
Assessment measures in Philosophy 

 

I. Majors 

We assess majors’ success in the acquisition of required skills and in familiarizing themselves with the 

required areas of knowledge by evaluating their performance in the comps process and their completion 

of other requirements for the major. Our plan for assessment, starting with the academic year 2010-11 

is to create a set of data that reflects our current process and that will be evaluated every couple of 

years in order to assess how philosophy majors meet our criteria for a successful performance. We 

estimate that a good set would contain information on 20 to 30 majors. We will then decide whether 

any changes to our teaching in the major might be required.  

a. Comps: 

In their comps year, majors propose their research topic accompanied by bibliography in the fall term, 

write their comps paper while participating in the comps seminar in the winter term, and present their 

comps and comment on one comps project in the spring. 

The department meets three times, at the end of each term, to evaluate students’ performance. At the 

end of the fall term, we make suggestions concerning their comps projects and how they should 

proceed. In the winter, several professors read each comps project. The department then meets to 

discuss and assign grade to students’ papers. We send the students our comments on their papers and, 

if we suggest revisions, they must be made by the date of the student’s spring presentation. In the 

spring, we meet to assign a grade of Distinction/Satisfactory/Unsatisfactory to each student on the basis 

of their comps presentations, participation in the comps process and whether they made the 

appropriate revisions to their project. 

Our criteria for assessing whether the students are meeting the goals: 

There are seven criteria we employ, four in the winter and three in the spring. The rubric for each 

student is created by the end of the winter term and is completed by the end of the spring term. The 

rubric includes the following items. 

1. Originality of the argument put forward in the comps paper; 

2. Quality of the analysis of other arguments and positions in the literature; 

3. The ability to situate the project in the context of philosophical thought through appropriate 

selection and citation of sources;  

4. Response to feedback and overall improvement of the project (this judges individual progress in 

the comps project and their ownership of both the project and the process in the context of the 

seminar) 

5. Presentation and public defense of the project (this includes revisions if they were suggested) 

6. Critical evaluation of a philosophical essay written by a peer and posing of significant and clear 

questions throughout the comps series in the spring 



7. Overall comps citizenship, which includes helpfulness to others and the student’s contribution 

to the comps process as a member of the comps class throughout the winter and spring terms. 

The first four criteria in the rubric are filled out in the Winter and the last three in the Spring. The above 

criteria have always been the basis for our discussions about comps projects, but we will now keep a file 

with the marks given to each major. We will score students’ performance on a scale of 1 (inadequate) to 

5 (excellent).  

We will analyze the accumulated information when the data on about 20 to 30 projects is accumulated.  

b. Areas of knowledge: 

We ensure that our majors are introduced to the areas of philosophical knowledge required to succeed 

beyond Carleton through the structure of our major. We periodically assess the structure of our major. 

Currently we have revised the major. Every five years, we will monitor the range of courses the majors 

are taking with this new major and their performance in these courses (they normally take more than 

what is required) to assess our requirements in the areas of knowledge and the major’s success in 

fulfilling them. 

The rubrics we will be working with to periodically assess if more changes to the major are needed will 

evaluate students’ success in each of the following areas: 

1. History of philosophy (2 items) 

2. Theoretical courses (excluding Logic, which is covered under “Formal reasoning below”) (1 item)  

3. Practical courses (including Ethics, which is a required course) (2 items) 

4. Formal reasoning (Logic or some equivalent) (1 item) 

 

II. Non-majors 

Non-majors take all levels of courses in the department, but the majority of them are enrolled in 100- 

and 200-level courses.  

In our introduction courses, students study a particular philosophical issue through the exploration of 

contemporary and historical readings. We want them to learn how to understand and construct 

philosophical arguments. Our assessment rubrics for 100-level courses are organized so as to evaluate 

our success in showing students how philosophy is done and teaching them the associated basic skills. 

We assess their ability to 

1. understand and present the basic intellectual puzzle of the course; 

2. situate it in the history of philosophy and contemporary discussions; 

3. make arguments to defend their position. 

Various elements of the course can be used by instructors to assess how well non-majors are meeting 

the requirements. Moreover, instructors will determine how best to do the assessment in their own 



classes. The department will review instructors’ reports on their assessment every two years. This will 

allow us to evaluate how students are doing both in terms of mastering course content and of acquiring 

the skills we want them to have. The assessment of non-majors’ learning will help us to ensure that our 

100-level courses share consistent goals.  

In our 200 level courses, students are either acquainted in depth with central questions in the major 

areas of philosophical inquiry or with the application of philosophical methods to a wide range of 

applied intellectual endeavors. 

Depending on the course, a corresponding rubric for assessment could include, in addition to the three 

basic items from the assessment for 100-level courses, one or more of the following: 

4. being able to use tools of modern formal logic 

5. analyze complex concepts and know the corresponding major theoretical disagreements  

6. apply argument analysis in the study of the subject matter of the corresponding area of inquiry 

(i. e. philosophy of literature, philosophy of law). 

Instructors will fill out their own evaluations and report on their assessment. The department will review 

these every two years. 

 


