Senior Exercise

In September 2006,  CPC sent a questionnaire to all department chairs designed to examine the senior exercise.  The goal was to get a better sense of the range of senior exercises across the college, the outcomes departments desired from their senior exercise, the amount of time required of both faculty and students to complete the senior exercise, and departments’ sense of satisfaction with their senior exercise.  The committee collated all of the responses we received to the questionnaire (with 20 departments responding).  This report presents our first impressions of the data.  Since the departments were not instructed to use parallel responses, the data we received were frequently not comparable, making it difficult to generalize answers to all of these questions.  

The questionnaire generated a remarkable list of desired outcomes that departments have designed their senior exercise to measure. While not every department measures every one of the goals listed below (they represent the sum of all the responses), together they articulate the collegiate goals of the senior exercise. 

Students should demonstrate their depth of knowledge in Major by:

1. Conducting independent research

2. Specializing; exhibiting mastery over a particular field of knowledge

3. Thinking critically about experimental design and data

4. Analyzing primary sources

5. Locating research materials

6. Being articulate about their work

7. Learning from each others work

8. Engaging in long range thinking and planning

9. Preparing for future research and for graduate school

Students should demonstrate the breadth of their knowledge in major by:

1. Synthesizing and integrating knowledge across subfields in the discipline

2. Applying general knowledge to material they have not seen

3. Applying material beyond the academic to envision its practical implications

Students should demonstrate their performance ability by:

1. Performing professionally with maturity

2. Experiencing performance as a process

3. Understanding collaborative nature of performance

4. Understanding the historical and cultural contexts of performance

The three tables below show the various types of senior exercises by department, some data about timing of the senior exercise, and the frequency of distinction on the senior exercise by department (this final table was generated by the Registrar).

The questionnaire asked whether credit should be given for the senior exercise.  Currently five departments offer some component of the senior exercise that carries credit (usually a senior seminar).  When asked if they would prefer the senior exercise carried course credit, five departments responded yes, eight no, and three maybe.  Departments that responded no frequently cited curricular reasons for their response, i.e. that offering the senior exercise for credit would require students not take some other course important to the major.   Finally, the questionnaire attempted to get some sense of how much time the senior exercise required of faculty and students, but departments responded in so many different ways that it was impossible to generalize from the results.  A future questionnaire would need to ask departments to respond in a more standardized ways.  However, it seems logical that the more completely departments understand the learning outcomes they are measuring with the senior exercise, the more specifically they will be able to target the senior exercise to those objectives.  Here is where some work with assessment methods could offer faculty some tangible benefit, assisting departments in streamlining work on the senior exercise.
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