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I. Class demographics
Course: POL 102 Understanding Politics

Level: Freshman

Average class size: 27

II. Problem I addressed
Since this is a core class intended for non-majors, I assume that students will forget the actual contents of the course.  

My goals are as follows:

1. to acquaint students with the meaning of politics and what a study of politics might involve

2. to impart understanding of the basic ‘vocabulary’ as well as an appreciation of the ‘grammar’ (basic logic) of politics

3. to help students appreciate the type of questions one should raise when exposed to the ‘political.’

Perspectives: a conceptualization anchored in

a. the social construction of reality perspective

b. game theory concerning the individual, balanced by

c. equilibrium theory (system theory) where the collective is concerned.

Methods of instruction:

a. critical reading

b. short essays on the readings, handed in before class discussion

c. major written work at the end of the course, where all the concepts are integrated within the framework of a single analytical ‘problem.”

A certain number of students each semester are unprepared to read critically in the ways I expect; as a result, they score poorly on exams, and some fail (see statistics below).  The problem I addressed was how to prompt engaged reading, critical analysis, and conceptual synthesis -- in a course offered to relative novices in the discipline.
III. Method used to address the problem
1. In order to support students in critical reading, I developed a set of 12 study guides, each corresponding to the material covered in a week. The aim was not to simplify the reading but rather to pose questions about it. In other words, the students had to read first and then write their answers. Some of these were rather straightforward—“What did the author mean by. . . .?” or "Use the dynamics in our classroom to illustrate the notion of cross cutting power. Why is it false to assume that the professor has power whereas the students are powerless ?" (simple applicative question). Others were of a more sophisticated nature, demanding a more nuanced treatment of the material and connecting it with what preceded it. For example:

You serve as the prosecutor in the trial of a gang, caught by the  Baghdad police in the act of robbing the Iraq Saving and loan Bank. Their claim was that far from robbing anything they took over the bank because the director was reputed to be a horrific dictator and was widely believed to have kept weapons of mass destruction (including sub machine guns and a grenade) in his office. The gang, calling itself the Baghdad Salvation Army, deposed the director, declared the bank to be an independent territory, and was in the midst of redistribution of the bank’s resources when the police broke in or, as the gang's lawyer declared , "illegally invaded the newly formed territory."  Present a counter argument based on chapters 1-2. 

IV. What I have learned so far
1. In the final assessment part (which the students took home, filled in and submitted before the final), I asked the students to assess the effectiveness of each of the study guides in terms of usefulness, interest, etc. on a scale of 1-5.  (This is especially interesting, I

think, because I toyed a bit with them --some with more , others with fewer, application questions.) Without any exceptions, ALL of them answered positively to the question whether the practice should continue.

The only guide to have received the average grade of 5 (that is, to have been unanimously graded as highly effective) was the one from which the questions quoted above derive. It was the most theoretical of the guides, relating as it did to a couple of quite sophisticated analyses of the terms “power” and “authority.” The lowest grade given to a study guide was the average of 3.4, given to study guide 8, treating the chapter on parties and pressure groups. It happens also to be the least theoretical and most familiar of the topics covered. This seems to indicate that the students found the guides more helpful in proportion to the theoretical nature of the readings.

 Yet, as a rule, the more theoretically sophisticated the question, the lesser the number of the students who responded to it.  (It was their option to leave questions unanswered:  the ability to consult the guides in the exams and the promise to pick some of the questions asked in the guides for the exam constituted the incentive to give full answers.)  As a rule, and not surprisingly, the good students were also those who responded fully to all the questions and hence seem to have benefited the most.  In this regard, answers to the guides could serve as good predictors of the student's success in class. 

I then asked them to write whatever remarks they would care to, within the limits of 3 sentences. Comments offered by the students were generally (although not unanimously) favorable. Here is a summary:

Positive responses:

Several wrote that the study guides made them actually read the assigned texts. One even claimed that s/he does not read as a rule, except in my course where answering the study guides necessitated it . 

Several suggested that the study guides be submitted only AFTER the chapters are dealt with in class, because the inability to change them following the class meeting meant that they had in the exam only incomplete and sometimes erroneous answers. 

Another recurring comment was that the study guides helped in class participation and enhanced class experience. 

 Negative responses:
Only one student wrote that the study guides taxed his/her time disproportionately to the perceived benefit. 

Another complained that the guides raised fear that the exams would be tougher than those offered in other classes I teach, where no study guides are offered. 

2.  I was under the definite impression that class discussion benefited from the guides and even contributed to the fun. This was obvious in such discussions as were, e.g., devoted to the difference between a criminal gang and regime change in Iraq --but was also evident in sessions that were not directly focused around questions raised in the guides . Grade distribution relates to the final grades in the two sections of the course I had taught, totaling 42 students. Withdrawals were not counted (although they usually reflect failure). 

The distribution was as follows: 


B+, A-, A = 5 students (11.9%). This was somewhat higher that the results in the fall 
semester where the upper grades were received by 5 out of 59 students (8.47%). 


B = 6 students (14.28%)

            B- = 4 students (9.52%) 


C+ = 6 students (14.28%) 


C = 7 students (16.44%)


C- = 8 students (19.04%)


F = 6 students (14.28%). 

In the fall semester, 9 (15.25%) had received an F. I did not keep the other grades for the fall, but the conclusion seems clear that the change in grading profile, if there was any, was minimal on both ends. 

 In sum, I have here only preliminary results and the experiment will be repeated next semester. Come what may, what is significant is that the study guides created almost across the board a better feeling about the course and actually helped the good students. Where they failed to achieve their intended purpose, it seems, was with the weaker students. The consequence was that indeed students who in any case would have reached the upper grades found the course more rewarding and perhaps somewhat easier.  Some weaker students who felt they had benefited from the guides did not show the evidence of this benefit in their exam performance.  If these conclusions are correct, then some thought must be given to introducing such changes in the guides that would expand the number of students who benefit from them --without dumbing them down and thereby losing their utility vis a vis the better students. This is my challenge for next semester.

