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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 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 who 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 were generated through department-wide discussion and input during 2004-2005 and remain the defining focus of assessment plan.  They are as follows:

1.
Students will demonstrate knowledge of the conceptual frameworks of sociology and develop a critical understanding of the continuing debates concerning them. 


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


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


4.
Students will be able 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 a variety of forms in the past, including a focus group discussion with students completing their first year, a mail questionnaire to students who had either recently graduated or left the program without completing, and telephone interviews of students who were completing their M.A. papers.  As a result of continued difficulties we have experienced with making contact with our students who have recently completed the program, we have developed a new procedure for collecting this information. In Fall 2008, the Graduate Committee developed an exit survey to obtain feedback from graduating students regarding their experiences with the MA program. Beginning in Spring 2009, we implemented a process where we have our MA students complete the survey upon submission of their MA paper in SOC 698, the final course in the program as a mandatory, last step towards completing their degree. This new procedure seems to be working well thus far; we are obtaining more systematic feedback from our graduating students than we have in the past using other methods. We will continue to use this procedure through the 2009-2010 academic year before fully determining the level of success. 
2009 report. This is the fifth year of a phased program assessment plan. Our assessment process uses a two-year cycle: (1) an assessment of Goals 1 and 4 through the required theory course (SOC 640) and the M.A. papers; (2) an assessment of Goals 2 and 3 through the two courses in the required stats/methods sequence (SOC 650 and SOC 651) and a graduate substantive seminar. This year we return to the first cycle year with an assessment of the required theory course and the M.A. papers produced from SOC 698. The report also summarizes the annual indirect assessment of program goals based on the new exit survey.
I. Assessment of Methods/Statistics Learning Outcomes

Goal 1.  Students will demonstrate knowledge of the conceptual frameworks of sociology and develop a critical understanding of the continuing debates concerning them. 

This goal has four learning objectives, as follows:
1.
Students will learn the central ideas of 19th and early 20th century 
sociological theorists, to include but not limited to the work of Durkheim, 



Marx and Weber. 

2.
Students will learn the central ideas of contemporary schools of 
sociological theory, to include but not limited to symbolic interactionism, 


functionalism and feminism. 

3.
Students will be able to analyze, write about and discuss major original 


works of sociological theory. 

4.
Students will learn to identify the theoretical components of empirical 
sociological projects. 
This assessment applies the rubric to essay questions on the final exam administered by Professor James Chriss.  He also provides some data on a formative evaluation utilizing in-class hermeneutic exercises.  Finally, he assesses a sampling of student term papers.

1.  Final Exam Essay Questions

The exam consisted of six questions split into two sections.  Section A contained four questions and students were asked to answer two of them.  The four questions in this section covered the topics of Goffman, Durkheim, Marx and conflict theory, and feminist theory.  Section B contained two questions from which the students were to answer one.  The two topics in the latter section were on Weber as well as Parsons and functionalism.

Because students had choices with regard to their answers, the results are not evenly distributed among the topics.  (A total of fourteen students took the exam.)  Nevertheless, the assessment of the answers follows the format of the agreed upon rubric, and the summary is provided below.

	Theorist/Theory
	Exemplary
	Acceptable
	Unacceptable

	
	
	
	

	Goffman
	6
	5
	

	Durkheim
	6
	2
	

	Marx/conflict theory
	3
	
	1

	Parsons/functionalism
	4
	3
	1

	Feminist theory
	4
	1
	

	Weber
	3
	3
	

	
	
	
	

	Total
	26
	14
	2


As reflected in the totals, the majority of the student essay responses were acceptable to exemplary.  Overall the students had the most problems with Parsons and functionalism, which is in keeping with prior experiences evaluating the theory course (both graduate and undergraduate) over the years.  Parsons is simply one of the more difficult sociological theorists to understand and comprehend.  Professor Chriss also asked students to provide a thorough summary and interpretation of Weber’s Protestant Ethic thesis, and although generally good, the results were evenly split between exemplary and acceptable.  Similar results are evident in the case of those students who answered the Goffman question.

2.  Hermeneutic Exercises

At various points during the semester students were asked to read passages in class from primary sources, and to interpret these writings to the best of their ability.   Student performance was tracked using the assessment rubric, judging their responses as exemplary, acceptable, or unacceptable.  In classes where the exercise was scheduled to take place, a predetermined list of students predetermined was used to call upon them to read and respond to preselected passages of the professor’s choosing.  (The students read these passages beforehand as part of homework exercises.)  These hermeneutic exercises took place over time according to the schedule provided in the syllabus.  Among the items assessed were the quality of student readings, interpretation, and discussion, and the theorists were discussed in the following order (earliest to latest):

	Theorist
	Exemplary
	Acceptable
	Unacceptable

	
	
	
	

	Comte
	1
	2
	

	Spencer
	
	2
	1

	Martineau
	1
	1
	

	Marx
	2
	
	1

	Engels
	
	1
	

	Durkheim
	2
	2
	1

	Weber
	2
	1
	2

	Goffman
	2
	
	

	Mills
	2
	
	

	Foucault
	1
	1
	

	Bernard
	1
	1
	

	
	
	
	

	Total
	14
	11
	5


Out of the 30 readings (two for each student) most fell within the categories of exemplary or acceptable.  Five were assessed as unacceptable, although two of these were because of student absences.  The thing to note, however, is that it appears the performances of the students improved over the semester.  (Although this could also be merely reflective of the relative difficultly or analytical denseness of the theorist under review.)  Professor Chriss notes that as he obtained feedback on earlier responses, he adjusted how he was choosing the readings as well as other factors, including preparing more background information than what was provided in the reader.  It appears that providing context to go along with the primary readings may have been helpful to the students.  Professor Chriss plans to incorporate more such formative or diagnostic assessments in future courses.

3.  Term Papers

Professor Chriss selected five final papers to assess out of the fifteen that were turned in.  Not all the papers were on assessable theorists, so the pool of eligible papers was reduced to these assessable theorists.  Out of this group five were randomly selected, and the theorists chosen were as follows: Marx (conflict theory); Engels (conflict theory); Goffman (dramaturgical theory); Cooley (symbolic interactionism); and Durkheim (functionalism).  The papers were assessed according to the rubric, and the findings are provided below.

The paper on Engels was relatively strong.  It was rather long and covered a lot of ground, and the author’s grasp of Engels’ range of writings was impressive, although she concentrated on the theory of communism or socialism (co-authored with Marx of course).  The analytical sophistication fell slightly short in relation to the coverage, but overall it was deemed to be an exemplary paper.

The paper on Goffman was deemed acceptable.  The author covered all the basic concepts of Goffman, but did not go much beyond “textbook” summary and discussion.  She did not attempt to locate Goffman within the broader interpretive (symbolic interactionist) framework, although there were no glaring errors of interpretation or fact.  Hence, it could not have been assessed any lower than acceptable.

The paper on Cooley was somewhat better than the one on Goffman, and the author did a relatively good job of discussing Cooley in relation to the broader interpretive paradigm.  She also cited and used an important paper Mead wrote about Cooley, and hence was able to compare and contrast the two in ways beneficial to the paper.  Overall, this paper hovered somewhere between exemplary and acceptable.

The paper on Durkheim was judged to be acceptable.  It was similar to the Goffman paper in that it covered the basics of Durkheim’s writings on religion, but it did go much beyond that.  There were areas where the student attempted to get into some speculation concerning the connections between Durkheim’s biography and his particular take on religion (for example, the suicide of a close friend), but these were relatively minor and not especially well-formed.  Nevertheless, the effort still stands as acceptable.

The paper on Marx was somewhat problematic because of stylistic and form issues above and beyond any problems in interpreting the concepts.  The student missed points on such things as missing page numbers and some problems with citation style.  There were also problems with a few incoherent passages and botched syntax or unclear prose.  These sorts of problems tend to weigh down the evaluation of the substantive aspects of the paper.  On this substantive side, the student did an adequate job of summarizing Marx’s major concepts, but the level of sophistication sought was not there.  In sum, this paper hovered between acceptable and unacceptable.

In summary, then, the papers as a group were acceptable.  Several were quite good, and several somewhat mediocre.  Professor Chriss notes that through his assessment it became clear in reading what the students produced that he will need to write down more specific things for them to concentrate on as stated explicitly in the assignment handout.  In other words, it may be necessary to write something explicit such as “interpret the relation between your chosen theorist and the broader tradition of thought within which he/she is located.” Although he did tell them to state within which paradigm the theorist is most closely associated, most kept it at this rather superficial level. Professor Chriss also notes that he will think about ways to get students to take drafts more seriously.  Two drafts were listed on the schedule, and most students took advantage of writing drafts and receiving feedback, but some did not.  Professor Chriss will consider counting drafts as graded assignments in future and plans to spend some time reading the literature on the pros and cons of grading drafts.

II. Assessment of M.A. Papers from SOC 698
A total of 16 papers were assessed, with each paper receiving two assessments. Below are the rankings assigned for the four primary sections/ learning outcomes of each paper.




Exemplary
Acceptable
Unacceptable


Research Problem:

        8

      21


3
Literature Review:

       12
 
      18


2
Research Design:

       14

      17

            1
Analysis and

Critical Assessment:
                     9                   20


3
Comments:

1.
The vast majority of the papers were of acceptable quality.  There were several really good papers, and few weak ones.  None were judged to be entirely unacceptable.

2.
A number of papers did not contain an abstract.


3.
The two areas that are the most problematic are the development of a research problem and the analysis/conclusions of the papers.  The research problems examined in the qualitative papers in particular need to be more strongly grounded in existing theory and/or literature.  Advisors need to work on having students develop stronger conclusions with greater emphasis on the significance of the findings.
4.
The reviewers found that the evaluation form worked poorly for certain papers, particularly theoretically-based papers. 
5.
It was determined that the wrong assessment rubric was used in the last cycle that involved an assessment of M.A. papers, making it difficult to directly compare that assessment from two years ago with the current assessment. However, the overall conclusions regarding the overall acceptable quality of the papers has remained consistent. Unlike the previous assessment, the current cycle identified no papers that were completely unacceptable. The problems with using the rubric for non-quantitative papers has been raised in the past and will be among the first issues addressed by the Graduate Committee at the start of the Fall semester to ensure the development of a second rubric for theoretically-based M.A. papers.

III. Program-level exit survey (indirect assessment of program objectives)
This report is based on five exit surveys completed by graduating students during Spring 2009. 
1. Expectations

Academic expectations were to expand their sociological knowledge (same as last year), acquire a deeper understanding of sociological theory, and develop the ability to analyze social issues.
Professional expectations were to acquire a level of knowledge and experience to be competent to teach college-level Sociology courses, to achieve a promotion, and to conduct research.
Both academic and professional expectations were generally met (same as last year).   

2. Required courses

a. SOC 640

Students had generally very favorable comments regarding the required theory course.  Incorporating more group work in the course was recommended by one student. One student reported that the 4-hour time slot was too long given the nature of the material being presented.
b. SOC 650/SOC 651

Students found the required methods/statistics sequence tough. One noted that too much emphasis was placed on explaining formulas at the expense of time working out concrete problems. Several were critical of the textbook used.  Students report that they would like the option to take a qualitative methods course and to conduct fieldwork.
3. Elective courses

There was a request for more criminology, ethnographic research, education, family, and social inequality courses.  Several students expressed that they would like to see a greater range of courses offered and more classes offered during the daytime.
4. Relationship with the supervisor

Students reported very positive relationships with their supervisor, including such descriptors as “excellent,” “very good,”, “very nice,” and “invaluable.” 
Some expressions of supervisor inattention have been raised in past years. The concerted effort made to address this issue shows signs of success with no mention of this problem among the current group surveyed. 
5.  Work responsibilities while pursuing the degree 
Two of the students worked part-time as part of their graduate assistantship. Two students worked full-time and another worked part-time. 
6. What was your best experience?
Answers to this question included the accomplishment of completing the M.A. paper, working as a graduate assistant, and relationships with faculty, staff, and other students.
7.  What was your worst experience? 
These ranged from the lack of daytime classes taking them away from their time with their children in the evenings, the lack of selection of classes for evening students, and the length of the classes (4 hours).  One student had nothing to report as a worst experience.
Review and Actions
A number of the issues of concern raised by the graduating students are issues that have been raised in previous years, including the range of courses offered, the lack of graduate-level classes offered during the daytime, and the difficulty of the methods/statistics sequence.  Given the extreme shortage of full-time faculty currently in the Sociology department, it is unlikely that we will be able to increase our graduate-level offerings anytime in the near future.  To address some of the problems with the required methods and statistics courses, the instructors for both courses are making significant changes to SOC 650 and SOC 651 for the 2009-2010 academic year.  SOC 650 will include a bigger emphasis on the practice of actually conducting social research both in the field and using computer software, and will move away from a review of undergraduate statistical material.  Changes to SOC 651 include eliminating several topics from the course that are perhaps more appropriate for a doctoral-level course, which will increase the time that can be spent on the remaining topics.
The lack of enthusiasm for a 4-hour required theory course has resulted in a change in scheduling for Fall 2009, where the course will be offered twice a week for 2 hours instead of once a week for 4 hours.

A continuing issue that arises with the M.A. papers is the large number of students who take an incomplete in SOC 698.  Several students have commented informally that they lack a clear idea of the expectations for the M.A. paper.  Two changes will be introduced to the M.A. program next year to try to address this problem.  The first will be to hold a kind of graduate student orientation for all of the new graduate students.  Among the information to be presented will be a discussion of SOC 698, emphasizing the importance of selecting a topic for the M.A. paper early and using writing assignments in other courses as an opportunity to start building on a topic that could later form the basis of the M.A. paper.  This would address a recommendation made in the 2007 Graduate Assessment report to “have the Graduate Director and the faculty generally continue to encourage students to think about MA paper topics well ahead of actually registering for the MA paper.”  Second, the Graduate Director will hold a meeting early in the Fall and Spring semesters for all graduate students planning on enrolling in SOC 698 during the following semester.  At this meeting, the development of the proposal for the M.A. paper will be discussed.  Students who plan on collecting their own data will also be instructed on the importance of obtaining IRB approval during the semester prior to enrolling in the M.A. paper course.  A recommendation from a past assessment report to create a “library” of some of the exemplary M.A. papers that current graduate students can look at to get a clearer sense of what an M.A. paper should look like. While this library now exists, it is not being used systematically.  These model papers could be reviewed at the meeting with students preparing to enroll in SOC 698, ensuring that all students who are at that point in the program have actually seen them.

It has been somewhat difficult to develop a smoothly flowing assessment of the graduate program in the Sociology department, as the faculty member serving as Graduate Director in the department has changed 3 times in the past 3 years. It is hoped that with some consistency regarding the person serving in this role, we will improve on our ability to build on the assessment process from year to year.  Several ideas raised in prior reports still need to be implemented and the task this coming year will be to do just that. These include having advisors use the rating form (also referred to as the scoring rubric) in working with students writing M.A. papers, and convening a group of faculty to develop a clearer set of criteria for qualitative papers. There needs to be a clearer sense, within the department, of what such papers should contain, how much research they should involve, etc. 
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