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Political Science  

  
This department answered the EEP form for each of its programs separately: Legal Studies 
and Political Science. 
 
Legal Studies 
 
Identify the evidence you currently use (beyond GPA) to determine that your undergraduates 
have achieved the objectives you have for them.  
  
We currently look to the following:  

• Senior surveys  
• Meetings with Legal Studies Undergraduate Board  
• SRTI reports, including the review of comments on integrative experience courses, 
conducted by the Director of Legal Studies  
• Reviews of SRTI reports conducted by the Department Personnel Committee   

  
What changes has the department made in its undergraduate program(s) and offerings based 
on the results of the evidence described in the previous section, over the last few years?  
  
Over the past few years our program has done the following:  

• Restructuring of the Legal Studies major requirements, which will apply to students 
entering in the fall of 2018.  
• Introduction of five letters of specialization for Legal Studies majors.  
• Increase the number of integrative experience courses offered in the major.  
• Increase the number of research assistant opportunities offered in the major.  
• Increased encouragement from advising for students to engage in study abroad and 
internship programs.  
• Hired a full-time Chief Undergraduate Advisor and an additional staff advisor, and 
reorganized our system of peer advising. Additionally, the advising staff makes use of a 
wider range of data tools made available by the University to help monitor students’ 
progress and identify students in need of additional advising and academic assistance.   

  

 

UMass Amherst’s Educational Effectiveness Plan (EEP) provides departments 
with an ongoing structure for conducting systematic inquiry into the 
effectiveness of their efforts to support student success. For the first phase of 
EEP, departments answered a series of prompts about their current 
educational effectiveness efforts, and their inquiry plans. Here we provide an 
edited version of this department’s responses. 
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Please describe the focus of your inquiry and explain why this inquiry is important to your 
department right now.  
  
Because the Legal Studies major is severely understaffed – it has a roughly 40-to-1 major-to-
permanent faculty ratio, compared to about 20-to-1 in the college – we struggle to offer our 
students a sufficient number and diversity of courses. We are engaged in a continuing 
conversation about how to address this significant issue. The very high major-to-faculty ratio 
also inhibits our ability to offer students independent study courses, to advise internships, to 
supervise research assistants, and to serve on thesis committees. We are exploring ways to 
address this problem.  
We are discussing creating benchmarks for establishing the appropriate number of classes that 
should be offered by the Program and how to offer that number of classes.    
  
What evidence do you plan to use to inform your inquiry focus? And, what are your initial 
thoughts on how you will collect this information?  
  

• On-going discussion in Legal Studies Undergraduate Studies Committee.  
• Review of annual senior survey data.  
• Review of SRTI evaluations.  
• Discussions with Legal Studies Undergraduate Advisory Board.  
• On-going evaluation of new courses and new instructors.  
• Submission and review of General Education, Integrative Experience, and Junior Year 
Writing courses.  
• In-house surveys of Legal Studies majors and recent alumni.  
• Student credit hours taught.  
• Focus groups with seniors.  
• Contact information for alumni.  
• Data on alumni giving to the Legal Studies Program.  
• Data on alumni job and graduate school placements.  
• Systematic comparison data among majors at UMass regarding SRTI evaluations, senior 
surveys, etc. This needs to be at the major level since some departments, such as ours, have 
two different majors  
 

What are the Student Learning Objectives for your department or program(s)?  
   
Legal Studies, B.A.  

• Students majoring in Legal Studies will learn:  
• how law is constituted across different contexts and cultures     
• how law shapes and is shaped by social, political, and economic factors   
• how law shapes and is shaped by globalization    
• how law can serve to reinforce or address inequality  
• theories about the interaction of law and society  

• The skills students majoring in Legal Studies will refine include:  
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• how to synthesize a range of material from disparate sources   
• how to analyze data and complex arguments    
• how to write effectively and appropriately across different genres of writing   
• how to construct a thesis-driven argument supported by sufficient evidence   
• how to find and evaluate information on the World Wide Web  
• how to communicate orally  
• how to conduct independent and collaborative research   
• how to critically think and engage in interdisciplinary perspective taking  
• how to engage in self-reflection and integrated learning  
• how to provide a clear and compelling description of Legal Studies and articulate 
their intellectual interests and potential professional goals relative to the Legal 
Studies major  
• how to assess and refine their own competencies and accomplishments and 
integrate and communicate their academic, co-curricular, experiential, and 
professional development skills/insights as they relate to their intellectual and 
career goals  

• The Legal Studies major prepares students to:  
• form sound views about controversial law and disputing-related issues    
• work in any professional environment (commercial, legal, advocacy)    
• participate as active and informed global citizens  
• continue study in graduate school or professional school    

   
Experiential Goals  

 
• All students will engage in collaborative research and learning  
• Some students will study abroad  
• Some students will have a research assistantship  
• Some students will have an internship experience  
• Some students will participate in domestic exchange  
• Some students will write a senior thesis  

  
Political Science 
 
Identify the evidence you currently use (beyond GPA) to determine that your undergraduates 
have achieved the objectives you have for them.  
  
We currently look to the following:  

• Senior survey data about satisfaction with major   
• Data on student satisfaction from Office of Institutional Research   
• In-house surveys of political science majors   
• In-house surveys of recent alumni   
• Anecdotal information from advisors and staff about student progress and satisfaction  
• Information from senior survey about student career/post-graduation plans   
• Information from students about admissions in graduate/law/professional schools  
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• Information from students about success in obtaining employment in desired fields  
• Feedback from student representatives from the Political Science Undergraduate Board 
(PSUB)  

 
What changes has the department made in its undergraduate program(s) and offerings based 
on the results of the evidence described in the previous section, over the last few years?  
 
Over the past few years, the Political Science Major has undertaken a number of reforms of the 
undergraduate program based on the various forms of feedback we receive from students and 
faculty:  

• In response to concerns about the Global Education requirements obtained from 
conversations with students and advisors and feedback from Senior Surveys, the Political 
Science Major substantially revised its undergraduate curriculum in the area of Global 
Knowledge and Skills in order to provide undergraduate majors with a larger number of 
options for achieving greater knowledge of non-US politics and cultures. Students may now 
achieve this major requirement by taking a sequence of substantive courses; by completing 
a certificate; by participating in a study abroad program; by completing a sequence of 
language courses; or by completing an individualized course of study. This change to the 
curriculum also increased the Political Science major requirements from 36 to 44 credits, to 
reflect the Political Science Major’s commitment to in-depth training of undergraduate 
students in the major.   
• In response to feedback from representatives from PSUB and advising staff, 
and following extensive discussion in UGS and in faculty meetings, we revised its 
introductory requirements to increase the number of options available to students needing 
to complete an introductory requirement in the broad area of political theory. Previously, 
all students were required to take Introduction to Political Theory; under the new 
requirements, students may choose from among a number of Political Theory courses. This 
change facilitates student progress through the major requirements while at the same time 
ensuring that all students are exposed to texts and themes in the subfield of Political 
Theory.  
• In response to student demand for increased access to/credit for taking methods-
intensive courses obtained from discussions with faculty and advisors, and also received 
from student representatives from PSUB, the Political Science Major created a new Letter of 
Specialization in Data Analytics for Politics, Policy, and Legal Studies (DAPPLS). This 
voluntary letter of specialization awards recognition to students who take a sequence of 
courses relating to research design, survey research methods, experiments, network 
analysis, and so forth. This letter provides students with opportunities to demonstrate 
greater mastery of data analytics techniques.   
• In response to student feedback from surveys of graduating students and comments 
from representatives from PSUB raising concerns about the quality of advising in the major, 
the Political Science Major substantially reformed its advising system. We hired a full-time 
Chief Undergraduate Advisor and an additional staff advisor, and reorganized our system of 
peer advising. Additionally, the advising staff makes use of a wider range of data tools made 
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available by the University to help monitor students’ progress and identify students in need 
of additional advising and academic assistance.   
• The major made a series of changes to the JYW Program. For several years, the program 
was taught by graduate students. In response to prompting from the Dean, the major 
initially moved to have JYW taught by a lecturer. However, this arrangement was not 
popular with either undergraduate or graduate students, and the major received extensive 
negative feedback from both groups. After considerable discussion within the Department, 
the program was revised as a hybrid in which JYW is provided both by a lecturer and by 
graduate students.  

 
Please describe the focus of your inquiry and explain why this inquiry is important to your 
department right now.  
 
An important focus of current inquiry on the Undergraduate Studies Committee is the 
development of a more systematic and transparent system for planning and delivering the 
undergraduate curriculum. Specifically, we are currently exploring options for (1) establishing 
benchmarks for what ‘needs’ to be taught on a semester-to-semester, year-to-year, and two-
year basis; and (2) circulating information to faculty and staff about how well the Political 
Science major is doing in meeting benchmarks. This inquiry is driven by several overlapping 
factors. First, as the number of faculty in Political Science has increased, clearer and more 
transparent systems for coordinating courses and ensuring delivery of various types of courses 
(100-, 200-, 300- level; courses in different subfields, etc.) has become more important. That is, 
with an increased number of faculty informal mechanisms of coordination become more 
unwieldy, necessitating more intentional and institutionalized forms of planning. Second, as the 
university has created a growing number of ‘mandatory’ courses for majors (junior year writing, 
and integrative experience), it has become more important for the Political Science Major to 
have a clear and transparent system for ensuring that we provide these various types of 
courses in order to serve our majors and enable steady progress through the degree 
requirements. The increase in the number of mandatory requirements means that the Political 
Science Major may need to be more deliberate in ensuring that these courses are taught 
regularly and in sufficient volume to meet our majors’ demands. The purpose of our current 
inquiry is to make both benchmarks and data on progress available to all faculty to help 
coordinate teaching and provide collective awareness of and accountability for provision of 
necessary undergraduate courses. This, in turn, is to help ensure that the Political Science 
major is providing courses necessary to help undergraduate students progress through the 
major in a timely fashion.   
 
What evidence do you plan to use to inform your inquiry focus? And, what are your initial 
thoughts on how you will collect this information?  
 

• Total courses in courses essential for progress through major: 100-level courses, IEs, 
JYW courses.  
• Information on time-to-completion of Political Science major.  
• Information on student satisfaction and other data from Senior Surveys.  
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• End of year senior student focus group or groups.  
• Trends in numbers of majors over time.  
• Qualitative information on students’ post-graduation plans, including employment and 
graduate training.  
• Comprehensive information on the careers of Political Science alumni.  
• Comprehensive information on the graduate school admissions and matriculations 
of Political Science alumni.  

We plan to collect this information from existing data that we already obtain from faculty and 
students as well as from new surveys of students we will field in the future.   
  
What are the Student Learning Objectives for your department or program(s)?  
 
Political Science, B.A.  
Students majoring in Political Science will be able to:  

• Basic political science theories in relation to the study of American politics  
• Comparative politics, international relations, and political theory  
• Basic methodological and analytical approaches used in the study of political science  
• How to critically evaluate scholarly and popular arguments  
• How to think reflectively about their own learning  
• How to work with diverse perspectives  
• How to work effectively as a member of a team  
• Make clear, sound, and compelling arguments based on appropriate evidence, both 
orally and in writing  
• Work with interpretive, qualitative, and/or quantitative information  
• Employ research tools including LexisNexis, regulations.gov, congress.gov, databases, 
and internet research  
• Conduct close, critical readings of scholarly texts and popular media  
• Understand and conduct basic research in political science  

  
Students majoring in Political Science will be prepared to:  

• Participate as active and informed citizens in a democracy           
• Work in a professional environment (commercial, government, or non-profit)  
• Continue study in graduate school or professional school  
 

Experiential Goals  
The Political Science Major does not currently have Experiential Goals. However, the EEP 
Progress has encouraged discussions about this matter, and we may develop Experiential Goals 
in the coming years.  
 
 


