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The program. The Sociology M.A. program seeks in 32 credit hours to develop students capable of conducting professional-quality sociological research in their chosen quantitative or qualitative genre. The core course in theory seeks to instill the sociological perspective; the core, two-course sequence in research methods and statistics seeks to provide the necessary research skills.  Two required seminars provide opportunities to learn the current research literature and unresolved issues in two areas of specialization, and two elective courses are chosen to deepen understanding in those specializations.  Finally the M.A. research paper, under the close supervision of the student’s selected advisor, provides the capstone experience that is intended to give the students their first meaningful test of their new array of professional skills. 
Each year approximately 20 students enter the program, and about half this cohort will have completed their degree after two years.  Thus, each year the faculty work with approximately thirty students in residence, one-third of whom are being individually supervised in the preparation of their M.A. papers.
Program Goals. The Sociology faculty continues to adhere to its original four program goals for successful graduate student learning.  These emerged from departmental discussion during 2004-2005 and remain the defining focus of assessment plan.  They are as follows:

1.
Students will learn the conceptual frameworks of sociology and develop a critical understanding of the continuing debates concerning these frameworks. 


2.
Students will learn the fundamental procedures for conducting basic and applied sociological research. 


3.
Students will learn about the fundamental knowledge and the contemporary research issues in at least one major substantive area of sociology.


4.
Students will learn how to conduct and report professional-quality sociological research. 


Program Outcomes. The outcomes associated with the four goals are the respective measured success in achieving the learning objectives for the required theory seminar, the required methods/statistics course sequence, the two required substantive seminars, and the M.A. research paper.  These learning objectives are defined in the scoring rubrics developed for assessing the quality of student learning products in each of these four areas.  
Assessment Methods.  In addition to direct examination of student learning products, done biannually for each of the four outcome areas, we also annually collect systematic student feedback on their learning experiences. This feedback has taken three forms, and is likely to continue to vary for a couple more years until the department agrees which method and sampling frame is superior.  In 2005 the feedback came using a focus group discussion of students completing their first year; in 2006 it was a mail questionnaire to students who had either recently graduated or left the program without completing. In 2007 data came from telephone interviews of students who were completing their M.A. papers.  The committee decided for 2008 to continue last year’s interview procedure, as the qualitative feedback was judged to be more useful, particularly since the small sample made any summary quantification of limited value.  However, continued difficulty in contacting our graduating students makes it likely that if we continue this procedure, we will create the expectation that completion of the exit interview is a mandatory final step before the department signs off on their degree completion.
2008 report. This is the fourth year of a phased program assessment plan. In 2005 learning outcomes were assessed directly for goal four by a review of recently completed M.A. research papers and indirectly by focus group interviews of students at the end of the spring semester. In 2006 we collected all assessment data indirectly, using a mail survey of recent graduates.  In 2007 we did the biannual direct review of recently completed M.A. papers (using a revised scoring rubric from that in 2005), a new direct assessment of goal one, based on scoring outcomes from  the theory seminar, and repeated the annual indirect assessment of program goals with an open-ended exit interview.

This year’s (2008) report completes the first full cycle of the assessment plan by assessing goals two and three, based on  scoring learning outcomes from research methods/statistics and an advanced seminar. The report also summarizes the annual indirect assessment of program goals based on open-ended exit interviews.

I. Assessment of Methods/Statistics Learning Outcomes

Goal Two.  Students will learn the fundamental procedures for conducting basic and applied sociological research.
This goal had four learning objectives, as follows:
Objective 1. Students will be familiar with the major procedures in social research, including a) theory-building and research design and b) measurement, sampling, and information-gathering.
Objective 2. Students will be familiar with univariate and bivariate statistics that are the foundation for the more advanced multivariate analysis and inferential statistics.

Objective 3. Students will understand the basic concepts of regression analysis, including linear regression, correlation, analysis of variance, analysis of covariance, and logistic regression. 

Objective 4. Students will be able a) to use statistical software  to analyze data, b) to write scientific reports based on quantitative analysis, and c)to critically review published quantitative research.  

Soc 650-651 is a two-semester “learn by doing” course, and hence the learning experience is both sequential and iterative, as many learning outcomes developed early in the course are utilized in developing the more complex outcomes later in the course. The learn-by-doing products included homework and pc laboratory assignments, short papers, five two-hour tests, and a final project report requiring independent design, analysis, and reporting of a quantitative research problem. 
The earning outcomes were categorized as A, B, or C, signifying exemplary, satisfactory, or problematic, based on numerical scoring rubrics.  

Learning Product for Objectives One and Four:

For their final project 17 students formulated their research hypotheses in relation to a specialized literature they briefly reviewed.  Using one of three available survey data sets (the BLS National Longitudinal Surveys or two education surveys of the instructor), they selected appropriate variables, recoded as necessary, designed and conducted their data analysis, and prepared a journal article-style report.  Completion of the report requires a working proficiency in design, analysis, and reporting of their individual research projects.   The A/B/C scoring of these reports, based on nine criteria, was as follows:

1.  Title (as one would use for a journal article on your research) 12/2/3  

2.  Problem statement (states issue you are investigating and gives a focused review of one or two previously published studies that you are building on in your own work; conclude with statement of hypotheses to be investigated). 13/1/3  

3.  Methods a.  Description of sample (gives population being generalized to, including 
time and location and other demographic restrictors; method of sampling; mode of data 
collection; agency responsible for collecting the data; source of funding; citation of basic 
reference for further details on the sample and data.); b. Definition and operationalization 
of variables in your analysis; c) analysis plan. 11/4/2  


4.  Findings (for each hypothesis).Prepare one or more ASA-style tables, each on a separate page, and report the pertinent findings in those tables.  Indicate what degree of support exists for the hypotheses. 5/6/6

5.   Discussion--implications of findings or possible explanation for nonfindings  .

This is your opportunity for “retroduction”--to rework your original analytic frame and your image of social reality into a new representation based on your research findings.  You may also raise here any methodological issues that could have hampered your investigation. 9/5/3

6.  References. Include the articles used in the brief literature review that was part of your problem statement, using ASA format. 10/6/1  

7.  Appendix: copy of the final SPSS output from which you produced your tables and a copy of the codebook for all variables in your extract file. 8/8/1
.     


8.  Overall style.   Use of standard writing style and coherence of final product (conforms to ASA style guide handout). 9/6/2

9.  Present May 7th a five-minute summary of your report, including table hand-out, for class discussion. 12/4/1

Comments:  Nearly all students did exemplary or satisfactory work on the mechanical features of the report (points 1-3, 6-9 above), demonstrating a working knowledge of the basic research design and analysis concepts.  Yet in reporting and discussing the findings six and three of the students, respectively, did unacceptable work.   Most students could prepare accurate tables from their output, but only a minority fully reported their regression coefficients and made the necessary logical distinction in multivariate analysis between their primary explanatory variables and their control variables.  This would suggest there needs to be more careful monitoring of the development of this reporting skill through more assignments and class discussions that develop this skill.  More generally, improvement in reasoning and active thinking among our students is an unending task in all our courses.
Learning Products for Objective two (understanding basic univariate and bivariate statistics).
Univariate statistics proficiency.  In test one, question one (given in October),  students were provided data from a random sample and asked to a) identify the level of measurement of the variable, b)compute three measures of central tendency for its distribution, c) tally the cumulative percentage distribution, d) report a specific cumulative percentage (those not planning to achieve a specified level of education), e) compute and interpret correctly 95 and 99 confidence intervals, and f) based on e), describe the position of the variable in the population. 

Of 22 students who took the test, on a scale of 30, with 25-30=A, 16-24=B, and 15 or below=C, the distribution was 8/7/7. 
Bivariate statistics proficiency. In test two, question three (given in November), students were provided frequencies in each cell of two cross-tabulated variables and asked to a) percentage the table in the correct direction and interpret the relationship, b) test the null hypothesis of independence (i.e. perform a chi-squared test), reporting the assumptions of the test and assessing the outcome of the test, and c) compute and interpret an appropriate measure of association ( i.e. gamma).

Of 19 students who took the test, on a scale of 30 as above, the A/B/C distribution was 7/7/5.

Comments:  Almost all the students with unsatisfactory test cores on these problems did submit correct homework on essentially the same material.  They claimed they understood the material, but made “stupid mistakes” because of test anxiety.  While this is partly true, a perennial issue is that many of the students with weaker preparation tend to over-rely on classmates for help with homework assignments.  The presence of a graduate assistant tutor this year improved the quality of this outside help, but for tests students of course had to work on their own. 
Learning Products for Objective 3 (understand the basic concepts of regression analysis, including linear regression, correlation, analysis of variance, analysis of covariance, and logistic regression.)
A/B/C scoring for

a. Bivariate and multiple regression (test 3, problems 1-4): 9/8/2
b. Multiple regression with dummy variables and interaction terms—incorporates analysis of variance and covariance (test 4, problems 1-4): 4/11/2  
c. Polynomial regression  (test 5, problem 1): 3/6/8
d. Logistic regression (test 5, problem 2): 6/8/3
Comments:  Prior to the tests, students practiced these procedures by performing and interpreting hand calculations for their homework problems (like on the test)  and software applications in the lab sessions.  Spending more class time on the hand calculations (i.e. less lab time) would have improved test score performance.  However, since the lab experience has more carryover value for future work experiences, the decision was made to sacrifice some of the test score performance.  Since students do not like low test scores, several believed too much time was spent in the lab relative to the classroom. This year’s instructor decided maximizing use of the excellent lab facility would have more long-term learning value, and this is partly apparent from the comfort-level students showed in carrying out their independent analyses for their final report.  The tests became another learn-by-doing experience, the “iterative” learning outcomes referred to earlier.  Students did learn from their test errors in productive ways, despite the blows to their self-esteem.
Learning Products for Objective 4c (the ability to critically review published quantitative research.):  

Students completed two short papers, one in February before test four, the other in April before test five.
1. Dummy variable multiple regression interpretation assignment: 

Students first read a major journal article that estimated the effects of alternative family structure experience in childhood on adult occupational attainment, controlling for race, sex, and social background characteristics.  Their interpretation assignment was to use the reported analysis in order to construct a new report estimating the effects of race on occupational attainment.   
“Using the information provided in Table 4 (and secondarily, Tables 3 and 5), explain how race affects occupational status attainment in American society.  In particular, explain what happens to this race effect as family structure and socioeconomic factors are controlled.  Translate the columns of coefficients that you use into their standard multiple regression format (i.e. write out their equations) and interpret.  After examining how the race effect is accounted for by family structure and socioeconomic variables, examine the changes over time in the race effect and interpret.”  

A/B/C scoring: 8/6/3
Comments:  Students did reasonably well on this report (better than the second one) in part because they performed a corollary lab assignment that  replicated the major elements of the article analysis on a different data set. Doing this analysis and then discussing it helped them interpret the detailed tables in this article.

2. Logistic regression interpretation assignment:
“The goal of this assignment is to demonstrate your understanding of logistic regression, as used by Dalton Conley in his “Capital for College” article in Sociology of Education.

a.)  Write a two-three page essay that answers “does parental wealth affect educational attainment?” …. Make certain that your answer includes the specific findings, with correct interpretations of the coefficients that document your conclusion.    

b.)  Extra credit:  Perform the calculation that Conley used (or should have used) for his assertion (p.68) that “once an individual is enrolled in college, the chances of him or her graduating increase by 5.6 percent when parental assets are doubled …. when all other covariates are held constant....”

A/B/C scoring: 3/8/6
Comments:  Course fatigue was setting in by assignment two, but it also was the more difficult.  Students had some difficulty translating (exponentiating)  logistic regression coefficients into odds values and then probability values, keeping sight of the end goal of  accurately  reporting the explanatory relationships of each variable to the response variable.  Besides homework and classroom practice, an “interpretation” handout was provided for this, since it was the most difficult of our topics, but the limited mastery clearly indicates more class time for practice with this handout would have helped.
Conclusion: Overall, a handful of students substantially mastered the material.  These are the students who would/will qualify for further doctoral study and be well-served for having taken this course.  The middle third of the students developed adequate computer skills and substantially understood the material, but showed inconsistencies in performance.  They should be able to use their new skills independently in applied work settings.  The bottom third of students may have learned the most, yet their final proficiency level was inadequate to say they could move into the labor market and independently  perform data analysis with confidence.  However, just as many of these students found their shared learning experiences in peer tutoring and homework sessions to be the most rewarding learning experience, many of these students would be able associates in shared work tasks.

II. Assessment of Learning Outcomes from Advanced Seminar in Deviance and Social Control

Goal Three. Students will learn about the fundamental knowledge and the contemporary research issues in at least one major substantive area of sociology.
The objectives for the substantive seminars are:

1. Students will become familiar with the core literature in the substantive area.

2. Students will be able to construct a literature review based upon their exposure to core literature in the substantive area.

3. Students will be able to derive hypotheses and construct research questions on the basis of such a literature review.

Objective 1: Students will become familiar with the core literature in the substantive area.

In order to assess this, students were given a midterm and a final exam.  The exams followed an essay format.  Students were graded in each specific objective.

a. Students will understand the process of constructing and applying definitions of deviance (N=13).

A= 46.2% (n=6)    
B=23% (n=3)

C=30.8% (n=4)

b. Students will understand how differential social power affects deviant labels (N=13).

A= 53.8% (n=7)

B=23% (n=3)

C=7.6% (n=1)

c. Students will understand theories of deviance and the history of the study of deviance (N=13).

A=38.4% (n=5)

B=7.6% (n=1)

C=53.8% (n=7)

d. Students will understand how deviance is studied and methods used to gather various kinds of 

data and the problems associated with various methods (N=13).

      A=15.3% (n=2)

B=46.1% (n=6)
C=38.4% (n=5)

e. Students will understand how deviants move through the identity change process (N=12).

A= 58.3 (n=7)

B=16.6% (n=2)
C=25% (n=3)

f. Students will understand how deviants manage the stigma of being deviant (N=12).

A= 33.3% (n=4)

B= 33.3% (n=4)
C= 33.3% (n=4)

g.   Students will understand the eight features of a subculture (N=12).

      A= 50% (n=6)

B= 16.6% (n=2)
C= 33.3% (n=4)

h. Students will understand the concepts of structure and social organization of deviance and be able to apply the concepts (N=12).

A= 41.6% (n=5)

B= 0% (n=0)

C= 58.3% (n=7)

Objective 2: Students will be able to construct a literature review based upon their exposure to core literature in the substantive area.  

Objective 3: Students will be able to derive hypotheses and construct research questions on the basis of such a literature review. In order to assess these objectives, students grades on their final literature review are presented (N=12).


A= 50% (n=6)

B= 41.6% (n=5)
C=0% (n=0)

D=8.3% (n=1)

Comments:  Students in this seminar were for the most part sociology and/or criminology majors.  Many received their undergraduate degrees from other schools.  The class consisted of essay exams and a comprehensive literature review.  I believe that students who were able to write well performed better than those who had trouble in this area.  Students who scored 90-99% of the question right were given an A, 80-89% were given a B, 70-79% were given a C and 60-69% were given a D.  In the future, I will discuss the theories of deviance more thoroughly since the students seemed to have trouble with this section.  

III. Program-level student telephone survey (indirect assessment of program objectives)
This report is based on four interviews of the graduate students between May 5 and 9, conducted by Yun-Joo Park and two conducted by Calvin Moore on May 18. As in the year before, open-ended responses were elicited in five areas, and some new questions were added toward the end:
1. Expectations

Academic expectations were to expand their sociological knowledge. (same as last year) 

Professional expectations were for teaching positions (4), work in a non-profit agency (1), and to do research (1)
Both academic and professional expectations were generally met (same as last year).

Two already had community college teaching positions, one is teaching in a private school, and one is employed as a researcher.  

2. Required courses

The consensus was they were good but tough, and one student specifically stated he “learned so much from these courses” but also wanted more learning assistance in statistics (a tutor).  One said more philosophically, “some courses such as statistics are difficult by nature.”  One objected to there being only one theory class, which he had to take twice to improve his grade.  
3. Elective courses

There was a request for more criminology, medical sociology, and aging from each of three students, while the fourth was satisfied because her interests in inequality were met.  Two students indicated that they would have liked more choices.  
4. Relationship with the supervisor
“wonderful,” “good,”, “great,” “great.” “amazing” “needed motivating”
There were some expressions of supervisor inattention among last year’s interviewees, and a concerted effort was made to improve matters this year, apparently with some success at least among this sample.

5.  Family and work responsibilities while pursuing the degree (new question)
One was raising children, working full-time, and financing her education with student loans. The other five did not have children, but three worked full-time, the other two part-time as part of their university GA support.

6.  What was your worst experience?  (new question)

These ranged from working as a research assistant on a project the student was not interested in, reading required theory texts that were impossible to understand, to statistics, and “statistics courses were toughest.”  One objected to lack of feedback in an ethnographic methods course.  One would have liked more supervision on the MA paper. 
7. What gave you the greatest sense of accomplishment? (new question)
These responses ranged from” writing papers” and “finishing the M.A. paper” to the more general satisfaction from completion: “It is a very challenging program, which demands a lot of work and pushes you to the limits.  Once you survive, you feel a great sense of accomplishment.”
Review and Actions
Now that the first full assessment cycle is complete, it will be useful next fall for individual graduate instructors and the department as a whole to review these reports as a set and determine what adjustments may be useful for specific courses and for the overall administration of the program. Since these adjustments have yet to be made, they will be reported in the next assessment report. 
This year there was a considered effort to improve the quality of the faculty supervision of the M.A. paper, during all phases from preparation of the proposal to completion, and student feedback indicates we were successful. Next year’s outcome assessment of the resulting papers will show if the supervision also improved the quality of the product.
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