
I
recently had the pleasure of hav-
ing a long and engaging conver-
sation with Harvey Glickman at 
his retirement community in the 
northern suburbs of Philadelphia. 
Harvey was the senior member of 
the Political Science Department 

at Haverford when I joined the faculty in 
1999 as an Americanist specializing in urban 
politics. Harvey had come to Haverford in 
1960 and over the years established him-
self as one of the world’s leading experts on 
African politics. Although Harvey retired not 
long after I arrived, he remained active on 
campus, teaching a course here and there 
and participating in various departmental 
events. 

When we got together, he was eager to 
hear the latest campus news and talk about 
national and international affairs, but I was 
particularly interested in learning about his 
part in developing the senior thesis project 
within the Political Science Department and 
really the entire college. Haverford is one of the few colleges 
and universities that requires virtually all seniors to complete a 
senior thesis or something equivalent (e.g. music majors may 
give a full recital performance). Professors here invariably see 
the process of researching and writing a thesis as an invaluable 
intellectual experience, the academic high point of a student’s 
career at Haverford. I had long heard rumors that Harvey had 
been instrumental in developing the senior thesis project within 
the Political Science Department but I had always been fuzzy 
about the details.

Harvey noted that a senior thesis had long been a fixture at 
Haverford when he arrived in 1960. However, it was required 

only of seniors who hoped to graduate with 
honors. This was the customary practice 
at most colleges and universities, then and 
now. One prominent exception, though, 
was Princeton University. For many 
decades, Princeton has required all senior 
majors to complete a thesis in order to grad-
uate. As an undergraduate politics major at 
Princeton, Harvey had written about the 
relationship between the new socialist gov-
ernment in Great Britain and the country’s 
trade unions. It had been a formative expe-
rience and reaffirmed his desire to pursue 
graduate studies.

Years later, after earning a Ph.D. at 
Harvard and then landing a position as 
an assistant professor of political science 
at Haverford, the senior thesis process at 
Princeton continued to shape Harvey’s 
thinking about an undergraduate education: 
“Coming out of Princeton, I thought it was 
normal to write a thesis because everybody 
at Princeton in my day wrote a senior thesis. 

You had a little carrel, an office, and everybody from the most 
assiduous student to the Charlies, the guys who barely studied 
at all, had to produce a thesis. So I came with the notion that 
completion of an undergraduate education with a thesis was a 
doable sort of thing.”

A key part of the story is that Haverford’s Political Science 
Department, which then consisted of only three professors, 
was transitioning. Two senior faculty members had just 
retired, replaced by Harvey and another junior faculty mem-
ber, Alfred Diamond, thus creating an opportunity for rethink-
ing the department’s priorities: “So Freddy and I talked about 
reorganizing the requirements and I suggested that we have 
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everybody do a thesis.”
Harvey acknowledges 

that there was also a practi-
cal rationale for moving in 
this direction. In the early 
1960s, all faculty were 
expected to teach three 
courses each semester even 
as expectations regarding 
scholarship were increas-
ing. Harvey reasoned that 
if thesis advising could be 
counted as a course then 
the teaching load might 
be lightened somewhat 
because there would be 
one less class preparation.

But the primary moti-
vation for requiring all senior political 
science majors to complete a thesis was 
that “it would be good for the students.” 
Again, Harvey’s memories of Princeton 
were influential:

I was impressed that at Princeton they 
all thought it was a good idea. The seniors 
were looking forward to doing their theses…You acted like 
a scholar. And the professors respected it. They liked the 
idea. They thought everybody learned something, even if 
you didn’t produce much of a paper. You learned something 
because it was your topic. You started at the beginning. You 
got some advice. You used the library. For many of the stu-
dents, it was the first time they used the library significantly. 
Because when I was an undergraduate a significant number 
of people were prepared to take C+ grades because they were 
football players, because they went to New York on weekends 
(laughs). When I was there, there were a number of people 
who would criticize you for being “a greasy grind,” for being 
a scholar (laughs). Nevertheless, they wrote theses also.
Moreover, the students’ appreciation for what they had 

learned during the thesis process only deepened with time: 
“You could see in the letters to the alumni weekly they found 
the thesis experience a very valuable thing. They appreciated…
being autonomous, doing their own work, coming up with their 
own conclusions. They appreciated that.”

The College gave the green light to the Political Science 
Department’s request to make the thesis a requirement for 
all of its senior majors, even though this represented a sharp 
break from standard practice. Harvey explained: “Remember, 
[Haverford] was a small place. Departments were trusted in 
running their own affairs. As long as you were honest and open 
about what you were doing, people were OK with it.”

The Political Science Department more or less adopted 

the Princeton model of a 
one-semester thesis pro-
cess that took place during 
the spring of the senior 
year. Students would pro-
pose a topic and then meet 
with a professor on a regu-
lar basis, although the fre-
quency of meetings varied 
from case to case, to refine 
the topic, discuss appro-
priate methods of research 
and analysis, and write a 
thesis that would be more 
substantial than the typical 
research paper associated 
with many intermediate- 
or advanced-level courses.

As time passed, the thesis process 
became more elaborate. New faculty 
members soon joined the department—
Rob Mortimer, Sid Waldman, and Sara 
Shumer—each of whom made their own 
contributions. Harvey reflected: “I think 
we got more ambitious as time went on…

[Faculty] saw it as a way of testing some of their own ideas with 
students if you would inspire students to work on something 
that was related even remotely to what you were working on 
yourself. It was a way of having a conversation about it. So there 
was incentive on the part of the faculty to go along with it.” In 
addition, “the professors liked [the thesis process] because it 
was a way of getting to know the students in a different way.” 

Another development also affected the thesis process. 
Harvey believes that as Haverford expanded in the 1970s, and 
as the college recruited on a more national scale and became 
more selective, “they were able to get better students.” He com-
mented: “When I arrived…most of the students in the early ’60s 
were still from the middle Atlantic states and from Quaker prep 
schools and that’s about it. And when we got into the ’70s we 
started to go national and get a little bigger and so we had better 
students.” As a result, “the students got better at research” and 
“the theses improved.”

Other departments at Haverford began to follow the Political 
Science Department’s lead in requiring all of their majors to 
write a thesis. But some departments continued to reserve the 
thesis only for seniors competing for honors. 

In the late 1970s, the Political Science Department decided 
to better prepare its majors to undertake a thesis by requiring 
them to enroll in a new methodology course during the fall 
semester of their senior year. That decision was motivated, 
at least in part, by trends within the broader discipline. The 
behavioral science movement had prompted “a huge interest in 
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Senior Thesis at Haverford

methodology in political science” and “caused us [at Haverford] 
to think about methods.” For about a decade and a half, the 
methods seminar was considered a crucial component of the 
department’s curriculum: “I remember we would invite people 
as prominent as Robert Dahl to come in and talk to us about 
methodology. We had philosophers come in and talk to us 
about the scientific method.” 

Eventually, however, the Political Science Department 
moved away from “the heavy emphasis on methodology” 
because it failed to strike a chord with most students. Some were 
“inspired” by the seminar, but most were not. By the 1990s, 
the department replaced the methodology course with a series 
of small seminars offered by each member of the department 
based on his or her own subfield. The fall seminar provided 
senior majors with an overview of the subfield which exposed 

students to cutting-edge scholarship. That encounter with 
emerging concepts and theories inspired students to choose 
their thesis topic and prepare a comprehensive literature review 
in response to a more precise research question. The fall seminar 
further enhanced the quality of the overall product: “I think the 
theses improved as time went on. The students took them more 
seriously because they had the fall and the spring to be thinking 
about it, in the fall generally and the spring specifically.”

Another component added during this period was a formal 
thesis defense at the end of the year in which each student 
defended his or her thesis before two members of the depart-
ment and other senior majors. Harvey explained that the thesis 
defense was implemented mainly to enable students to share 
the fruits of their research with fellow students and that it was 
seen as “a nice community-building enterprise.”

There have been additional enhancements to the Political 
Science Department’s senior thesis process since Harvey retired. 
Most notably, the thesis is now a full-year process that begins 
with students proposing a topic—after careful consultation 
with their thesis advisor—by the end of September. Students 
then use their fall seminars to prepare a literature review and 
research design followed by a formal thesis proposal before 
members of the faculty and other senior majors at the end of 
the semester. Harvey participated in the presentation of thesis 
proposals the last time that he taught at Haverford in 2010. He 
remarked: “I’m impressed with what’s happened…now that you 

get students to defend their ideas quite early and give them a 
lot of help with methods and concepts and things like that…I 
think you’re probably doing as well as masters programs in a 
lot of places and that’s something that’s worth noting.”

Finally, whereas senior theses in political science through 
the years followed the Princeton model in being grounded in 
secondary research obtained through the school’s library, many 
theses today also rely on original, empirical research. Students 
increasingly collect their own data through, for example, sur-
veys, focus groups, in-depth interviews, and field research, 
a development facilitated by funding opportunities through 
Haverford’s Center for Peace and Global Citizenship.

The impact of the senior thesis project among political 
science majors has been far-reaching. I could not help but 
reflect on this as I met with a group of recent graduates at a 

faculty-alumni reception at the alumni reunion. The 
students had all taken my senior seminar and most 
had proceeded to work with me on their thesis. All 
were currently engaged in stimulating endeavors 
at the very highest levels, including law school at 
Stanford and Chicago, business school at Harvard, a 
Ph.D. program at Johns Hopkins, and policy analysis 
at Senator Bob Casey’s office on Capitol Hill. 

But it would be a mistake to view the senior thesis 
as simply a springboard for the most successful stu-
dents. What is most remarkable about Haverford’s 

thesis process is that all students have the opportunity to 
experience the process of choosing a topic that strikes them 
as fascinating, momentous, or puzzling and then immersing 
themselves  in that topic for the better part of a year—always 
working in close collaboration with a faculty member who 
shares those interests—and producing a thesis that in most 
cases yields a tremendous sense of accomplishment. That 
experience is often the intellectual high point of a student’s 
time at Haverford and it is sometimes transformative.

Today, all departments at Haverford require nearly all 
of their seniors to complete a senior thesis or its functional 
equivalent and for the vast majority of departments it is a  
rigorous, one-year process that exhibits many of the elements 
first introduced by Harvey and his colleagues. Other colleges  
and universities have come to recognize the enormous  
pedagogical value of the senior thesis and some now make it  
a requirement for all seniors as opposed to only honors candi-
dates. But most schools, cautious about the substantial invest-
ment in faculty time and effort, do not. And the few institutions 
that do attempt to follow Haverford’s lead rarely demonstrate the 
same level of commitment. Indeed, a good case can be made that 
Haverford has surpassed its original model, Princeton. Kudos 
to Harvey Glickman, who got the ball rolling in the early 1960s  
and then pushed for smart improvements to a senior thesis  
process that has become a justifiable source of pride for the 
entire college.   

“ Professors liked [the thesis process] 
because it was a way of getting to know 
the students in a different way.”


