

History Department

Assessment Plan for MA in History 

May 25, 2009

Robert Shelton, Director of Graduate Studies

Introduction/Context

The department administers the Master of Arts in History program, the MA in History with a Specialization in Museum Studies, and, with the Art Department, the MA in History with a Specialization in Art History.  We currently have thirty- nine graduate students in the MA program, including four in the Museum Studies Specialization, and three in the Art History Specialization.  The MA in History with a Specialization in Social Studies was suspended last year because of a lack of interest, and, consequently, will not be separately assessed.  The master’s program requires 32 credits, three 500-level cross-listed courses, and five 600-level courses. Over the past twelve months the Graduate Committee of the History Department evaluated the program.  These discussions used the assessment reports from the past four years as well as other relevant information to improve our program.

The review of our assessment report for last year made several suggestions that we intend to incorporate in future assessments of the program:

1. The Graduate Committee and Department agreed to the creation of a diagnostic assessment tool to provide program-long evaluation of our students' knowledge and skills.  The department agreed that we will now require applicants to the MA program to submit writing samples.  We will use these samples as diagnostic instruments for establishing a baseline against which to measure the effectiveness of our program.  Since we will be requiring these samples for admission to the program, the requirement must be approved by various committees charged with evaluating curricular changes.

2. The Graduate Committee agreed that we would submit the scoring rubric that we use for assessing the program in future assessment reports.  The committee also agreed to further refine our rubric to encompass a broader range of student accomplishment.

3. The Graduate Committee and Department will discuss next fall the refinement of the exit survey to align it more closely with the stated Goals of the program.  We also plan to discuss implementing exit interviews for all students graduating with an MA with the Graduate Director.

4. Other suggestions made by the reviewers were discussed but no action was taken at this time.

Assessing Program Initiatives

The department's Graduate Committee continued to review changes made over the last three years to increase the rigor of our program.  In 2006-2007, following reviews of our students’ papers for the 2004 assessment, we implemented a new master’s curriculum in Fall, 2005, which increased the number of 600-level courses from four to five.  The new curriculum was designed in part to increase students' theoretical and practical knowledge of historiographical practices within the profession.  The department's Graduate Committee agrees that the changes have enhanced the program.  The Graduate Committee also examined the requirements for our cross-listed 500-level courses and implemented changes that included greater emphasis on student production of historiographical essays.  Anecdotal evidence confirms that these new requirements were implemented.  In the last assessment report,  Graduate Director Dr. Robert Wheeler stated that we would discuss creating a more formal process to confirm the implementation of these changes during this Academic Year.  Because Dr. Wheeler retired at the end of the 2008 year and Dr. Robert Shelton took over as Graduate Director, the creation of this process was delayed.  The Graduate Committee and History Department will discuss in the fall the creation of a more formal process .  

The assessment instrument to determine the efficacy of our new emphasis on historiography, based on student papers produced in HIS601, Introduction to Graduate Studies, strongly suggests that these changes have been successful.  The surveys of students nearing the end of their careers in the program also suggest that the changes are accomplishing our goals for the program.  The preponderance of positive comments highlighted the quality of the courses and the accessibility of the faculty teaching.  In the future, in response to suggestions based on last year's assessment report, the department will redesign the survey to bring it into closer alignment with the department's goals as stated in our assessment instruments.  

Last year's surveys contained a general criticism about the limited number of 600-level courses offered by the department.  Students suggested that a greater variety and an increased number of courses should be offered at the 600-level.  In response to this suggestion and to bring greater rigor to our program, in the Spring 2009, the department proposed to the College and University curricular changes that will increase the number of hours needed for the MA in History from 32 to 36 by adding an additional 600-level course requirement for grad students.  To accommodate the new requirement, the department has committed to offering an extra 600-level course each academic year—three in the fall and three in the spring.  We undertook a more immediate response to student suggestions for more 600-level reading seminars in the Spring of 2008 when we offered  for the first time two 600- level reading seminars in addition to and our regular HIS695 graduate research seminar.  

Program Goals

Goal #1: An ability to identify relevant primary and secondary sources to be used in a historical research project. This goal was developed in 2004 by the faculty of the History Department.  We reviewed this goal every year since and have agreed that this was a skill set that our graduate students should obtain from our program.

Outcome measures: We collected and evaluated five papers from HIS695 and rated them Inadequate, Adequate, or Excellent in demonstrating an ability to identify, use, and document a sufficient number of primary and secondary sources for the assigned research paper..  Each paper submitted in HIS695 was read by at least three members of the Graduate Committee for the Spring 2008 assessment.  The papers were randomly selected and names removed.     

Findings: The 2008 assessment review found 5 papers excellent, 8 papers adequate, and 0 inadequate.  The 2009 review rated 2 papers excellent, 1 paper adequate, and 2 papers inadequate.  The reviewers believed that although the inadequate papers successfully identified relevant primary and secondary material, they did not identify enough such material for the course assignment and did not use the material adequately.  For example, one paper only used one collection of primary documents when others were readily available that would have strengthened the paper.   

Review: The Director of Graduate Studies will report the results to the History Department.

Actions: The Graduate Committee will continue to review these essays, and seek suggestions from the Department in ways to improve student performance in the future. 

Goal #2:. An ability to analyze/evaluate historical evidence in order to formulate a coherent argument.  This goal was developed in 2004 by the faculty of the History Department.  

Outcome measures: The Graduate Committee collected and evaluated five papers from HIS695 and rated them Inadequate, Adequate, or Excellent as to whether the paper contained a clear, analytical thesis, incorporated primary and secondary material, acknowledged alternative interpretations, and was clearly written, argued with sufficient supporting evidence, and well-organized.  Each paper submitted in HIS695 was read by at least three members of the Graduate Committee for the Spring 2009assessment.  The papers were randomly selected and names removed.     

Findings:  In 2008, reviewers rated 7 excellent, 5 adequate and 1 inadequate. The writing was coherent and the use of primary sources was reasonable.  The lack of a substantial and appropriate group of secondary sources meant that the scholarly context was sometimes too narrow.  The 2009 review rated 3 papers excellent and 2 papers inadequate.  The reviewers agreed that the inadequate papers did not sufficiently use primary or secondary material to support or contextualize the papers' arguments.  

Review: The Graduate Committee was pleased that the majority of papers were rated as excellent.  The Director of Graduate Studies will report overall findings to the Department.   

Actions:  The Graduate Committee will recommend to the department that we continue to emphasize writing, the need for students to contextualize within existing historical scholarship by using more secondary sources, and to use a greater variety of primary documents.  To this end, the department is seeking to require an additional 600-level course of all graduate students beginning in Fall 2010.  By increasing the hours required to earn the MA from 32 to 36 and by requiring the additional hours at the 600-level, the department hopes to provide greater training in historical writing.  However, the majority of excellent papers in the sample suggests that the department is succeeding in inculcating the skills and practices of both Goal 1 and Goal 2.  

Goal #3:   An ability to analyze and articulate a thesis about a body of secondary literature on a particular topic in history, as well as an ability to identify the cumulative “dialogue” in this literature. 

Outcome measures: The Graduate Committee collected and evaluated five papers from HIS601, Introduction to Graduate Studies, and rated them Inadequate, Adequate, or Excellent as to whether the paper demonstrated the student's ability to identify the key historical issues and questions about which historians have written on a particular subject in a body of secondary literature.  Each of the papers was read by at least three members of the Graduate Committee for the Spring 2009 assessment.  The papers were randomly selected and names removed.     

Findings:  In 2008, reviewers rated 5 excellent, 5 adequate and 1 inadequate.  The 2009 reviewers rated 2 papers excellent, 3 papers adequate, and 0 papers inadequate.  We are pleased to note the improvement in compliance with Goal #3 and hope to continue our success in the future.

Review: The department will continue with annual reviews of these materials.  The Director of Graduate Studies will report the results to the department in the fall.  

Actions: The Graduate Committee agreed to recommend to the department that students in HIS601 be urged to incorporate more recent works on the given historiographical topics and that they go beyond the minimum requirements assignment to incorporate a wider perspective on the historical “dialogue.”

The Goals and Rubrics are attached to this report.  As was stated in the New Program Initiatives Section, the Department made its masters program more rigorous by having students take one more 600-level course and one less 500-level course.  We have evaluated its effectiveness in AY 2006-2007 and concluded that except for limited course selection students are satisfied with the content and rigor of 600-level courses.  

Exit Interview Results 5 respondents 

General questions about the program 

1. Asked to what degree have your expectations about the History Master's been fulfilled?  

In general, students found the “faculty exceeded my expectations” and “are passionate about their topics.”  All of the respondents were “pleased with the program overall.” Several of the respondents lamented the lack of variety at the 600-level, but one did recognize that the size of the faculty limited the ability to offer as much variety as most students would like. Students are informed of the limitations of course selection as they enter the program.  

2. When asked how they thought the master's experience would affect their future career 

goals/objectives/expectations all responses were positive.  Typical responses included: “The M.A. program fully prepares you for the next steps in one's academic or professional career.” One student in the Museum Studies track questioned whether the program that she was not sure if the program had prepared her for the job market in the current economy but stated “I tell you one thing, I feel better prepared and am more confident.” 

Questions regarding program strengths and suggestions for improvement 

1. Students overwhelmingly felt they had become more competent and effective readers, better able to analyze complex textual material with facility. (All answered either to a large degree or very much so).  
2. Students concluded they could better organize and communicate effectively using primary and secondary source materials.  
3. Students were convinced that they could better understand and apply effective and efficient research strategies to well-considered and meaningful topic choices.  
4.  All of the respondents thought they were more familiar with and could better apply effective evaluative, analytical and argumentative approaches in both oral and written communication as a result of the program.  

5. Like last year, student respondents thought the strengths of the program included the 600-level classes, the level of interaction between professor and students and student to student, professors who were passionate about their area of study, the intellectual rigor of the classes, and low cost. 

6. Also as in 2008, students frequently suggested that the program could be improved by providing more choices at the 600-level (a good suggestion constrained by budget and faculty availability and not easily solved).  Several students suggested making our HIS695 Research Seminar course a two-semester course (unlikely given faculty resources).  Another suggested that all students be required to follow the thesis track.    

7. Overall the respondents agreed that their experiences in the program were very good. .  

Given the positive nature of the comments there are no obvious changes to be made - we will continue to require exit responses and continue to evaluate them, especially after the new requirements take effect in 2010-2011.

MA PROGRAM IN HISTORY ASSESSMENT

Goal Measurement for HIS 695, Research Seminar

Goal 1:
An ability to identify relevant primary and secondary sources to be used in 



a historical research project.

	Rubric
	Paper 1
	Paper 2
	Paper 3
	Paper 4
	Paper 5

	Excellent
	
	
	
	
	

	Adequate
	
	
	
	
	

	Inadequate
	
	
	
	
	


Goal 2:
An ability to analyze/evaluate historical evidence in order to formulate a 



coherent argument.

	Rubric
	Paper 1
	Paper 2
	Paper 3
	Paper 4
	Paper 5

	Excellent
	
	
	
	
	

	Adequate
	
	
	
	
	

	Inadequate
	
	
	
	
	


Goal Measurement for HIS 601, Introduction to Graduate Study in History

Goal 3:
An ability to analyze a body of secondary literature on a particular topic in 



history.

	Rubric
	Paper 1
	Paper 2
	Paper 3
	Paper 4
	Paper 5

	Excellent
	
	
	
	
	

	Adequate
	
	
	
	
	

	Inadequate
	
	
	
	
	


MEASURABLE OUTCOMES FOR EACH OF THE GOALS

I.  Goal 1 will be measured according to the following rubrics:

Excellent:  As demonstrated by the citations, the paper uses a variety of

primary sources as appropriate for the topic (for example, a student using

sources in translation may have fewer available to him or her).  The

secondary sources represent a range of scholarly books and articles on the

subject.  If internet material is used, it is from scholarly or other

reliable sources.

Adequate: As demonstrated by the citations, the paper uses several primary

sources.  The secondary sources are scholarly, but may be limited in range

(for example, relatively few articles, or an absence of recent material).

If internet material is used, it is from scholarly or other reliable sources.

Inadequate: As demonstrated by the citations, the paper has few primary

sources.  Secondary sources are limited in number and range, and may come

from non-academic presses.  Web material is used without judicious

consideration of the source.

II.  Goal 2 will be measured according to the following rubrics:


Excellent:  The paper has a clear, analytical thesis that is developed over

the course of the paper.  It incorporates primary and secondary historical material

into the student's argument, clearly demonstrating how those texts

contribute to the student's analysis.  Where appropriate, it acknowledges

and addresses counter-arguments or alternative interpretations of the data.

The paper is written in a clear, well organized and compelling style.

Adequate: The paper has an argument, but one that is expressed in a topic

statement or is not clearly defined in the beginning paragraphs.  It cites

or references relevant historical materials, but without integrating them fully into

the student's own argument.   It may offer only one possible analysis of

the body of evidence it uses.  There are minor problems of organization, style and grammar.

Inadequate: The paper offers no thesis.  It lacks a solid foundation in the

evidence.  The argument is unsupported by primary or secondary historical sources, or

the sources used do not support the argument.  The paper is hampered by an

unclear writing style, poor organization, and numerous grammatical errors.

III.  Goal 3 will be measured according to the following rubrics:

Excellent:  The paper demonstrates comprehension of the cumulative

"dialogue" within the body of secondary historical literature and provides a comparative analysis of the sources.  It demonstrates understanding of how approaches to the material have developed over time.  It can assess the strengths and weaknesses of the various approaches. The paper is written in a clear, well organized and compelling style.

Adequate: The paper demonstrates comprehension that different approaches to

the subject are represented in the body of literature.  It shows

recognition that the literature represents a variety of interpretive

conclusions about a given historical topic. There are minor problems of organization, style and grammar.

Inadequate: The paper uses the body of literature but does not demonstrate

comprehension that the secondary sources may offer conflicting arguments.

It treats the literature as a cumulative mass of factual data. The paper is hampered by an unclear writing style, poor organization, and numerous grammatical errors.
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