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A Comparison of Washington Semesters at Public Colleges and
Universities: Who Gets What, When and How

William D. Pederson, Louisiana State University-Shreveport
Norman W. Provizer, Metropolitan State College

There is a "revolution" in learning
that is taking place in America. It
is a silent revolution in academia, a
movement begun in and out of
Washington, D.C. that has spread
over the past sixty years, nurtured
by modern political scientists de-
voted to teaching. The Washington
Semester, as this movement may
be called, has brought experiential
education to countless college and
university students, adding a new
dimension to civic and cultural edu-
cation in America. The ripple of
influence of this political science
movement has touched Main Street
and mainstream politics as evi-
denced by the fact that the 1980
Democratic presidential candidate
was a product of this "revolution"
(Navasky 1988). An unstructured
network of Washington Semesters
involving several hundred colleges
and universities from some fifty
independent programs and others
affiliated with private organizations,
the Washington Semester experi-
ence remains the best kept secret
in innovative American civic edu-
cation. The diversity of such a per-
vasive movement invites analysis
and comparison to identify com-

monalities and differences of these
programs at public institutions.

For purposes of analysis, this
paper is divided into three sections:
(1) a "methodological" discussion
defining "Washington Semesters"
and a presentation of their evolu-
tions; (2) three case studies, chosen
randomly, ranging from the South
(LSU in Shreveport), to the West
(Metropolitan State College) to the
Midwest (University of Michigan-
Dearborn), and (3) some tentative
conclusions about the "Washington
Semester" for less affluent public
college and university students.

A "Revolution" in Civic
and Cultural Education

Although some 20 million people,
including several thousand college
interns, visit Washington, D.C. an-
nually, Washington programs that
emphasize both civic and cultural
components are a vastly unrecog-
nized species. In part this may be
because internships are now a
Washington institution, popularized
in the media and in the political
science profession (Frantzich 1991).

Most colleges and universities
offer internship programs of some
kind. Unfortunately, standard
reference works make no effort to
distinguish whether they are
(1) offered in Washington, D.C,
(2) "independent study" courses
which students pursue on their
own, (3) independent programs or
if they are affiliated with another
institution. The frustration created
by lack of information gave rise to
a nearly decade-long effort to com-
pile a directory of Washington pro-
grams for college and university
students.1

As this overview suggests, the
very definition of a Washington Se-
mester is imprecise. It has evolved
into an amorphous program includ-
ing a range of approaches from tour
groups (a vacation) to traditional
internships. This is doubly unfortu-
nate, for tour groups represent pure
vacation without formal education
while internships are often unstruc-
tured and may represent a privilege
for students who are able to buy
into the Washington power market.

Washington Semesters are annual
group programs for college and uni-
versity students, containing both
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internship and non-internship aca-
demic dimensions, directed by a
faculty member in Washington,
D.C. Within this definition exists a
continuum of possibilities related to
timing (duration and regularity),
admission requirements, credit
hours, sponsors, and similar struc-
tural details.

The preliminary data on these
programs show that the first Wash-
ington Semester was started in 1935
by the late Paul Jacobsen, a politi-
cal scientist at Colgate University
in New York. American University
established its Washington Semes-
ter in 1947. It continues to actively
recruit students, as well as colleges
and university associations with its
program, and deserves mention for
being the first school to popularize
the notion of a Washington compo-
nent in the curriculum for college
and university students. Quantum
leaps in expanding Washington pro-
grams to several hundred colleges
and universities occurred with the
establishment of the Washington
Center in 1975, and the more re-
cent Institute for Experiential
Learning in Washington, D.C. Co-
inciding with the formation of these
private organizations and others
working with colleges and universi-
ties to arrange programs in Wash-
ington, D.C. was the emergence of
branch campuses in the nation's
capital.2

Another, more subtle pattern de-
veloped during the same period:
public colleges and universities be-
gan offering Washington programs
for their constituents. It is this
trend that merits closer scrutiny in
this paper. Three of eight public
institutions currently offering
Washington Semester programs
have been selected for analysis and

comparison. Each has addressed
the issue of offering Washington
Semester programs for their stu-
dents who lacked the advantage of
attending a college or university in
the Washington area or who lacked
the funds to take advantage of such
programs offered by private organi-
zations.

The South

The first university in the South
to offer an independent Washington
Semester was Louisiana State Uni-
versity in Shreveport. The program
was initiated with the assistance of
a grant from a local family which
stipulated creation of a larger
American Studies program. Hind-
sight suggests that it would have
been prudent to have segmented
the Washington Semester from the
other year-round program compo-
nents. The first director of the
American Studies program and the
Washington Semester was a politi-
cal scientist who was afforded only
one-quarter time to direct both pro-
grams, while teaching three courses
per semester (Aiello 1990, Fritze
1994).

The founding director had served
in the 1970s at the U.S. Depart-
ment of State and the National In-
stitutes of Health while in graduate
school. His self-directed experien-
tial education was central to the
subsequent decision to establish an
independent program available to
LSUS students for the lowest price
possible. The annual program has
operated for more than a decade
under the same basic procedure,
with one notable change. The uni-
versity now pays the director's en-
tire summer-equivalent salary,

Independent Washington Semesters at Public Colleges and Universities

Institution

SUNY at Brockport
Indiana University-Kokomo
Kent State University
University of Michigan-Dearborn
LSU in Shreveport
Salisbury State University
Metropolitan State College
Shepherd College

State

NY
IN
OH
MI
LA
MD
CO
WV

Date
Established

1968
1972
1972
1977
1982
1988
1991
1991

Founding Director

Michael R. Weaver
Allen B. Maxwell
Mary S. Bacon
Helen M. Graves
William D. Pederson
Harry Basehart
Norman W. Provizer

rather than the former one-third
university, two-thirds grant funding
arrangement.

To keep costs down, the Wash-
ington Semester was offered be-
tween the end of the spring term
and the beginning of the regular
summer term, a period of three
weeks (four weeks for interns). The
result is an intensive, compressed
program that begins at 6:00 a.m.
and continues beyond midnight
seven days a week.

It consists of two components:
(1) the regular internship of forty
hours a week in a governmental
office, and (2) a cultural course
component. Students may earn up
to six academic hours by a combi-
nation of participation in these ex-
periential activities, completing re-
quired academic assignments that
include a short paper written before
the program begins, a daily journal,
a term paper, a second short paper,
and required readings.

This full academic load is super-
vised by a faculty member living in
the same dorm as the students
while in D.C. By the end of three
weeks, students generally have as-
similated into the Washington
scene and no longer feel like tour-
ists. About twenty-five percent
choose to participate in the Wash-
ington Semester for a second term,
selecting the complementary com-
ponent of the program. Groups av-
erage two dozen participants.

The West

In 1990, the LSU in Shreveport
Washington Semester produced an
offshoot when a faculty member in
political science moved from that
university of 4,000 students to Met-
ropolitan State College in Den-
ver—an urban, undergraduate state
institution with more than 17,000
students.

Impressed by the programs de-
veloped at LSU in Shreveport, the
faculty member approached the
chair of the political science depart-
ment at Metropolitan State about
the possibility of establishing a sim-
ilar summer session. His advocacy
stressed that students at small-
name (if not small-size) state insti-
tutions should have available to
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them as many educational options
as possible. Who gets what, in this
regard, should not reflect the kind
of simple hierarchies and rankings
found in higher education as well
as other aspects of life. A publica-
tion promoting private colleges and
universities, for example, notes
that while such institutions contain
only twenty-one percent of all en-
rolled students, they have produced
twenty of the thirty-one presidents
of the United States who possessed
a college degree, forty-six of the
one-hundred current members of
the Senate, and one hundred
eighty-nine of the sitting members
of the U.S. House of Representa-
tives.3 Certainly, it does not deni-
grate such statistics for a public
institution to view them as a stan-
dard, a challenge—and as a reason
to expand student horizons, rather
than shy away from programs like
the Washington Semester.

For a public institution such as
Metropolitan State College with a
large number of nontraditional,
older students, there was another
consideration. Should older stu-
dents be precluded from participa-
tion in such programs because of
"when" (that is, at what age) they
entered the higher education pro-
cess? In short, this variant of the
justice-as-fairness argument seemed
to have compelling aspects. The
administration agreed to implement
a Washington program.

Unlike LSUS, there was no phil-
anthropic grant to underwrite pro-
gram costs, so to avoid even the
slightest hint of added, indirect
costs, the decision was made to
structure the summer program
around existing courses in political
science rather than to structure
new classes around the program as
had been partially the case in
Shreveport. The basic Washington
Semester package would consist of
two three-credit courses in these
areas, with alternate internship
credit available for those students
selecting that path in Washington.

In establishing the focus for its
program, the Denver college emu-
lated the LSUS model. While the
LSU in Shreveport program was
generated under an American Stud-
ies label and offered lower as well
as upper-division options, its core

principles remained valid for adap-
tation by Metropolitan State. The
primary goal of both programs was
to expose students to America's
national political legacy. The major
structural addition to the adapted
plan came in the form of a con-
certed effort to supplement daily
activities with direct meetings that
went beyond mere personal visits
to congressional offices.

Thus, what emerged was a pro-
gram with six Washington ele-
ments: exposing students to the
basic symbols of Washington; ex-
ploring the city of Washington; dis-
covering historic sites off the tour-
ist path; taking advantage of talks
at diverse public and private insti-
tutions, as well as various exhibits;
discussing issues in small, personal
forums with knowledgeable individ-
uals representing different facets of
Washington's political culture; inte-
grating all of the above components
with relevant and informal discus-
sions of the aspects of the Ameri-
can political process and its struc-
tures, as well as readings on such
subjects. Additionally, students
would write papers upon their re-
turn to Denver, reflecting upon and
linking together their experiences
and their required readings. In real-
ity, the time in Washington would
be combined with the remainder of
the summer session back home.

Like LSUS, Metropolitan State
planned to use dorms at The
George Washington University.
However, a new minimum stay re-
quirement of four weeks, which did
not apply to programs that had
used the dorms in the past, was
imposed necessitating the Denver
program to lengthen its time in
Washington. That decision pro-
duced both positive and negative
results.

The expanded time frame rein-
forced the in-depth nature of the
program—and its flexibility. The
disadvantage was that the longer
schedule limited participation, es-
pecially at a college heavily popu-
lated by nontraditional students
who face many real-life responsibil-
ities. Since it was launched in the
summer of 1991, the average enroll-
ment has been 11 students.

Initially, the Dean's office agreed
to fund salaries for three-credit

hours beyond the department's nor-
mal summer allocation and also
agreed to pay for expenses of the
faculty member directing the pro-
gram. By its second year, the extra
allocation was withdrawn, requiring
the ongoing program to be absorbed
into the departmental budget.

The Midwest

Older than the two previously
discussed programs and perhaps
the best kept secret among Wash-
ington Semesters is the well-estab-
lished program at the University of
Michigan at Dearborn, also a public
institution. Political scientist Helen
M. Graves began it in 1977 as a
summer internship and seminar
program.4 Each year the program
averages about fifteen participants
who are housed in a dorm at George-
town University. The program dif-
fers from LSUS and Metro State in
its length. Almost twice as long, it
spans seven weeks in June and July.

Unlike the Shreveport and Den-
ver programs, the Dearborn Wash-
ington Semesters include interna-
tional students. The director began
in 1988 accepting university stu-
dents from Ontario, Canada, in-
cluding Carleton University, the
University of Ottawa, and Queens
University in Kingston. It is the
only Washington Semester with a
Canadian dimension to it, and it
has the most international partici-
pants. A study of the program re-
quirements, its outcomes and the
impact of international students
upon the American participants is
necessary before meaningful com-
parisons and conclusions of this
aspect of the Dearborn program
can be made.

In addition to serving in a variety
of internships, attending seminars
with outside speakers, participating
in tours and other group gatherings,
the participants meet requirements
much like those of the Denver and
Shreveport programs. They write
"focused journals," conduct inter-
views with political figures, and
write a ten-page paper. There is
on-site supervision from the pro-
gram director. In exchange for ac-
ceptable completion of this aca-
demic work, students earn six
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hours of upper division political
science credit.

A significant difference between
the Dearborn program and the
other two described is financial.
The monies collected from the par-
ticipants in the Dearborn program
are used to offset student tuition
and housing as well as the salary of
the director and all other adminis-
trative costs of the program. For
the LSUS and Metropolitan State
programs, which benefit from insti-
tutional support, the more estab-
lished University of Michigan at
Dearborn Washington Semester
offers a model of self-sufficiency.

Some Tentative Conclusions
An analysis of the three case

studies discussed in this paper sug-
gest some tentative conclusions
about who gets what, when, and
how during Washington Semesters.
The paper also suggests some of
the options available to public col-
lege students and faculty contem-
plating participation in a similar
program, starting one, or expanding
an already existing program.

First, the three case studies show
that public colleges and universities
can participate meaningfully and
successfully in the Washington Se-
mester movement. Washington Se-
mesters may have originated in pri-
vate institutions and been
popularized by institutions in or
close to the Washington area, but
remote public institutions such as
those examined in these case stud-
ies also have made contributions.

Second, costs influence not only
duration of the program and its tu-
ition, but also challenge the re-
sourcefulness and imagination of
faculty and administrators. Creative
innovations are possible for those
who desire to overcome tuition dif-
ferentials between private and pub-
lic institutions.

Third, though these programs are

abbreviated in comparison to pro-
grams lasting a regular semester,
they demonstrate that the three-to-
seven week program may uphold
academic standards when directly
supervised by an on-site faculty
member.

Finally, the paper suggests a con-
tinuing active role for political sci-
entists who began the Washington
Semester movement, popularized
it, then extended it to public insti-
tutions. The internship and experi-
ential programs remain higher edu-
cation's best kept secret in
innovative civic and cultural educa-
tion. They offer political scientists
the challenge of elevating public
awareness of the role of the Wash-
ington Semester within the Ameri-
can political consciousness. It was,
after all, in Federalist No. 85 that
Alexander Hamilton approvingly
cited David Hume's view, "The
judgements of many must unite in
the work; EXPERIENCE must
guide their labour . . . " (Rossiter
1961, 526-27). In Donald Lutz's
words, that idea " . . . serves as a
succinct introduction to the most
fundamental aspect of both Feder-
alist and Antifederalist thought,
namely, the conviction that as use-
ful as books can be, politics should
always rest upon a base of human
experience rather than upon logical
abstraction . . ." (Lutz 1992, 115).
Time has not diminished the mean-
ing of that message and endorse-
ment of the purpose that motivates
all Washington Semesters.

1994. Publication of Carnegie Communica-
tions, 43.

4. Our appreciation to Dr. Helen Graves,
as well as the directors of the other pro-
grams for sharing information about their
programs with us.

Notes
1. William D. Pederson and Norman W.

Provizer, A Directory of Washington Pro-
grams for College and University Students,
forthcoming. The authors would appreciate
information on any Washington Semester
programs to insure inclusion in this work.

2. "Universities are Setting Up Branch
Campuses in Capital," New York Times,
November 22, 1989, p. 23.

3. Private Colleges and Universities,
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