WASHINGTON COLLEGE

Department of Political Science

CHESTERTOWN, MARYLAND 21620

April 21, 2021
TO:  Junior Political Science Majors                                                 

FROM:  Melissa Deckman, Chair 

SUBJECT:  Senior Capstone Experience AY 21-22
______________________________________________________________________________

The presentation of an in-depth, substantial research project during the senior year is the special graduation requirement for all Political Science majors.  This memorandum discusses the purpose 

of the senior capstone experience (SCE) and provides an explanation of the methods and deadlines for fulfilling it.
Senior Capstone Options

Written Thesis:  Historically, Political Science majors have been required to write a thesis, which should be a minimum of 30 pages, and to present that research during our annual Senior Symposium in the form of a poster.  This option is still eligible for students and will serve as the default option for most students.
In the academic setting, the writing and research process represents a crucial learning tool as well as a means of communication.  In other words, there is a direct correlation between clear thinking and good writing.  One important purpose of a student-initiated, long-term research project is to provide all political science majors with resources for strengthening their academic growth by developing the ability to use writing as a way of discovering and developing their ideas and communicating those ideas effectively to others.  In our complex society this developing process of intellectual maturity is vitally necessary for communication.
Self-Designed Project: 
Starting next year seniors will also have the option to pursue a self-designated senior project.  Self-designed capstones combine academically informed research with an applied, practical project. In integrating research with practice, students may pursue a variety of different projects. Possible projects might include a documentary or short film, social justice campaign, ethnography, or volunteer project.  
Beyond the common requirements for all SCEs, which will be shared below, there are two written requirements for this option: 1) a 2,000 word synopsis of the project due at the end of fall semester (or prior to the execution of the project, whichever comes first) and 2) a 2,000 word self-evaluation of the project due following the completion of the project. Further details about this option are available in Appendix B. This option is only recommended for those students with strong organizational skills and requires that majors identify an advisor willing to supervise the project. 
Senior Symposium:  
For BOTH approaches, students will share their final products in a poster format as part of a Senior Symposium in April 2022 as a way to enhance their communication skills and to share their work with departmental faculty and classmates.  A poster presentation requires students to condense their research findings or information about their self-designated project into a useful, shortened format that emphasizes what their research is about, what they found, how they did so, and why it matters—all in hopes of developing a dialogue about important political issues and in fostering their ability to share their work orally.  Students who choose to do a “creative” self-designed project will also work with their advisors to display their creation.
Core Elements:

Regardless of the SCE option majors elect to pursue, there are four common requirements that all majors must complete; the timeline for these elements is detailed in the final section of the memo, with all required dates:

1.  Thesis or Project Proposal.  Students will complete a thesis or project proposal, which will serve as the blueprint for the SCE, as part of POL 401 Empirical Political Research Course.  Details about the proposal are attached in Appendix A.  SCE advisors are assigned before the full proposal is submitted based on initial topic ideas and format preference before the end of the Spring Semester, Junior Year.  (The expectations for a proposal for a self-designed option are a little different; see Appendix B.)
2.  As part of the proposal process, for both options, students must complete an Annotated Bibliography.  Students will present the value of 10 sources to their project through a brief overview of each source and a description of its contribution to their research topic. At least 6 entries should be *scholarly* journals or books. Each entry should begin with a full reference for the work (in Chicago style) and then include a minimum 150-word summary of the relevance of the work to your SCE research. 
4.  Literature Review.  Students will develop a literature review based on their annotated bibliographies.  This review will be updated for inclusion in the final written product of the thesis or self-designed project written component. A first draft of this literature review is part of the SCE proposal but is expected to be updated in the final SCE submission.  
4. Poster Presentation. Students will present their SCE projects at the annual Poster Symposium in April 2022.  
SCE Grading
The SCE will be given a letter grade as students will be expected to complete numerous learning objectives that relate to the SCE.  (Please see the departmental websites for grading rubrics for more information on the grading process.)
The SCE proposal will be developed during the Empirical Political Research course, which is taught in the fall semester.  We now require rising seniors to consider an area of study for the thesis before the end of the spring semester as you will be assigned an SCE advisor before the summer break begins.  Students should meet with their assigned faculty advisor for guidance about how best to use their summer months to prepare for the capstone process.  This step is ESPECIALLY important for students who plan to graduate in December and for double-majors.
The written component of the SCE (traditional thesis or self-designed project option) will make up 85 percent of the SCE final grade.  
The poster presentation component of the SCE will make up 15 percent of the SCE final grade and will earn one of three possible grades: pass, fail, or A.  "Pass" will lead to the written SCE grade to become the final SCE grade. A "fail" will be calculated as a 0 for 15 percent of the final SCE grade. An "A" -- awarded for exceptional work -- will be calculated as 100 for 15 percent of the final SCE grade. 
Honors Thesis

Students who wish to attempt an honors SCE, as an alternative to the regular senior SCE, must make their intention known to their advisor no later than November 15, 2021 (December Grads by October 9).  Students must have a cumulative GPA of 3.5 in their political science courses to apply for honors consideration.  
The department expects that an honors thesis will involve the use of primary sources and reflect an element of originality in analysis, interpretation, or evaluation.  It is also assumed that the honors thesis will fulfill all of the obligations and requirements of the regular thesis or SCE project, the elements of which are found in the thesis rubric, including a thorough literature review.  Moreover, the student must clearly indicate how the element of originality will be met, whether that includes an empirical examination of new or existing data, use of elite interviews, or textual analysis of primary materials such as speeches, political novels, international treaties or judicial decisions—to name a few.
The advisor must approve the project and agree to supervise the honors thesis or SCE project, and a detailed outline of the thesis must be distributed to those faculty who will hold honors defenses in the department by December 5, if not before. SCEs submitted after this deadline will be treated as ordinary theses.  Written honors theses may not go over 50 pages, inclusive of footnotes but not inclusive of appendices and supplemental materials.  Students who have decided to attempt an honors thesis or SCE project may change their mind at any time and switch to the preparation of a regular senior thesis.   On occasion, a thesis advisor may nominate a thesis for an honors defense after the stated deadline above.
Students who are candidates for honors on the thesis will defend their honors thesis or SCE project in front a panel of three members of the Political Science Department as part of a formal honors defense. Those students who are successful will receive a grade of Pass with Honors in addition to the letter grade (as determined by the advisor of the thesis).  Students who do not earn honors will still receive a letter grade as determined by the advisor of the thesis.  Students who wish to graduate with Honors in Political Science must earn honors on the senior thesis, as well as achieving a GPA of 3.5 in all political science courses. 

Double Majors

If students wish to pursue a double major, they should coordinate with the chairs of Political Science and the other department involved BEFORE the end of the Spring Semester, junior year.  If the capstone experience in the other department is a thesis or written work product, and that department agrees, the student may pursue a joint project that results in two overlapping versions of the paper, tailored for the respective departments.  If the capstone experience in the other department is something other than a thesis or research paper, such as an exam or a recital, then the student will have to complete two separate capstone experiences.   If a self-designed option would fit the needs of the other department, the Political Science advisor, Department Chair and other departmental advisor would need to approve such a project.  For example, perhaps a double Political Science-Communications major may want to make a documentary film about a political topic.  The key, however, is early and frequent communication between the students and their respective departmental faculty.
SCE Timeline
To help assure successful completion of the department's senior capstone experience, you are required to heed the following procedures and to meet specific deadlines as you move toward the completion of your SCE.

1. By September 10, 2021.  Submit to Dr. Deckman, the instructor of Empirical Political Research, your research question(s) in the case of the written thesis, or the issues to be addressed in the self-designation project option.  Your SCE advisor must have vetted the question and/or topic submitted, or you will not be permitted to undertake it.
2. By September 17, 2021.  Submit to Dr. Deckman and your SCE Advisor a one- or two-page summary that identifies your research question/self-designed project and a list of academic and scholarly sources.  You should arrange for periodic meetings throughout the semester with your SCE Advisor.
3. By September 24, 2021.  Submit to Dr. Deckman and your SCE Advisor an Annotated Bibliography of 10 sources.  The annotations should be critical and should summarize the central theme and scope of the work.  Annotations should include some information about the author.  Who is she/he?  What are her/his credentials?  You should also compare the work with another you have cited and explain how this work supports your research.  The goal here is that the annotated bibliography will be used to situate your thesis question in a related body of scholarly literature.  Annotations should be approximately 150 words each.
4. By October 1, 2021.  Submit to Dr. Deckman and your SCE Advisor a brief thesis proposal and detailed outline for the thesis and/or self-designed project.  Part of the grade will consider how you have incorporated your Annotated Bibliography in the Literature Review section of the proposal.   The thesis proposal will be a graded component of POL 401 Empirical Political Research.  
5. By November 12, 2021. Submit to your advisor a partial draft of your thesis or 2000 word synopsis in the case of a self-designed SCE project, consisting of between 15 and 20 pages. The draft should be typed, double-spaced, and should include footnotes and bibliography.  This partial draft should include a “literature review” section that is adapted from the annotated bibliography completed earlier.  Any student who fails to provide some evidence of written progress by this date will be reported to the department chair for appropriate action.  
5. By February 21, 2022.   Submit to your advisor a full draft of the thesis, consisting of approximately 30 pages. The draft should be typed, double-spaced, and should include footnotes and bibliography.  Any student who fails to provide a draft by this date will be reported to the department chair for appropriate action.  Students who give no clear evidence of serious progress will be reported to the department chair, who, in turn, will advise the Assistant Dean and the Registrar that they are in danger of not graduating.  
6. By March 25, 2022. By this date you submit to your advisor a rough draft of your thesis poster.

7. By April 4, 2022.  By this date you must submit to your advisor the complete thesis or SCE project.   Students who do not complete their capstones by this date will not graduate in May 2022.  Students who fail this portion of the SCE will be withdrawn from the SCE and may repeat it in a future semester in order to graduate.


For those writing a traditional written thesis, the required minimum length of the thesis is 30 pages of actual text, including footnotes but exclusive of bibliography and other appended material.  The final version is to be submitted to your advisor via email. It must contain a title page (See Appendix C), which includes the full statement of the Washington College Honor Pledge and your signature, as well as a bibliography. 
8.   Wednesday, April 13, 2022, 5:30 to 6:30 pm. Poster Presentations and Symposium.   The poster presentation must be in the form of a PowerPoint Poster (more details to follow).  Students who have completed a self-designed project that involves a creative outlet will work with their advisors to also share that component of the SCE in addition to the Poster.  This is the ABSOLUTE DEADLINE by which to submit part II of the SCE. NO GRACE PERIOD WILL BE GRANTED UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES.  All seniors are required to attend the symposium. Please plan accordingly, as there will be no exceptions.
Students are reminded that plagiarism in any form will be severely punished.  Any evidence of willful plagiarism will be grounds for failure – which would require a repeat of the SCE in a future semester.

December 2021 Graduates

First-semester seniors who hope to complete their work in December 2021 will follow the following abbreviated schedule.  December graduates must complete a written thesis.  Such seniors will be formally assigned an advisor in April 2021 and should meet with their advisor virtually before the end of the 2021 Academic Year to plan summer work toward completion. Any senior who will not be in residence during either semester of the senior year should see the department chair to make alternative written arrangements for completion of the SCE.

1. By September 10, 2021.  Submit to your SCE Advisor a more detailed outline of your thesis, showing significant progress from the end of the spring semester.  You should have established a clear research question(s) and/or topic (if doing a self-designed project) by this date as well.  You should arrange for periodic meetings throughout the semester with your SCE Advisor.
2. By September 17, 2021.  Submit to your SCE Advisor a more detailed outline, and annotated bibliography of scholarly sources (a minimum of 10 sources). (See earlier section on the annotated bibliography for more details.)
3. By October 9, 2021. Submit to your advisor a partial draft of your thesis, consisting of no less than 20 pages. The draft should be typed, double-spaced, and should include footnotes and bibliography.  Any student who fails to provide some evidence of written progress by this date will be reported to the department chair for appropriate action.

4. By November 19, 2021.  By this date you must submit to your advisor the complete rough draft of the thesis. 
5. By November 22, 2021.  By this date you mist submit to your advisor the rough draft of your PowerPoint poster presentation.
6.   By December 6, 2021.  By this date you must submit to your advisor the complete final version of the thesis.
7.   December 10, 2021: Poster session for December graduates.
Appendix A: SCE Thesis Proposal (Written Option)
By October 1, you will complete a brief research proposal (5-6) and outline (1 page), to be turned into your thesis advisor and the instructor of POL 401 Empirical Political Research.  It is assumed that you will be meeting with or having conservations with your thesis advisor to help craft the thesis proposal.  You will not receive a grade for the final project unless your advisor has signed off on it.

This proposal will include the following elements:  

1. Introduction -- an introduction that contains a statement of what the topic is and why it is important to study.   This introduction should not be just a general statement about wanting to find out more about a “some issue.”   Here, you should state a specific research question (or questions) that you plan to address in your study.   This question or series of questions should be underlined.

2. Literature Review -- a brief review of the relevant literature, summarizing and evaluating sources on the topic.   The best literature reviews indicate how your question may address shortcomings or unexamined aspects of your topic. It is expected that this literature review will be extended greatly in your final paper.  But, you should demonstrate in your proposal that sufficient research materials are available for the topic proposed.  See more under Annotated Bibliography.  To receive an A, you should incorporate the sources you discuss in the Annotated Bibliography into this literature review.

3. Research Methods – a discussion of the methods that you plan to employ in your study.  The methods section will be a statement of the basic research strategy you plan to use to address your question, whether it is qualitative or quantitative.  Possibilities include library research, document analysis, direct/indirect observation (such as a case study), legal analysis (comparing state or federal laws), interviewing, survey research, or analyzing existing survey data or other empirical data.  The methods section of the proposal need only be about a paragraph or two.  However, if you intend to complete an honors thesis, you must demonstrate an element of originality in your analysis, which includes the use of primary sources, collection of your own data, completion of a unique case study, or an original analysis of existing data.  

4. Outline – a tentative outline of the thesis.  (Note: your advisor will likely have suggestions that might alter the organization of the thesis once the research begins in earnest.).  This outline should only be about 1 page.

5. Annotated Bibliography -- sources (a minimum of 12 sources). The annotations should be critical and should summarize the central theme and scope of the work.  Annotations should include some information about the author.  Who is she/he?  What are her/his credentials?  You should also compare the work with another you have cited and/or explain how this work supports your research. Annotations should be approximately 150 words each.  These works should appear in your thesis proposal in a synthesized, streamlined manner.
Appendix B: SCE Thesis (Self-Designed Option)

The self-designed project allows students to integrate course material and their experiences abroad with a project that spans the senior year. The subject matter should address a significant issue in political science. Students must demonstrate the intellectual merits of the project by linking it to theoretical or scholarly literature. Projects might include a public awareness campaign, documentary or short film, social justice campaign, ethnography or volunteer project, or other innovative new idea. 

Students wishing to pursue this option must identify a faculty advisor who is able and willing to supervise the project. Students must also demonstrate the appropriate skill set to accomplish the proposed project. Project proposals must be developed in conjunction with a chosen SCE advisor and approved by the Department Chair.  
The self-designed project proposal must contain (in about 10 double-spaced pages):  

1) a clearly stated rationale for the project (in the Introduction) 

2) an explanation of the intellectual basis for the project, including a literature review
3) a discussion of the feasibility of conducting and completing the project (in lieu of a methodology section)
4) a proposed timeline for the project, including a specific completion date;  

5) a budget of any costs associated with the project;*  

6) a means of assessing the project; and,  

7) a bibliography  

*Modest funding may be available for pursuit of a self-designed project from the Goldstein Program or other campus resources, but the pursuit of such funding is the responsibility of the student.  

Beyond the common requirements for the Political Science SCE, there are two additional written requirements for this option:  

1) a 2,000-word synopsis of/introduction to the project due November 12 (or two weeks prior to the execution of the project, whichever comes first);  

· Students are encouraged to think of this synopsis a written guide to the project for those who attend/experience/view the completed project.  

· Students may utilize/adapt language from the proposal into this synopsis, and indeed may find the proposal a useful starting point for conceptualizing the synopsis.  

· The form of the synopsis will vary based on the project, but must include scholarly references to a body of literature in international studies and a bibliography.  

2) a 2,000-word self-evaluation of the completed project (this should be submitted in draft form within 10 days of the project completion, with a final version due two weeks after that date but no later than April 14).  

· This self-evaluation should contain, at minimum, two components: (1) “lessons learned” from completing the project – that may include reflection on logistical and on subject-matter issues; and, (2) a self-evaluation of how successfully the project was executed, including specific commentary on perceived strengths and weaknesses.  

· The self-evaluation may be written in a first-person narrative and need not include scholarly references (though works referred to should be appropriately cited).  

Project deadlines:  

September 10: Submit the issues and ideas for your self-designation project option to your SCE advisor and Dr. Deckman

September 17: Submit to your SCE advisor and Dr. Deckman a one/two page summary that more specifically identifies your project and its design and a list of academic and scholarly sources

September 24: Annotated bibliography due to SCE advisor and Dr. Deckman

October 1: Final Proposal due to SCE advisor and Dr. Deckman
November 12: 2,000 word synopsis due to your SCE advisor  

March 26: Draft poster presentation (directly to your SCE advisor)  

April 4: Final self-reflection due (directly to your SCE advisor)  

April 13: Poster Presentation due at the Senior Poster Symposium) 

Appendix C:  Sample Title Page

SAMPLE TITLE PAGE FOR THESIS OPTION 
Title: 
Sub-Title (if one) 
A thesis submitted to the Faculty of the Political Science Department in partial fulfillment of the requirements of the degree of Bachelor of Arts 
Abstract: [insert 100-150 word abstract here] 
Keywords: [insert 4-6 keywords here] 
By 
(Your name) 
Washington College 
April 4, 2022 
Adviser: Dr. (insert adviser name) 
I pledge my word of honor that I have abided by the Washington College Honor Code while completing this assignment. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------- 
(Your signature) 
[Note: the Title Page should not be page numbered] 
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