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  UNDERGRADUATE SOCIOLOGY PROGRAM ASSESSMENT REPORT

DEPARTMENT OF SOCIOLOGY

May 2008

Introduction


The assessment report for the Undergraduate Sociology Program for this year retains the same format used in previous years in an attempt to facilitate comparisons over time. The goals, learning objectives, and methodology that form the basis of the assessment have not changed.  The only difference is that this year the department is submitting a parallel assessment for the Criminology major. The department may give future consideration to assessing both majors in a single integrated report.

Goal 1.  Students will learn the conceptual framework of sociology.

Method:  The plan calls for collecting papers and exams from the required theory course and scoring them on a three point scale—exemplary, acceptable, unacceptable—with respect to specific knowledge and concepts drawn from three classical sociological theorists and three sociological perspectives.  

Professor Manning reviewed materials from the Spring 2008 Sociological Theory course.  The general knowledge of the six topics in the rubric (Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Symbolic Interactionism, Functionalism and Feminism) was assessed by a 90-question overview quiz given at the end of the semester. This quiz recycled earlier quiz questions used throughout the semester.

Findings:

Basic knowledge of the six core areas:
14 out of 22 in A to B grade range







02 out of 22 in C grade range







06 out of 22 in D or F grade range

In WAC assignments on the six core topics, 20 out of 22 students showed improvement from the first to the second assignment or scored an A grade on both.

Comments:

In the previous assessment report four issues were raised:

1. The amount of time spent on the six topics of the rubric should be determined by the committee.

Result: This has still to be determined. In my theory course this semester a lot of attention was given to primary texts with the result that little more than the six topics could be studied.  I did include lectures on ethnomethodology – although that could be understood as part of the broad discussion of symbolic interactionism.

2. The theory committee should consider the role of primary texts in the course.

Result: In part because of the assigned theory text (by Applerouth and Edles) this version of the course paid a lot of attention to primary sources.  The consequence of this was that students performed less well on Marx and Durkheim (the first WAC assignment). Given that theory is no longer a WAC course, the lower grade issue is probably moot. However, a greater emphasis on primary texts will mean that the course will have to focus heavily on the six-topic rubric.

3. The theory committee was asked to make sure that systematic coverage of the rubric was taking place. In this course a 90 question overview quiz was given at the end of the course and this is probably a good device for keeping the course and the students on track. It also allows comparisons over time.

4. The theory committee was also asked to look at its own assessment criteria. Given that the course is losing its WAC designation, this should probably wait until next year.

Goal 2:  Students will learn the sociologist’s ways of knowing.

Method:  the assessment of outcomes for the four learning objectives associated with this goal calls for using a rubric to score papers and/or exams collected from the required research methods (SOC 353) and statistics (SOC 354) courses.  

A.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Soc 353, Methods of Social Research

The current assessment is based on the course’s contribution to the Department’s Goal 2:  “To impart to students the sociologist’s ways of knowing,” and to specific outcomes for this goal:

1) Students will learn how to use and apply the basic tools of descriptive statistics (frequency distributions in tabular and graphical form, central tendency and dispersion measures).

2) Students will be introduced to the fundamentals of sampling, probability, and inferential statistics.

3) Students will learn to differentiate between independent and dependent variables and to develop testable hypotheses.

4) Students will develop an understanding of the different quantitative and qualitative approaches to sociological research.

Following precedent, Professors Kleidman and Park assessed Soc 353 in terms of outcomes 2-4, as outcome 1 is more fully addressed in Soc 354. 

Professors Kleidman and Park conducted three major parts of the assessment process. The first is based on analyzing examination questions and responses, the second on research assignments and reports, and the third on interviews with former students

1. Using relevant exam questions and/or components of research projects, instructors compiled the percentage of correct answers in the key areas of research design, data collection, and data analysis.              
	
	2008 Results
	2007 Results

	
	% correct
	# of questions
	% correct
	# of questions

	Independent vs. dependent variable (causation)
	36
	70
	74
	8

	Hypothesis  
	32
	72
	68
	5

	Unit of analysis  
	32
	76
	65
	4

	Sampling
	58
	73
	72
	13

	Conceptualization
	62
	76
	70
	6

	Operationalization    
	45
	68
	64
	3

	Survey instrument      
	48
	74
	78
	12

	Observation and interviewing
	72
	79
	74
	6

	Inductive/deductive reasoning
	82
	72
	74
	5

	Univariate analysis  
	35
	71
	72
	9

	Bivariate analysis
	36
	66
	67
	12


2. Five final papers to which to apply the rubric were randomly chosen from each of the three classes. Two instructors reviewed and evaluated these papers. 

	
	Exemplary
	Acceptable
	Unacceptable

	Question 
	6
	8
	1

	Hypothesis
	3
	10
	2

	Adequate Data
	4
	11
	0

	Data Analysis 
	4
	9
	2

	Conclusion  
	6
	7
	2


3. Interviews

One Methods instructor met with two former students currently doing gerontological research at a local research institute. The key points they made were:

· Research is becoming more important in their field, as there is more emphasis on assessing programs formally. They used the term “evidence-based” programs. 

· Hands-on experience doing research is crucial. While an undergraduate research methods class may not prepare them to go out and do research immediately, it begins a process of “stepwise learning,” that continues with on-the-job training.


· A combination of qualitative and quantitative skills is important in their work. The term that is current in their field is “mixed methods.” They recently completed a client satisfaction survey that was mostly quantitative, but included qualitative questions. 

· Important specific skills we can teach include 

· proposal writing and Institutional Review Board rules and procedures

· critical analysis of data,

· how to conduct focus groups, which are becoming a major form of research in their field. 

· Learning about ethics was helpful, as many ethical issues arise in their work. 

· We should explore creating research internships with their Institute.  

Conclusions and Recommendations
In general, examinations and research papers show most students achieved an adequate understanding of how to interpret and conduct research in terms of research design, data collection, and data analysis.  

Student’s level of knowledge on the subject, especially statistics, varies greatly because of different backgrounds. We expect that the change to a capstone course will address this because statistics and other required courses will be prerequisites. 

Interviews with former students were helpful and show the value of this course. They also suggest that we should increase efforts to learn about what specific methods and approaches are current in local agencies. We should also interview former students whose jobs do not center on doing research. 

The Sociology Department has decided to revise this course substantially to make it the capstone course for the Sociology and Criminology majors. While the current assessment is based on existing standards and methods, Professors Kleidman and Park recommend a different process for next year, as part of creating the capstone course. This process should be established in the fall, with the Undergraduate Committee and the Methods instructors meeting to create a proposal for discussion and decision by the Department. 

The change to a capstone course will present new challenges, including the need to:

1. Revisit the relevant goals and outcomes for this course.

2. Look carefully at how this course will build on the knowledge and skills gained in other classes. Eliminate any areas that simply repeat material from required courses, including the statistics class. As part of this process, we should meet with instructors of the statistics and theory courses to better coordinate these courses.

3. Develop explicit, flexible guidelines for the major project of the class, taking into account two major factors. First, this project is now a capstone project. Second, within the broad guidelines for the project, different instructors may assign different types of projects. We will also need to review the current rubric and, if necessary, modify it.

In their discussion of last year’s suggested actions, the methods instructors this year reviewed the problems of how to use the data on exam questions to measure student progress, and how to develop and use common definitions of data analysis and conclusions that apply equally well to qualitative and quantitative projects. Pursuit of these issues was postponed until Fall 2008 as a result of changes in instructors in the course this year (a new person joined the rotation and another regular instructor of Soc 353 was on leave this year), and the change to the capstone course next year. There was also discussion of the issue of using graduate assistants to facilitate learning in the course. Future consideration will be given to whether one or more graduate assistants could be used for the capstone course. The methods instructors did discuss, and rejected, the suggestions to focus on quantitative research and to choose a common textbook. Instead they are looking to create guidelines that will apply to both qualitative and quantitative work, and to different texts and/or readings. Finally, last year’s suggestion to interview former students now employed as researchers was carried out, the results of which are reported above.

B. SOC 354, Quantitative Social Research.

Method.  As in previous assessments, the instructors assessed the correctness of students’ problem solutions on tests and exams, selecting problems that address the basic learning objectives. Three classes were assessed in which a total of 80 students were enrolled.  The percentages indicate the percentage of students who received a passing grade on exam questions pertaining to that particular material. 
I. 
Students will learn how to use and apply the basic tools of descriptive statistics (frequency distributions in tabular and graphical form, central tendency and dispersion measures) 
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Sun
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Results
A. 
Frequency distributions (tables) 

93%


97%
  85%

85%

B. 
Frequency distributions (graphs)

N.A.


74%
  85%

85%

C. 
Central tendency*





57%


94%
  70%

70%

D. 
Dispersion* 






64%


94%
  75%

75%

II. 
Students will be introduced to the fundamentals of sampling, probability, and inferential statistics 
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A. 
Sampling
 






83%


97%
   70%

70%

B. 
Probability







74%


100%
   75%

75%

C. 
Inferential statistics 




89%


79%
   90%

90%

III. 
Students will learn to differentiate between independent and dependent variables and to develop testable hypotheses.













Professor
Professor
  Professor
  2007














Sun
Regoeczi
  Greif

 Results












A.  Independent vs. dependent variables

N.A.
  100%
   
   75%


75%

      B.  Hypothesis formation

   
      N.A.       N.A.       
   85%

85%


Comments:  While there is some variation across instructors in terms of the level of student mastery in SOC 354, it is clear that a majority of students are successfully learning the knowledge and skills being taught in the course. 

Actions:  Instructors need to continue to discuss new ways of delivering the material in order to maintain student interest and emphasize the relevance of the material learned in Soc 354 to both their future careers and their daily lives.  There is a concern among some of the instructors regarding the textbook that all instructors use for the course; further discussions are likely to follow on the possibility of adopting a different text for the course that might help us more readily achieve our learning goals.  The implementation of the capstone course in the department should help alleviate a chronic problem with Soc 354 – that many of our majors do not take this course until their final semester. One instructor will be offering the first online version of the course during the summer 2008 semester; it remains to be seen whether this format will be as successful in achieving the outcomes of this goal.

Last year’s report suggested that instructors should discuss new ways of delivering the material. One outcome of this suggestion was that two instructors taught the entire course in the CLASS computer lab this year in an attempt to see if frequent instruction using computerized statistical packages would improve students’ abilities to interpret statistics. Neither instruction felt that this new way of delivering material significantly improved student learning in the course; among the reasons for this may have been problems with the SPSS licenses on the computers and the lack of a working printer in the lab, which prevented students from printing out statistical output that they could then work on interpreting or use for a homework assignment.


Goal 3:  Students will learn a working understanding of a focused sample of the accumulated research knowledge base in sociology.

Method:  The assessment plan calls for selecting two 300-level substantive classes for assessment, which will rotate from year to year, one from the Sociology major and one from the Criminology major.  Instructors are asked to develop a set of objectives for that class and to identify items on exams and/or essays that could be used to assess student achievement of those outcomes.  For the Sociology major, the course to be assessed this year is SOC 311, Individual and Society, taught by Professor Manning.

Instructors are asked to develop a set of objectives for that class and to identify items on exams and/or essays that could be used to assess student achievement of those outcomes.  

Course Objectives

1. Students will learn the main elements of the symbolic interactionist approach as specified by Herbert Blumer.

2. Students will learn the institutional history of symbolic interactionism at the University of Chicago and elsewhere.

3. Students will learn the developing theory of symbolic interactionism beginning with the foundational statements of Mead, Cooley and Sumner and including the work of Garfinkel, Goffman and contemporary symbolic interactionists.

4. Students will learn about the main research methods used by symbolic interactionists: the analysis of personal documents, intensive interviewing, ethnography, auto-ethnography and conversation analysis.

5. Students will become familiar with a range of historical and contemporary empirical studies conducted by symbolic interactionists.

Findings:   
These objectives were assessed using an in-class short essay test.

18 of 26 students performed at A – B level.

03 of 26 students performed at C level

05 of 26 students performed at D or F level.

Objective 5

This objective was assessed in two take-home WAC assignments.

In WAC assignments on objective 5, 9 out of 26 students obtained a B or better on both

written assignments. 17 out of 26 students showed improvement from the first to the second assignment, or obtained an A grade on both.
Indirect Assessment Mechanisms

Method:  Our efforts to round up graduating seniors for exit interviews have been quite unsuccessful during the last 2 years (in 2006 only one sociology major attended; in 2007, even with a more concerted effort at recruiting, we only had 5 students attend). We believe that our lack of success in recruiting for exit interviews requires a major change in our approach, one that could not be implemented this spring. More specifically, we are looking into strategies that will make an exit interview or exit survey a requirement for graduating seniors. Doing so would not only increase the number of students participating, but would also provide for a more representative perspective of the experiences of our Sociology majors. 

