes the need to do a better job of tracking its 

graduates and will work to put together such a program. In doing so, we might use any number 

of social networks such as LinkedIn, Facebook, or ResearchGate, in addition to more standard 

practices. 
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VI. Future Program Goals and Resource Requirements 

This section begins with a discussion of progress made by the department and administration in 

line with the memorandum of Understanding (MOU) negotiated as part of the 2006 Political 

Science Program Review.  The 2006 MOU included six action items and is reproduced in 

Appendix G.  Three of the items were to be executed individually by the administration, two 

were to be executed individually by the department, and one was to be executed jointly by the 

department and administration.  Of the three items to be executed by the administration, only one 

has been carried out.  The items to be executed by the department and the collaborative item 

have all been carried out. The MOU is reproduced below with action items italicized. Following 

each action item is a report on the progress made pertaining to the item. 

1. The Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences will create a central fund within the college to 

assist undergraduates who are attending conferences to present research they have co-authored.  

Political Science students may apply for these funds just as faculty do. 

Administration did not provide this item. Unfortunately, the department has decreased the 

amount of work it puts into getting students accepted to and presenting at conferences due to a 

lack of institutional or departmental funds.   

2. The Dean and Vice Chancellor agree that data present a strong rationale for another tenure-

line position for the department whenever a position number can be secured.  As always, new 

faculty hires are contingent on financial resources and SSH’s generated.  If a new position 

becomes available, the department’s first need is expertise in public administration and 

administration of justice. 

Administration did not provide this item.  Instead of providing a sixth position to the department, 

the administration put a one year lag on a replacement retirement hire, and then made the 

replacement conditional on serving the Administration of Justice major. The department 

understands the nature of the fiscal restraints that have faced the university over the past years.  

However, the conversion of a faculty position to a hybrid position only splits hairs and further 

dilutes the department’s curriculum.  The department still needs an expert in Public Policy/Public 

Administration. 

2. The Dean of the College is working on course releases and summer stipends for department 

chairs.  This is a college issue, not just a department issue. 

The administration provided stipends and course releases to department chairs for the regular 

academic year.  There are no departmental chair stipends for summer. 

3. The department will produce a Vision Statement and Strategic Plan for the short (3-5 years), 

medium (5-8 years), and long-term (10-12 years) horizon, including the need for additional 

faculty lines and the replacement of retiring faculty.  The plan will provide the Dean’s Office a 

rationale and justification for future hires. This strategic hiring plan should be given to the 

Dean as soon as possible. 
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This strategic plan was written and adopted by the department and presented to the Dean of CAS 

in the fall of 2006.  The department has kept its internal commitments to retaining and improving 

upon program quality (as evidenced earlier in this document).  The department has not realized 

any increase in faculty numbers and has therefore made no progress on developing a Master’s 

Program in Public and Justice Administration.  

Due to budgetary constraints, the department has yet to develop a feasible legislative practicum, 

program, although the department has greatly strengthened its ties to state legislators in the past 

few years.  Once the funding becomes available, this program could be relatively easy to start up 

if faculty are still willing to pursue it. 

4. The Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs will fund the Political Science Field Test for all 

majors, and the department agrees to try it out in addition to continuing its own assessment tool. 

This test was funded by the VCAA and administered by the department. Results appear earlier 

in this document (see: Evidence of Student Learning: ETS Major Field Test). 

5. The department agrees to request money from the Social Sciences Division for student 

assistants to help with research. 

This request has been routinely executed by the department and funds have been allocated by the 

division. 

Future Goals 

In addition to tackling the challenges of alumni tracking and studying and reversing declining 

major numbers, the department’s faculty will be involved in two other collaborative efforts.  The 

first involves negotiating the Administration of Justice Program Review MOU and complying 

with programmatic changes.  The second effort is the collaboration with an interdisciplinary pre-

law certificate. 

Another challenge for the department is to provide a more professional online presence.  The 

department’s current web presence is ambiguous, as there are both a university site for the 

department as well as a departmental site.  This results in duplicated and inconsistent information 

(see the differing sources cited on p. 1 of this document).  Worse yet, the Contribute software 

supplied by the university has caused inconsistencies in web page appearances every time they 

are updated. Drs. Marusek and Young are working with the division to improve the Political 

Science and Administration of Justice program websites.  The department views this as an 

important step to presenting a positive public face. 

The department sees community stakeholder relations as an untapped feature of our program.  

The department has many contacts with internship providers as well as graduates working in the 

community.  The department looks forward to working with these contacts in order to sharpen 

curriculum to align with job skill requirements and to open up sources for potential endowment 

funding. 
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Resource Requirements 

Since our last program review, the department stands no closer to its much-needed sixth position.  

The subfield of Public Policy/Public Administration is currently covered by Drs. Belt and 

Young, stretching their core areas thin.  Since Dr. Belt also teaches the Research Methods core 

course and runs our internship programs, the American Politics subfield has been particularly 

neglected.  Many courses in the subfield have not been offered on a regular basis, and one 

course, POLS 337: Politics of Hawai‘i State and Local, has not been offered in many years. The 

department desperately needs a faculty member so that it can offer curriculum in the Public 

Policy/Public Administration subfield, which will serve the Administration of Justice major. 

Secondly, the department has seen its B-Budget cut drastically in the past few years.  In the early 

2000s, the department saw its budget increase over time to a high of $17,688 in AY 2006-07.  

Since that time, the budget has declined to levels lower than at any time in recent memory (see 

figure below).  The departments’ B-Budget allocation currently stands at $6,000. 

Each year, the department sets aside $3,500 for the faculty member’s Model UN trip, $3,000 for 
a stipend for its legislative intern, and $350 for a site visit for a faculty member to supervise the 

intern.  These fixed costs total $6,850, a figure which has exceeded our allocation for the last few 

years.  For the last four years, the POLS chair has had to request supplementary assistance from 

the division chair for covering these fixed expenses, as well as for funds for replacing computers, 

printers, for purchasing toner cartridges, and other normal office supplies.  Also over the last few 

years, the department has had no funding to support student travel to conferences or for 
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interviews for scholarships (such as our Truman Scholar finalists).  The department desperately 

needs its B-Budget funding restored so that it can fund these items.  

Finally, in 2011, the UH Hilo Research Council changed its rules on faculty travel awards.  In 

particular, the council set the rule that “tenured faculty, instructors, and specialists are eligible 

for one award every other fiscal year” (source: Ken Hon, email to faculty, June 28, 2011).  When 

questioned as to the rationale for this policy, the council stated that senior faculty could better 

fund their own travel through extramural grants than junior faculty could.  However, this policy 

discriminates against disciplines (such as ours) that do not rely heavily on extramural grants for 

research.  The department points to the need for greater access to conference funding for senior 

faculty so that they can remain engaged and productive in their discipline.  This request further 

benefits students, who could coauthor research with these faculty members. 
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