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MEMORANDUM

TO:

Teresa LaGrange, Associate Dean

College of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences
FROM:
Matt Jackson-McCabe, Chair

Department of Religious Studies
DATE:
May 14, 2008
SUBJECT: 
2008 Department of Religious Studies Learning Assessment Report

I. Introduction/Context
The Department of Religious Studies offers a Bachelor of Arts degree and a minor in the study of religion as a social, cultural and historical phenomenon. The program covers both the comparative study of religion as a generic, cross-cultural category of social behavior and of religions as the particular species of that behavior informing the various historical societies and cultures of the world. The major, as currently defined, allows the student maximum flexibility to pursue a course of study tailored to his or her specific interests. It normally requires 34 credit hours, with at least 20 hours completed at the 300 or 400 level. (Students pursuing a double major may have the hours required for the Religious Studies major reduced from 34 to 30.) The specific courses to be completed within these guidelines are determined on an individual basis, in consultation with a departmental advisor. It is possible for up to 8 hours to be completed in courses offered by cognate departments, subject to departmental approval. The only course currently required of all majors is REL 498, Senior Seminar (2 hours). The minor requires 18 hours, with at least 12 at the 300 or 400 level. Up to 4 hours of cognate courses are possible in the minor, subject to departmental approval.

The department is in the midst of a major transition, having lost four of its five full-time tenured or tenure-track faculty members between 2004-2006. At the beginning of the current, 2007-2008 academic year, the regular faculty consisted only of the department chair (who is himself approaching retirement), plus a half-time faculty member (appointed jointly and primarily in History). A new chairperson was added to the faculty as a mid-year appointment in January. The department hopes to search next year to fill two tenure-track lines to begin in the 2009-2010 academic year.

This situation has, among other things, put a strain on departmental learning assessment. The department implemented an assessment plan in the 2002-2003 academic year. As its faculty was depleted, however, it did not continue to refine this plan in the manner urged by reviewers in the subsequent years. The incoming chair has found that, while the collection of data has been ongoing, useful analysis has been hindered especially by the facts that (i) the department has not identified specific, measurable outcomes; (ii) there are no established rubrics to normalize analysis; and (iii) assessment has generally been conducted by a single individual. 

The primary finding of this report, then, is that Religious Studies, as part of its broader rebuilding efforts, needs to develop and implement an entirely new assessment plan. To the extent that success in the formulation and execution of assessment plans is a function of collective, departmental effort, there would seem to be limitations to what we can accomplish until our new faculty are in place. Nonetheless, our immediate goal is to formulate a plan that is workable within the constraints of our present situation and to implement it next year. This will include (i) a new statement of goals; (ii) enumeration of specific outcomes; and (iii) formulation of an assessment methodology that is appropriate to these goals and outcomes while taking account of the current state of our faculty. At the same time, we will begin drafting a more ‘ideal’ plan – one that assumes a full complement of faculty covering a range of specializations – to serve as a starting point for discussions of learning assessment once new faculty are in place. This preliminary work will be done by the chair in consultation with the current faculty and Dr. Marius Boboc, Director of Assessment.
II. Goals
a. What are the goals of your program/unit in terms of leading to or supporting student learning?

The department’s current plan identifies three goals:

(i) a general knowledge of religions and methodologies for studying religion

(ii) an in-depth knowledge of one area in religious studies

(iii) the ability to do research in an area of religious studies and write about it with precision and clarity


b. How and when were these student learning-related goals developed? Who was involved in the process?

These goals were identified in Spring 2002 by the departmental faculty.

c. Are there program/unit goals that relate to community engagement? If so, list them. Also, include a brief definition of community engagement as identified by your program/unit.

N. A. 

d. Have these goals been reviewed? If so, have they been modified based on student learning-related assessment data collected in your program/unit? Also, have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?

No.
III. Outcomes
a. What are the intended outcomes of your program/unit in terms of leading to or supporting student learning?

No specific outcomes have been identified.

b. How and when were these student learning-related outcomes developed for each goal listed in the section above? Who was involved?

N. A. 
c. Are there program/unit outcomes that include community engagement strategies? If so, list them.

N. A. 
d. Have they been modified based on student learning-related assessment data collected in your program/unit? Also, have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?

N. A. 
IV. Data Collection
a. What direct and indirect methods did you use to measure the degree to which the learning (outcomes) of your students meets the goals of your program/unit? What assessment instruments/tools, methods, and processes did you use to collect student learning-related data?

The department has collected three kinds of data including both direct and indirect measures:

(i) a research paper (direct; cf. Goal 3): a substantial research paper on a topic of the student’s choice

(ii) area exams (direct; cf. Goals 1 and 2): students must choose four take-home essay questions representing at least two areas from a list of sanctioned questions

(iii) narrative student evaluation of the department (indirect; the relationship of this method to the stated goals is unclear.)

All this data was collected in the context of REL 498, Senior Seminar.

b. Were these instruments/tools, methods, and/or processes modified over the course of the previous academic year? If so, what are the actual change and the rationale behind it? Also, have the reviewers/ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?

No.
V. Data Analysis and Findings
a. How did your program/unit analyze the student learning-related assessment data collected? What are your findings/results? How do they compare to the findings/results from the previous academic year?

Four students completed the requirements for the Senior Seminar. The department thus collected four research papers, sixteen area exam questions, and two narrative student evaluations of the department. (Two students apparently failed to submit a narrative evaluation of the department.)

The department has neither specific outcomes nor established rubrics in place in order to evaluate this data. Findings are thus necessarily impressionistic, and to that extent of limited value. This year’s ‘impressions’, by goal:

Goal 1:   

• General knowledge of religions. The present assessment methods make it possible for a student to demonstrate knowledge of as few as two religions.  Therefore, while area exams do seem to show an acceptable knowledge of specific subjects, their design does not allow us to assess the extent to which students have attained a “general knowledge of religions.”

• Methodologies. Direct measures show familiarity with basic, area-specific methods of analysis. At a more fundamental level, however, the ability of students to engage in a purely etic, academic study of religion – as opposed to an emic engagement in the discourse of a given religion – was uneven at best. This is a matter of concern, and it should be tracked in future assessment. 




Goal 2: 

• This goal gave the strongest impression of having been met, though, as one would expect, a range of abilities were evident. Two research papers demonstrated in-depth knowledge of its subject matter, including the issues identified in the academic literature; a third showed an in-depth treatment of the primary literature but rather less awareness of the secondary literature; and the fourth was comparatively superficial. Analogous impressions were gleaned from these students’ respective area exams.




Goal 3:

• See above regarding Goal 2. Once again, two research papers demonstrate the ability to do research at a level appropriate to a B.A. in the field, while two seemed rather less adequate in this respect.

The general impressions offered in the previous year’s report were more uniformly favorable. The significance of the difference, however, is far from clear. Not only is one comparing general impressions, but those impressions came last year from one faculty member and this year from another. In short, the standards informing these evaluations are neither explicit nor, in all probability, consistent from year to year. In that sense, year-to-year comparison yields ambiguous results.

The most significant finding is that the assessment plan itself must be reformulated in order to make it more useful. Our goals need to be reconsidered, as do our methods. Particular outcomes in any case need to be identified, and standards of achievement normalized.

b. Have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?

No. 

VI. Review of Findings
a. How were faculty/staff/students in your program/unit involved in the process of reviewing the findings of your analysis of student learning-related assessment data? Who was involved (e.g., curriculum committee, department, unit, etc.)? When did the review process take place?

The raw data was collected by the faculty person who conducted the senior seminar and submitted to the department chair at the end of finals week (5/9/08). The data was reviewed by the department chairperson in the following days.

Given the depletion of the department’s faculty, there is no review committee at present. Analysis of the data for the purposes of assessing student learning in the department is, per past departmental practice, solely the responsibility of the department chairperson. This practice must also be addressed as the department rebuilds its faculty. 

b. Have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?

No.

VII. Follow-up Actions
a. Based on your review of findings, what changes have been made to the curriculum, activities, services, goals, and/or  student learning-related outcomes in your program/unit? Also, include references to any changes made in terms of the student learning-related assessment activities, such as the kinds of student learning-related evidence collected, or the review process itself.
The new chairperson joined the department only this past January; no changes, therefore, have yet been implemented. Given the findings of this report, however, the department will be undertaking a comprehensive reformulation of our assessment plan for the next academic year and beyond. See further on this above under I. Introduction/Context.
b. Have the reviewers’ recommendations from the previous year report been addressed?

No. They will be, however, in the coming year.

