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Curricula at Liberal Arts and Sciences Colleges
and Universities in the Midwest

John Ishiyama, Truman State University

n recent years, sparked by the path-

breaking reports issued by the
American Association of Colleges and
Universities (AACU) in 1991 (Wahlke
1991), the political science profession
has paid an increasing amount of atten-
tion to the relationship between the
structure of the political science major
and student learning outcomes. A few
studies have recently sought to examine
this relationship empirically (Breuning,
Parker, and Ishiyama 2001; Ishiyama
and Hartlaub 2003; Ishiyama and
Breuning 2003). However, these studies
have focused largely on using the politi-
cal science curriculum as an independ-
ent variable (i.e., affecting student out-
comes) and in most cases have been
limited to one or two institutions (with
the exception of Ishiyama 2004). No
study has broadly and systematically ex-
amined variations in curricular design
across several institutions, nor has any
study examined which factors affect
how institutions have structured their
majors in the way they have.' This pa-
per addresses this dearth by broadly
surveying a number of liberal arts and
sciences colleges and universities
across 10 Midwestern states (Illinois,
Indiana, Towa, Kansas, Michigan,
Missouri, Minnesota, Nebraska, Ohio,
and Wisconsin) to determine how many
political science programs structure
their majors in ways according to the
recommendations made by the Wahlke
report.

Literature

Since 1991, organizations and indi-
viduals in and outside of the political
science community have made several
rccommendations regarding the structure
of the political science major. Most
noteworthy were the reports issued by
the AACU on the Liberal Arts and
Sciences and the report produced by
the APSA Task Force on Political Sci-
ence (Wahlke 1991; see also Breuning,
Parker, and Ishiyama 2001: Ishiyama
and Hartlaub 2003). These reports are

very critical of unstructured programs.
The AACU report argued that only a
consciously structured major that entails
sequential learning promotes the devel-
opment of the “building blocks of
knowledge that lead to more sophisti-
cated understanding”™ and critical think-
ing skills (AACU 1991, 24). The
development of such thinking skills
cannot be accomplished “merely by
cumulative cxposure to more and
more . . . subject matter” (AACU 1991,
24). Majors which emphasize breadth at
the expense of depth result in “shallow
learning unless students also grasp the
assumptions, arguments, approaches,
and controversics that have shaped par-
ticular claims and findings™ (Wahlke
1991, 49).

Among the many recommendations
made by the APSA task force report,
three in particular stand out:

1. The undergraduate political science
major should entail an integrated

and sequential course of study rather

than a disconnected set of individual
courses. Such an integrated curricu-
lum provides for sequential learning,
with the knowledge acquired in one
course extended and developed in a
subsequent course. A broad-based,
common introductory coursc to the
major for incoming freshmen is a
necessary first step to this sequence
of learning.

2. The goal of the curriculum is to fa-
miliarize students with the assump-
tions, methods, and analytical ap-
proaches of the discipline. This does
not mean requiring that political sci-
ence students take statistics. Rather,
students should be exposed to the
broad contours and logic of social
scientific inquiry and familiar with
the assumptions, methods, and ana-
Iytical approaches of the discipline
(Wahlke 1991, 52). This recommen-
dation requires that students enroll
in a course on research design and
methodology, preferably fairly early
in their collegiate carcer.
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3. The curriculum should culminate in
a “capstone experience” or equiva-
lent (Wahlke 1991, 52). This cap-
stone course, such as a senior semi-
nar or a senior experience (not
merely a senior thesis),  should pro-
vide a broad synthesis of what the
student has learned during the
course of the major. while offering a
strong sense of the context of differ-
ent fields toward a greater apprecia-
tion of their methodological
strengths and weaknesses.

Evidence has emerged in recent
years that illustrates the benelits of just
such a structured and scquenced politi-
cal science major. A few studies have
suggested a link between curriculum
structure and learning outcomes. Bre-
uning, Parker, and Ishiyama (2001), for
instance, demonstrated the value a
structured and sequenced curriculum
has in promoting student learning.
Other works suggest a relationship be-
tween the structure of majors and the
development of abstract and critical
reasoning skills. Ishiyama and Hartlaub
(2003), in comparing two similar insti-
tutions, found that graduates from a
structured program are better at devel-
oping abstract and critical thinking
skills, and are better prepared for grad-
uate and professional education. Fur-
ther, Ishiyama (2004, forthcoming), in
a survey ol 32 colleges and universi-
ties, found a very strong relationship
between the degree to which a political
scienee major program is structured
and student knowledge, even when
controlling for plausible alternative ex-
planations for student performance. The
results support the notion that majors
that arc characterized by a sequenced
set of courses, the existence of a sen-
ior seminar or capstone course, and a
required rescarch methodology course
taken early in a student’s career better
prepare political science students than
do relatively unstructured majors,

To what extent, then, do liberal arts
programs al smaller colleges and
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Table 1
General Features of In~f"l‘|tuii(m0
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Combined Department?

More or Most Selective in
Freshman Admissions
Required Common Introductory
Course

Methodology Required Early

Senior Seminar/Capstone
I xpmlencp

the total) wnd wiost ol the political
cnce departinents were mdependent

(67 A% ol the totaly, meanimg they were
not combined with other disciplines o
form a departiment (such as history o
sociolopy, Tor examiple). Maost ol the po
litical science programs required @ con
mon introductory conrse (82.9%%), less
than hall (16.6%) required a research
methodology course, and even fewe
(only 39,90 required @ senior seni
narfcapstone course. Even more striking
is how Tew (T8 1% or 193) ol the
programs employed all three stractue
characteristics (common mirodoctonry
course, required research methodology,
and o senior capstone course). Thir, it
apprars that only s siall mimority of
the political science progranms surveyed
i this stady met the mimmmal strocioral
recomimendations made i the Wahlke
report.

Table 3 shows that politieal science
progrims most commonly require only g
common introductory cliass (30.04 of
the sample), followed by departinients
that require both a4 conmumon introdiiciony
and a research methodology
(21.200), These patterns weie
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requirements, where students had the

ool

COHrse
course

Table 2
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Y“ No
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82.9% (160) 17.1% (38)
Yes No
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Yes No
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Table 3

Percent of Schools with various program combinations

Structure Characteristics

Percentage (n)

No structure characteristics

Intro Only

Methods Only

Capstone Only

Intro and Methods

Intro and Capstone

Methods and Capstone

All three structure characteristics

6.2% (12)
30.0% (54)
4.7% (9)
8.6% (

2 2% (
15.5% (30)
2.5% (

18.1% (

Table 4

Number of Required Political Science Courses in the Major

Required Common Courses

Percentage (n)

No Required Common Courses 4.7% (9)
1 Required Course

2—-8 Required Courses

4-5 Required Courses

6 or more Required Courses

variable that exhibited a statistically
significant relationship with the struc-
ture characteristics dependent variable
was whether the political science pro-
gram is administratively housed in a
“combined” department. The sign of
the cocefficient (—.67) indicates that po-
litical science programs that are admin-
istratively boused in combined depart-
ments are significantly less likely to be
structured than political scicnee pro-
grams housed in exclusively political
science departments.

This finding makes some sensc. There
is likely much greater pressure in a com-
bined department to relax certain require-
ments (in many cases, methodology) o
make the political scicnce major more
congruent with its shared other discipline
(such as history, which was the most
often major combined with political
science). It may also be the case that
political science faculty recruited into
combined departments arc more inclined
toward a vision of political science as an
eclectic and flexible discipline, a vision
that may militate against the adoption of
curricular structures that (to many) may
resemble a straight jacket.

Discussion and Conclusions

This study was designed primarily to
survey the political science programs of
193 Midwestern colleges and universi-
ties to ascertain the extent to which

they conformed to the minimal struc-
tural features recommended by the
Wahlke and AACU reports. In sum,
only a small proportion of programs
have adopted the structural recommen-
dations of those reports. This finding is
quite surprising (and somewhat trou-
bling). Why don’t undergraduate institu-
tions in the Midwest (a region where
the emphasis on systematic and quanti-
tative approaches to political science is
quite popular) follow ecven the minimal
structural characteristics of these
reports?

It is far too early to present a full
explanation here, but some of the re-
sults hint at answers. Perhaps the struc-

Table 5

ture of political scicnce programs has to
do with departmental characteristics. For
instance, the finding that political sci-
ence programs that were administratively
housed in combined departments were
less likely to be structured than those
housed in single discipline political sci-
ence departments, suggests that introduc-
ing a structured curriculum in combined
departments may face special challenges.
This finding has some potentially impor-
tant implications. For instance, the re-
cent budgetary problems facing many
colleges and universitics may increase
the proportion of institutions which com-
bine their political science programs
with other disciplines, with the result
that even fewer schools will follow the
Wahlke recommendations in the future.

On the other hand. the fact that the
institutional variables identified had lit-
tle to do with whether political sciencee
programs are structured along the lines
of the Wahlke report (especially with
so little ol the variance in the pro-
grams cxplained by the model, with
the pscudo r-square at .04) may sug-
gest other reasons. For instance, it may
be that political science programs find
the recommendations cither inappropri-
ate to their mstitutions, or difficult to
implement. Or it may be that political
scientists at small liberal arts and sci-
ences institutions are wholly unaware
of the Wahlke report. Examining these
and other explanations, however, will
have to await further qualitative
analysis (e.g., interviewing programs
that did not choose to follow the ree-
ommendations of these reports). Such
rescarch really has to wait for a full
review of the impact of the Wahlke
report.

Over a dozen years later, there is
little evidence o suggest that the
recommendations made by the AACU
and Wahlke reports have been widely

Coefficient Estimates, Logit analysis (dependent variable =
number of structure characteristics listed in Table 2)

Coefficient

(standard Error)
FTE Political Science Faculty -.06 (.05)
Student/Faculty Ratio —.05 (.06)
Private School Dummy —.68 (.48)
Combined Department —.66" (.31)
Selective Dummy .24 (.30)
N = 193.
En <= 05
pseudo r? = .04,
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adopted by their primary audience:
undergraduate, fiberal arts institu-

Notes

1. For some reeent studies that have sur-
veyed eraduate programs in political sci-
ence. sec Hestio Finko and Duoffy (2003):
Schwartz-Shea (2003).

2. A Politicat Science Major was defined
as including majors tisted as “political sci-
cnce.” “polities,” “government.” and “po-
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APPENDIX: Methodology

Each college and university that had a political science major was coded for both characteristics of the major and of the institu-
tion. The major characteristics that were coded included whether or not the political science major had: (1) a common introduc-
fory course tht was required of all majors; (2) a research methodology course; (3) a senior seminar or capstone course.

The first characteristic, the presence of a common introducfory course that was required of all majors, was coded as a “1” if
an introductory freshmen level course to political science, introduction fo American government, or world politics, was included
in the requirequrricqum. In some cases, students were afforded a number of choices or introductory “tracks” (often differenti-
ating between American politics and “world” politics —a euphemism, no doubt, for comparative politics and international rela-
tions). However, under such circumstances students are not exposed to a common introductory course to “political science” —
contradicting the recommendations made regarding the creation of a “structured” maijor. If this were the case then it was coded
asa “0.”

The second characteristic, the presence of a research methodology course taken relotive|y eor|y in a student’s career, was
coded as a “1” if a research metEods course was included and it was listed as a third-year level course or less. This could in-
clude a non-political science course, as long as it exposed students to the logic of social science research. On the other hand, a
maijor that mere|y required students to take a statistics course does not necessarily require students be exposed to the logic of
empirical political analysis or research design. Thus, if a major required that a student take a research methods course, and this
was listed as at least a junior-level course or lower (e.g., 300 level or below) then this was coded as a “1.” Otherwise it was
coded a “0.” This is because if a research methods course is listed as a fourth-year course or higher then it signals to the stu-
dent that this course can be taken only near the end of a student’s undergraduate education.

The third characteristic, whether the curriculum included a senior seminar or capstone course, was coded as a “1” if a clearly
defined capstone course was identified (such as a senior seminar course) in the political science section in the undergraduate
catalog. This did not include a senior thesis or directed research, because, although undergraduate research promotes valuable
skills for any student, such activities are not consciously designed to provide a broad synthesis of what the student has learned
during the course of the major. A capstone experience shou& provic]oe an opportunity for the student to get a strong sense of the
context of different subfields in political science, and to appreciate their methodological strengths and weaknesses. A senior
thesis experience is not generally designed to accomplish these goals.

From these separate indicators, | created a composite measure of curricular structure (by simply adding the number of struc-
ture characteristics). | did so because the Wahlke report emphasized these characteristics as part of an infegrated curricular
package (so it would make little sense to analyze each characteristic individually). As to the institutional characteristics, data
were collected on the number of Full Time Equivalent (FTE) faculty lines that were available for the political science program (as
an indicator of the size of the program. In addition, to get some sense of the size of the school relative to the number of faculty,
| also collected data on student/faculty ratios. Third, | coded whether or not the political science program was administratively
housed in a “combined” department (such as a Department of History and Political Science or a Department of Social Science,
or Behavioral Sciences).” This provided some indication as to the relative freedom political scientists have to construct their own
curriculum. Fourth, | coded a private school dummy variable, to determine if a difference existed between private and public
schools in the level of structure in their relative political science programs. Finally, in order to discern the “quality” of the institu-
tion, | created o dummy variable of whether or not the institution was classified as “most or more selective,” which was coded
as “1” for schools that were listed as either most or more selective, and “0” if otherwise by America’s Best Colleges (US News
and World Report, 2000). | used this measure rather than other indicators of quality (suc{m as faculty research productivity) be-
cause: {1) Unliﬁe other measures this was a classification officially ascribed to the institution as o posed to being created based
upon subjective indicators and; (2) these insfitutions are more likely to market themselves as quoﬁty teaching institutions, rather
than research institutions.
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