Symposium of Living Philosophers
Assessment, 2009-2010
The Philosophy Department assesses its Program – the Symposium on Living Philosophers – as part of our annual departmental evaluation and in the context of the learning goals for the department, school, and college.  So I have attached the relevant excerpt from our Assessment Report, and copies of Appendix D and the assessment chart.
In addition, the Symposium engages in assessments of various sorts.  There is on-going embedded assessment (given the seminar format, every week the professors took stock of how students were doing and whether goals were being met); by-weekly writing assessment in the writing lab portion of the course where a sense of progression towards understanding material and incorporating thoughts into a final research paper are analyzed; post-course assessment including students interviews, formal written evaluations, commentaries provided by online evaluation, notes and remarks from scholars engaged in the program.  
This last was the third cycle of the Symposium, with each iteration being altered based on assessment provided by the previous years.  For example, the entire structure of the writing lab was redesigned and extended in response to student concerns voiced in the previous Symposium (2007).  
This year, four areas of special interest were highlighted:  student mastery of material, research and writing, the final student panel, and publicity and attendance at public events.  
Mastery of Material:  even though the writing of John Caputo assumes familiarity with the difficult theories of hermeneutics and deconstruction, the instructors knew from previous seminars to lay the foundation by providing introductory background.  Reconsider Friday afternoon time-slot; difficult as a practical matter to schedule around labs of the many science students we attract.
Research and Writing:  the most significant student comments here related to earlier selection of topic and more guidance from professors at earlier stages of writing.  That we cannot assume a high level of research expertise or technique among the students will be taken into account by the next teaching team.
Student Panel:  timing here ran into a conflict, in the future we need to have the presentation on a different weekend than that of SienaFest.  The panel itself tends to run long as each student has the opportunity to describe their research and have the Philosopher respond.  In the future we may give the Philosopher only a summary rather than the entirety of the student paper.     
Publicity and Attendance: a goal from previous years was to improve publicity and increase attendance at open lectures and panels related to the Symposium.  Since Caputo crosses into theology and religious studies, we solicited faculty in Religious Studies to a] recommend students to take the Symposium, b] sent special notices to RS faculty inviting them to multiple public lectures and encouraging them to recommend public lectures to their students.  One response was received on the first count (Dickens).  Two responses on the second count (Dickens and Tamburello).  It was surprising that the RS Dept did not visibly support the Symposium.  In addition, external publicity and website coordination was hampered by the move to the new web and the shuffling of responsibility for external publicity/marketing.  Beyond poster production, it was difficult to get cooperation for external outlets, even when dealing with the Siena magazine.  Finally, we had verifiable reports that our posters appeared in the halls of Fordham University, Boston University, Syracuse University, and Union Theological Seminary.
Strategy for improvement next cycle:  Along with sending poster publicity to regional colleges and universities, and along with e-mail notifications of public events, target at least one person from local schools to bring at least one student with them to our campus.  Host a reception with featured philosopher, local academics with students, and Symposium students.
 

Sincerely, 
Jennifer McErlean
Philosophy Department












Excerpt 
4. At our summer retreat (May 17th) the two professors who lead this year’s Symposium, John Burkey and Raymond Boisvert, shared with us results of their experience and student remarks in interviews concerning how to improve the course (see Appendix D).  Recommendations for improvement of the Symposium for its fourth round are included in the assessment chart under ‘other outcomes.’
	Academic Assessment Plan and Report 
B.A. in Philosophy
2009-2010


	Submitted: Date: May 2010 	
	Department Chair: Jennifer McErlean

	Mission: 	
          The Department of Philosophy seeks to stimulate reflection on fundamental issues such as justice, freedom, the nature of reality, the human condition, beauty, and God.  The Department’s courses contribute to intellectual growth and maturity by providing a perspective which helps students view themselves and their relations to others, the world, and God in a responsible and intelligent manner.
          Committed to teaching excellence, the Philosophy Department plays a central role in the liberal arts core curriculum, offers  major and  minor programs of study, and  prepares students for careers in education, law, medicine, business, journalism, ministry, and government.  Philosophy courses stress logical thinking, analysis, sound argument, and clear writing.  They do so while introducing students to the rich intellectual traditions that have shaped western and non-western cultures.
          The Department serves the liberal arts mission of Siena College by fostering scholarly thought and intellectual inquiry. Through its faculty’s writings, colloquia presentations, lectures, support of interdisciplinary and honors programs, and sponsorship of clubs, the Philosophy Department encourages exchanges of powerful ideas at Siena and elsewhere.


	Stakeholder involvement in the following:  ___ Mission    ____Learning goals     __x___Assessment procedures     __x____ Curricular changes

	Assessment Plan
	Assessment Report

	Major/Program Learning Goals

	Assessment Procedures
Senior Survey (=S)
Exit Interview (=I) 
Rubric on Writing (=R)
Symposium Interview (=L)
Annual Lecture (=A)


	Assessment Results
Course Evaluation from PHIL490  (=C) 
	Use of Results
Retreat (=R)



	
1. Competency in the Discipline:  Students will achieve an understanding of the different branches of philosophy (e.g., logic, ethics, the history of philosophy) together with their foundational figures.


	   
 S 1b,c and d





  I3

	
 S: Overall students indicated history was spotty (3 of 5) but their understanding of philosophers and texts was high (4.5 of 5)

I: ‘got cheated a bit, no Locke, Hume, Kant’

	

Reexamine our requirements for majors, particularly the history sequence, in upcoming program review

Consider separating assessment of logic, ethics, history, as well as breadth versus depth 


	
2. Critical and Interpretive Skills: Students will be able to articulate and critically evaluate various philosophical positions through both oral and written presentation. 
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  A (student’s attendance, 
  questions and responses to
  annual lecture)








Pablo Muchnik submitted 5 papers from his Honors Ethics course to be evaluated by CAC reviewers

Jenny McErlean spent a day reviewing core course papers for Critical Thinking at the invitation of Bruce Eelman
	
R: Sample of 6 Final Papers by seniors had mixed results

C: 6 of 9 students completed an additional course evaluation and reported peer review and draft/research process very helpful: ‘having the chance to present my draft ahead of time to the class and get feedback from you and my peers was invaluable’, ’now know how to maneuver data bases’ 
 
S2a: our dept. demands an average of 8+ research papers in philosophy courses
S2d: research papers were judged most effective in promoting philosophical development
S3b: all students reported high gain in confidence (4.6 out of 5) in thinking critically and independently since freshman year   


I4: ‘growth in ability to do research from Symposium’
I7: ‘in one business course, prof. asked where I learned to write. Philosophy was the answer’
I7: ‘make logic a prereq for all other courses’
  
A: response essays and conversations indicate ability to articulate questions, relate to myriad thinkers
	


Need to continue efforts to teach research process and revision of written work, further development of writing lab approach (for Seminar and Symposium)


Encourage submission of fine student essays for conferences and publications

Undertake a departmental discussion on improving students’ oral presentations





Significantly change assessment of majors: move to a discussion of each major at the end of each semester to determine progress towards goals








Reexamine logic offerings, requirements for majors, and place for logic in new core

Continue to choose speakers that will have interdisciplinary appeal and relevance to current courses



	
3. Reflective Development: Students will acquire the foundation for a thoughtful and morally responsible life.  
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 I2
	
S3a: students report philosophy courses highly effective in giving resources to think about moral issues ( 4.3 out of 5) 



I: moral reasoning from philosophy courses reported as helpful  in business and law

	



Continue, revise, and perhaps expand courses with focus on moral responsibility in program review and transition to new core


	





 

	
	
	



	

Other Outcomesh
	

Alignment Matrix


Wickid Whammi (or What Can I Do With A Major In…)
	




While sessions on future opportunities for philosophy and humanities majors are needed, offer either in-class or during registration to increase attendance

I: students suggest more informal faculty/student get togethers

	










Regularize dinner for majors and minors in September, as well as Senior Dinner in May

Continue to encourage Philosophy Club in creating informal opportunities for socializing and casual discussion; restructure Phil Club to obtain greater interest and interdisciplinarity  

R: Symposium evaluation: be sure to arrange for time with students for each outside lecturer; rethink timing of panel discussion; student’s noted and appreciated participation of Julian Davies; clarify with VPAA budget, structure, release time 



	A. 





Appendix D:
Symposium on Living Philosophers
Assessment discussion wth students  April 30, 2010 [Notes provided by Raymond Boisvert]
Cool if students got to pick a philosopher. Narrow it down and then have students pick after reading 3 or so philosophers.

Never thought I would be able to speak in front of people in forum like panel discussion, especially with philosopher actually there.

Emphasize researching papers more.  Make it more with secondary sources throughout the year. Provide two page summary with sources for every class.

Difficult to decide what to write on early in course.  Writing process should be throughout whole year.

Topics changed as I went through year, starting earlier would have helped.

Advice to future students who are committed to join up: read more than what is assigned; try to make connection early with a topic; plan early so that you can avoid “limp” topic; students need to like what they are writing about to sustain interest for lengthy paper; don’t miss a class; build small papers into larger one

Advice to student interested in participating:
Must like interacting with professors; can’t take anything like this anywhere else; pushes you intellectually to the brink; be prepared to learn new philosophical ‘lingo’; become a better writer; anyone looking to grad school should take this course;  will teach how to budget your own time and work on your own; give them examples of papers written in past so as to build confidence that ordinary students like them can be encouraged, i.e. it can be done;


Gen’l advice:  be more determinate about recommended readings; good to have people make preparations from a book;   individual presentations really help us grasp the topics; make more than one of those presentations mandatory; for this topic we needed to do the groundwork (learn new, special language); helps to have had some readings in earlier courses as background; for first semester maybe an extra class a week, Caputo so different at first, need time to get used to material;  Do not have it on Friday; more substantial reading over the break or over summer prior to class (might work better with some philosophers rather than others);  first semester paper—make it due earlier, so as to get more time to get comments on drafts; give out names of students who have taken it previously so the prospective can ask them;

External scholar/guest lecturers: Kearney made good impact; bring in external scholar for more complex material; maybe not bring him in first time; can the external scholar be used for providing more comments on essays; for guest lecturers it would be good to have two additional guest lecturers and have them interact with class as well; maybe have an in-house philosopher give one of the lectures if there is local expertise (this would make it easier to go beyond two external lecturers).  


Comparison with previous symposium:
Writing labs was used more effectively this time, actual writing rather than covered content;




