SONOMA STATE UNIVERSITY

Department or Program: Philosophy

School or Academic Division: Arts & Humanities 

Date:  October 15, 2001

A.  Basic Information 

Number of majors: 43

Number of permanent faculty: 7

Number of temporary instructors: 4

Number of courses: 37

Number of GE courses taught by full-time faculty:  15

Number of GE courses: 5 in A1 (Phil 200), 20 in A3 (Phil 101(18 courses) Phil 102 (2 courses), and 6 in C3 (Phil 120(2 courses and Phil 302 (4 courses).  

Number of degrees: one, BA

Number of concentrations: one

Department Chair or Program Coordinator: Professor S.G. Parker 

Mission Statement

The value of a philosophy degree stems from the richness of the perennial themes that are addressed in philosophical texts and discussions.  Majors in this department balance their studies of the great classical themes of philosophy with a focus on particular philosophical issues that are of paramount importance to them.  In designing the department major, care has been taken to emphasize both the historical and analytical dimensions of philosophy, as well as its theoretical and practical dimensions.  In this regard, the Department of Philosophy believes that the Socratic dictum "Know thyself!" requires the exercise of both theoretical and practical reason.  The design of the major expresses this fundamental belief.

In its historical dimensions, an education in philosophy gives the student a nuanced appreciation of the wide array of conceptual systems that human beings have employed to deal with questions concerning reality, justice, truth, morality and the meaning of life.  In its analytical and critical dimensions, philosophy trains one to detect and avoid errors in thinking.  Such training involves special emphasis on the logical use of language, the analysis of concepts, and the ability to critique and construct extended arguments.

Philosophy's emphasis on both the imaginative and critical use of rationality helps prepare one for a wide variety of careers that require finely honed reasoning and communication skills.  Such fields include law, medicine, social and political advocacy, counseling, teaching, print and electronic media, and research and writing in both academic and nonacademic fields.

B.
Learning Objectives
In identifying and formulating the following list of learning objectives, the philosophy department limited itself to its general education and core major courses.  Because the philosophy department embraces a plurality of approaches, methods and philosophical orientations, these objectives describe, after much deliberation, only common ground among the faculty.  They do not describe the complete range of pedagogical aims that the department pursues in these classes .  

B.1
Specific to General Education:

1. Learn to identify, analyze and evaluate arguments in both a formal and informal context.

2. Learn to identify fallacious reasoning.

3. Learn to identify and critically evaluate rhetoric and other means of persuasion.

4. Learn to evaluate critically the nature of value.

5. Learn to understand perennial themes in philosophy, such as the nature of knowledge, the relation of mind to body and the nature of personal identity.

B.2
Specific to Philosophy:

6. Develop and improve critical reading skills dealing with philosophical literature.

7. Develop and improve critical oral communication and presentation skills dealing with philosophical topics.

8. Develop and improve critical written skills dealing with philosophical topics.

9. Develop understanding of ideas, movements, issues and seminal figures in philosophy, historical and contemporary.

10. Develop understanding of philosophical schools of thought from the ancient to early medieval era.

11. Develop understanding of philosophical schools of thought from medieval to early modern era.

12. Develop and improve understanding of traditional and contemporary problems and seminal figures in epistemology.

13. Develop and improve understanding of traditional and contemporary problems and seminal figures in metaphysics.

14. Develop and improve understanding of traditional and contemporary problems and seminal figures in moral philosophy.

15. Learn to apply moral theories to explain and solve moral problems.

16. Develop and improve understanding of formal and informal logic.

17. Learn to identify and ask philosophical questions.

C.  Alignment of Core Courses with Learning Objectives Matrix

(See Attachment  “1” – Alignment of Core Courses with Learning Objectives Matrix.)

D.  Program Assessment Approach

The philosophy department will use three instruments of assessment:  1) focus group; 2) quantitative assessment of written skills; and 3)  quantitative assessment of oral presentation skills.

D.1.
Focus Group

Description

Each spring two faculty will conduct an informal focus group discussion with graduating seniors.  Among other things, the faculty will: a) ask the students to reflect on how well their philosophical education at SSU satisfied the department’s learning objectives; b) ask them if there were any courses, topics and/or learning objectives that were not addressed by the department but which they wanted to be; c) ask them to reflect on how their communication skills (oral and written) dealing with philosophical topics have improved or not; d) ask them what classess or assignments were successful and why;  e)  ask them what classess or assignments were unsuccessful and why;  f)  ask them how their philosophical education prepared them, if at all, to meet their postgraduate career goals.

Every year different faculty will lead these informal focus group discussions.  The faculty will present a written report of the discussion to the department overall. A copy of this report will be filed in the chair’s office.

Justification

Heretofore the philosophy department has had no institutionalized medium through which graduating seniors can communicate with faculty.  We have no current reliable way of knowing from the student’s perspective what impact, if any, our classes are having on them.  The focus group rectifies this lacuna.  It provides meaningful interaction with advanced students in an informal and non-judgmental setting.  It is our expectation that the focus group will allow us to obtain information that we can use in assessing the pedagogical mission of the department.

D.2.  Quantitative Assessment of Written Skills
Description

We will assess the written skills of our major students in three areas:  a) philosophical thesis and support; b) incorporation of at least two different philosophical perspectives;  and c) identification and rebuttal of at least one counterargument.  Our quantitative scale will comprise a range from 0-3, with 0 indicating failure to comply, 1 below average skill, 2 average and 3 above average. (See Attachment “A” for a more detailed description of the scoring.)  To apply this instrument of assessment, professors will select two different papers from the same student, one written while the student is enrolled in the pro-seminar (Phil 202) and one written while the student is enrolled in the senior seminar (Phil 400).   Professors will record their score on a matrix, which will be kept in a confidential file in the chair’s office.  The professor will identify each student by number so that when the department examines the results of applying this instrument, the anonymity of the students can be preserved (see Attachments “2” and “3”).

Justification

This instrument of assessment promises to provide us with data over the long run regarding the impact of our classes on improving the ability of our students to communicate effectively in writing on philosophical topics.  The instrument is simple and easy to apply, requiring minimal additional work on the part of any respective professor, as we will be using papers written by students for each of the two classes in question.  The instrument synthesizes the qualitative and quantitative dimensions of assessing learning in philosophy.  To insure that we are evaluating each of these three categories in more or less the same way, the faculty will at the department’s annual retreat collectively evaluate typical student papers.   

D.3
Quantitative Assessment of Oral Skills

Description

We will assess the oral presentation skills of our students in three areas: a) philosophical thesis identification and support; b) incorporation of an alternative philosophical perspective; and c) responding to questions.  Our scale will comprise a range from 0-3, with 1 indicating below average skill, 2 average and 3 above average. (See Attachment “B” for a more detailed description of the scoring.)  To apply this instrument, professors will select two oral presentations from the same student, one from the pro-seminar and the other from the senior seminar.  Faculty will record the scores on a matrix, which will be kept in a confidential file in the chair’s office.  Each student will be assigned a number to insure anonymity  (see Attachments “4” and “5”).

Justification

The same justification as the preceding case.  
E. Feedback Process

The department will conduct two retreats during the academic year, one at the end of fall semester and one at the end of the spring.  During the fall retreat we will collectively reflect on our classess and examine the quantitative data generated from the pro-seminar.  At the spring retreat, we will discuss the results of the focus group and examine the data generated from the quantitative assessments from the senior seminar.  

 F.  Establishment of the Assessment Process
The department conducted its first focus group last spring.  The department will implement the quantitative assessments starting next semester. 

F.1  Basic Findings

· It is too early for the quantitative assessments to have produced any data.

· The most important findings from the focus group were:

1. Students would like more timely academic advice.

2. Students would prefer a greater variety of classes.

3. Students would like greater preparation for life after graduation.

4.   Students benefited from getting to know faculty outside of the classroom.

F.2.  Action Items

· In the fall semester, the department will distribute an advising questionnaire to be completed by prospective and already committed major students who are enrolled in all lower and upper division classes. (See attachment ‘6’.)

· In the pro-seminar the department will require that each major student select an advisor.  

· The department will change Phil 202 from a course on methodology to the pro-seminar, a content-based introductory seminar course that will emphasize the development of cognitive skills requisite for a philosophy degree.

· The department will make Phil 202 a prerequisite for upper-division courses while allowing exceptions in cases of transfer students who enter the program in the spring term or students with other mitigating circumstances.

· The department will implement the quantitative instruments of assessment in the pro-seminar and senior seminar.

· The department will have two annual retreats, one in the fall and one in the spring, to discuss departmental learning objectives among other topics.

S. G.  Parker

Department Chair

“ATTACHMENT “6”

Advising Questionnaire

Name:







Email address:
Phone Number:

1. Are you a transfer student?

2. What is your rank at SSU?

3. When do you expect to graduate?

4. Have you been advised by the philosophy department?

5. Have you taken Philosophy 202, the proseminar?  (The philosophy department strongly encourages all majors to complete the proseminar either the fall semester of their sophomore year or the fall semester of their junior year.)

6. What do you want to accomplish with your philosophy degree?

7. Do you have an advisor in the philosophy department?

8. Why are you majoring in philosophy?

9. Are you thinking of becoming a philosophy major?
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	0   indicates no thesis and no support
	
	
	
	
	

	
	1   indicates an indeterminate (vague, too general) thesis and minimal support
	

	
	2   indicates a more determinate thesis and germane supporting evidence
	
	

	
	3   indicates well-defined determinate thesis and convincing supporting evidence
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Identify at least one alternative philosophical perspective
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	1   indicates identification of two perspectives that do not represent meaningful alternatives

	
	2   indicates identification of two perspectives that do represent alternatives to each other
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