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  UNDERGRADUATE SOCIOLOGY PROGRAM ASSESSMENT REPORT

DEPARTMENT OF SOCIOLOGY

2010

In Fall 2009, the faculty discussed The Review of the Assessment Report from last year There was additional discussion of the capstone course, which will be taught for the first time in Spring 2011.  It should be noted that while the Department gained one new tenure-track faculty in Fall 2009, this did not compensate for the four tenure-track faculty members who were lost the prior year.  Additionally, two tenured or tenure-track faculty were on leave in the Fall 2009 semester.  This reduction in size meant that the faculty was still stretched very thin during this academic year.  Nevertheless, the results of the assessment show continued improvement.  

Please also note that there was an unforeseen transition in the Undergraduate Director position very recently, due to the retirement of the prior Director.  As a result, this year’s assessment was not able to address two main recommendations from last year’s Review.  The first was to set thresholds for evaluating specific exam questions in order to provide a more accurate time series comparison, and the second was to rely less on exams to measure outcomes. The incoming Director plans to follow these recommendations for the 2010-2011 academic year by working with the faculty to develop a plan for next year’s assessment early in the academic year.

We did, however, follow the other main recommendation from last year’s review that suggested changes in the wording of the 3 Goals to make them more observable.  

Goal 1.  Students will distinguish among the conceptual frameworks of sociology.


1) Students will be familiar with the main ideas of Marx, Weber, and Durkheim.


2) Students will be familiar with major schools of contemporary sociological 
theory, including, but not limited to:  functionalism, symbolic interactionism and 
feminist theory.

Method and Findings:  Professors Manning and Chriss taught this course (in Fall 2009 and Spring 2010, respectively).  Because they used somewhat different assessment techniques, the results are outlined separately in (A) and (B) below.

A. Professor Manning

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.  

Students completing SOC 352 (Sociological Theory) will be expected to achieve the following outcomes:

	    Exemplary


	    Acceptable


	     Unacceptable



	Demonstrates ability to define and recognize key terms and concepts.  Demonstrates comprehension of major theoretical ideas contained in readings.  Demonstrates ability to compare and contrast the central ideas of major theorists listed above.
	Demonstrates ability to define and recognize key terms and concepts.
	Fails to comprehend the basic concepts and terms of key thinkers’ ideas.


The evaluation of Professor Manning’s course revealed the following:

Conclusions and Recommendations:  

At the end of the course I tested the students’ knowledge of the basic material covered in the class. Of the 29 students, 22 had exemplary knowledge, 8 had acceptable knowledge and 3 were unacceptable. On an earlier test, students were asked to demonstrate comprehension of primary sources and the analytic ability to compare and contrast theoretical perspectives. On this test, of the 29 students, 5 were exemplary, 18 were acceptable and 6 were unacceptable.  These findings indicate that although we are doing a very good job of conveying key information to our students, we are less successful in developing their reading and analytic skills. These higher level skills must be built across courses and it is not reasonable to think that one theory course can be so transformative.

B.  Spring 2010, Professor Chriss

Professor Chriss made some changes in the course from previous semesters with assessment specifically in mind.  He created a hybrid course, part in-class, part online.  The online portion consisted of a series of seven exams on assessment material as specified in the assessment plan for this course.  The class met 6:00 to 7:50 Tuesdays and Thursdays, and on some Thursdays an exam was made available to students online beginning at 8:00 in the evening and due two days later, that is, Saturday at 8:00 pm.

The exams consisted of three short answer questions, with one of them being 40 points and the other two being 30 points.  The exam questions were generated from material covered in class from several sources: my own PowerPoint summaries of major theorists or theories made available via Blackboard before the beginning of class and assigned readings.

The exam topics represent the seven major areas for assessment of the course, with Durkheim and Parsons representing the positivist paradigm, Marx and Feminist Theory representing the evaluative paradigm, and Weber, Mead, and Goffman representing the interpretive paradigm.  The online exams were the only portion of the course set aside for assessment purposes.  There was a paper assignment which counted 15% of the final grade, but there was no requirement that it be on one of the seven assessment topics.  In addition, there was a series of eight brief in-class quizzes, and again, although much of the material in these quizzes pertained to assessment theories or theorists, some did not and hence was not retained for assessment purposes.  These in-class quizzes counted 15% of the final grade.  This means that the seven online exams counted 70% of the final grade, obviously constituting the bulk of the final grade for the course.

The averages on the exams are as follows:

1.  Durkheim – 82.4

2.  Weber – 74.1

3.  Marx – 81.5

4.  Mead – 77.5

5.  Parsons – 80.5

6.  Goffman – 82.9

7.  Feminist Theory – 78

Conclusions and Recommendations:

As these numbers indicate, for the most part students did very well on the online exams.  Of course, this was to be expected, as students had 48 hours to complete the three questions and of course they had access to their notes and readings.  Professor Chriss required students to write answers in their own words, and any source material used should be quoted and cited properly.  He also checked for plagiarism, and although there were no egregious cases, a few points were taken off here or there for either excessive quoting or paraphrasing of obvious source material without attribution (although straight plagiarism per se was avoided in these cases).

The instructor’s quoted conclusions are as follows:

Weber represented the lowest average score of 74.1.  This perhaps is not surprising, as Weber’s work represents some of the most sophisticated analytical approaches to problems in sociology.  We also spent a good deal of time on Weber’s Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, and averages on this topic were lower than on the ideal type, his work on bureaucracy, and his vision for sociology (that is, Verstehen and the interpretive approach more generally).  Next time I teach the course I will scale back some of the more elaborate coverage of the Protestant Ethic thesis.

The second lowest average was Mead, which came in at 77.5.  Again, Mead is one of the more difficult and complex thinkers being covered.  In addition, I gave students a bit more assigned reading on Mead, as I also included my own encyclopedia entry on him from Encyclopedia of Social Theory.  The next time I teach the course, I will be more careful to incorporate bullet points from my encyclopedia entry into the general PowerPoint on Mead, which I did not do this time around.

The third lowest average, 78, was on Feminist Theory.  This may be a reflection of several factors.  First, Feminist Theory was the last topic covered in the semester, and perhaps students were burnt out and loaded down with final paper and exam requirements.  Second, over the years I have noticed a significant fall off in interest in Feminist Theory by students in this course.  There was almost no student input or discussion of feminist theory when I covered it this time around.  It has become a rather boring and even morose topic to cover.  In addition, although there were hopes a decade or so ago that feminist theory would become a major theoretical perspective within sociology, the reality is that it is quite marginal in the discipline, and probably no longer deserves to be among the topics being assessed in this course.  For example, anyone who peruses recent issues of major sociology journals such as American Journal of Sociology or American Sociological Review will find few if any articles taking an explicit feminist theory perspective.  Indeed, network theory is far more important in the big picture than feminist theory, yet for whatever reason network theory receives little or no coverage in our overview of sociological theory.  (I try to fit in discussions of network theory where and when I can, but it tends to get squeezed out because of the requirement to cover both classical and contemporary theory in the course.)  What this indicates to me is that those who teach this course will need to meet to reevaluate the topics to be included in the assessment, and make any changes where appropriate.

The other four topics set aside for assessment—Durkheim, Parsons, Goffman, and Marx—were all represented with average scores over 80 on the exams, so it is clear that students understood this material at rather high levels.  It is not surprising that Goffman had the highest average overall, 82.9.  Students “get” Goffman, and they are enthusiastic about reading his works and discussing his ideas in class.  Overall, my sense is that as a group students showed solid evidence that they understood they key ideas of the major theorists covered during the semester, and that they were able to state in their own words not only the nuts and bolts of the theories, but also explain why they are important and how they contribute to the project of sociological theorizing.
Goal 2:  Students will demonstrate knowledge of 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.  Following precedent, Professor Kent assessed Soc 353 in terms of outcomes 2-4, and Professor Sun assessed SOC 354 in terms of the first outcome.  Results from prior year’s assessments are included for comparison.

These outcomes are as follows:

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

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

3) Students will be able 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.

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

Based on precedent, Professor Kent conducted two major parts of the assessment process. The first is based on analyzing examination questions and responses, the second on research assignments.

1. Using relevant exam questions and/or components of research projects, the instructor compiled the percentage of correct answers in the key areas of research design, data collection, and data analysis.  For years in which multiple courses were assessed, the data is averaged.  The 2009-2010 column represents the performance of 35 students over 4 exams that included both multiple choice and short answer questions.

	
	2007-2008
	2008-2009
	2009-2010

	Independent vs. dependent variable (causation)
	36
	70
	89

	Hypothesis  
	32
	72
	87

	Unit of analysis  
	32
	76
	76

	Sampling
	58
	73
	82

	Conceptualization
	62
	76
	75

	Operationalization    
	45
	68
	78

	Survey instrument      
	48
	74
	90

	Observation and interviewing
	72
	79
	91

	Inductive/deductive reasoning
	82
	72
	79

	Univariate analysis  
	35
	71
	NA

	Bivariate analysis
	36
	66
	NA


2. Ten final papers to which to apply the rubric were randomly chosen from the total of 35 students in Dr. Kent’s course and evaluated.  The results are as follows.  These papers were all qualitative (per the paper requirements).

                                

2009-2010 (n=10)      

	
	Exemplary
	Acceptable
	Unacceptable

	Question 
	7
	3
	0

	Hypothesis
	NA
	NA
	NA

	Adequate Data
	6
	3
	1

	Data Analysis 
	4
	3
	3

	Conclusion  
	3
	3
	4


The results of paper evaluations from the last 2 years are listed below.  





2008-2009 (n=10)

	
	Exemplary
	Acceptable
	Unacceptable

	Question 
	6
	7
	2

	Hypothesis*
	3
	3
	0

	Adequate Data
	5
	6
	4

	Data Analysis 
	6
	2
	7

	Conclusion  
	4
	4
	7


*Qualitative projects did not include hypotheses





2007-2008 (n=15)







	
	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


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.  Results for the 11 assessed topics in exams show a marked improvement over the previous years.  It is more difficult to conclude that papers have improved since the methodological approach of the papers differed depending on the year and instructor.  In the 2008-09 assessment, (n=10) 5 were quantitative and 5 were qualitative.  In 2007-2008, all papers were quantitative.  

Results for this year’s papers suggested that students have more difficulty with data analysis and drawing conclusions but have a good understanding of how to choose a sociological research topic and collect data.  These results are not surprising since most students take this course towards the end of their degree, after being exposed to a variety of sociological topics and ways of collecting data through reading and discussing research in substantive elective courses.  Analyzing data and drawing broader conclusions about how specific findings contribute to the field of sociology are more difficult and abstract ideas for students to grasp.  

To address this issue, the instructor plans to incorporate additional benchmark assignments to gauge how students are progressing in the data analysis stage.  She will then offer suggestions on developing conclusions.  This is an important issue to address because the course will transition into the Capstone course for the Sociology and Criminology majors beginning in Spring 2011.  Data analysis and being able to draw broader conclusions are necessary steps in achieving a comprehensive understanding of the field, as would be expected from a Capstone course.  Because the Capstone has more specific requirements regarding final projects, the problem of instructors assigning projects using different approaches (qualitative versus quantitative) should be alleviated, allowing for more comparative data over time.

While the current assessment is based on existing standards and methods, in next year’s report the Capstone (SOC 400) course will be used to assess Goal 2.  This new process should be established before the Spring semester, with the Undergraduate Committee and Capstone instructors meeting to create a proposal for discussion and decision by the Department. 

In addition, because the Capstone should teach skills relevant to most of the Goals in the Assessment Plans, the Undergraduate Committee should determine which of the current Goals for the Sociology and Criminology majors can be assessed through the Capstone.  The 2011 assessment report should reflect these changes.

B. SOC 354, Quantitative Social Research.

Method.  As in previous assessments, the instructor assessed the correctness of students’ problem solutions on tests and exams, selecting problems that address the basic learning objectives.  The percentages indicate the percentage of students who received a passing grade on exam questions pertaining to that particular material in Professor Sun’s Fall 2009 course.  Data from last year’s assessment of Professor Sun’s class is provided for comparison.  The data are from exams of all students who took them.  The number of students for cross-tabulation and regression was 37; 30 for probability, sampling, and inference.
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) 
















2008-09

2009-2010

A. 
Frequency distributions (tables) 




93%



NA 
  

B. 
Frequency distributions (graphs)




N.A.



NA

C. 
Central tendency*








57%



NA

D. 
Dispersion* 









64%



NA

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























2008-09

2009-10

A. 
Sampling
 









83%


60%
   

B. 
Probability










74%


73%
   

C. 
Inferential statistics 







89%


60%
   

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
















2008-09

2009-10

A.  Independent vs. dependent variables



N.A.


NA
    



      B.  Hypothesis formation

   
      
      N.A.
      NA

      C.
Cross-tabulation



      70%
      51% 

      D.  Regression




      N.A.
      57%




Comments:  it is clear that a majority of students are successfully learning the knowledge and skills being taught in the course.  Compared to 2009, the results are slightly lower on some objectives.  As shown by the data, students seemed doing better at probability, sampling, and inference, which were covered later in the semester.  I [Professor Sun] think part of the reason is that many weak students dropped earlier on.  In terms of suggestions for improvement, I do have one but that is beyond this class.  In the past years, I found some students were poorly prepared for this class.  They lacked basic knowledge or skills in doing quantitative work.  I think the university should set certain standards in the general education of math (If I am correct, students should take at least a course in math after they are admitted).  Students should learn something when they complete that class.
The results from last year’s assessment report suggested that the online version of this course (not offered in Fall 2009 or Spring 2010) produced more favorable results compared to those from the traditional course, however there was a high dropout rate. The instructor, Professor Regoeczi planned to adjust the online course to help students stay on task and not fall behind.  She has since accomplished this task by offering the course in a shorter session (Summer 6 week sessions).  This prevented students from procrastinating between assignments and exams.  She also made the homework assignments due earlier in each unit, so students will have more time to come for help between receiving their assignments back and taking the exam for that unit.  Although this summer course is not part of the above assessment, her actions in the context of accomplishing the relevant Program Goals should be noted.  
Actions:  It is difficult to know how to improve results for Soc 353.  It is a difficult course for most students, although Graduate Student Teaching Assistants are employed, and students have access to tutoring.  Perhaps additional emphasis shoud be placed on these resources.  Regarding Soc 354, the implementation of the capstone course (Soc 400) in the department should help alleviate a chronic problem with Soc 354 (soon to be Soc 400) – that many of our majors do not take this course until their final semester. 


Goal 3:  Students will be able to discuss select samples of the accumulated research knowledge base in sociology.

Method:  The assessment plan calls for selecting two 300-level substantive classes for assessment, which rotates 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 319, Sociology of Religion, taught by Professor Kleidman.  This is a relatively new course, therefore it has not yet been assessed and has no comparison data.

Course Objectives:

Students will:

1. Understand the key concepts and theories of the Sociology of Religion. They will be able apply these to the analysis of the major contemporary religions.

2. Understand the interactions of modernism, multiculturalism, and religion. They will be able to write about and discuss different perspectives on these interactions, and will develop their own views and questions.

3. Develop a deeper understanding of and appreciation for a comparative analysis of the major world religions.

4. Deepen their understanding of the interactions of religion with major social institutions such as political institutions, educational institutions, and sports.

Findings:
A main assignment for the course was for students to display knowledge and application of the key concepts and theories (Objective 1) through a paper.  An analysis of a sample of ten papers written for the course show the following:

Exemplary: Clear understanding of all key concepts and theories. Strong ability to apply these to analysis of the major contemporary religions:

20% of the student papers achieved this level

Acceptable: Clear understanding of most key concepts and theories. Moderate ability to apply these to analysis of the major contemporary religions:

70%

Unacceptable: No clear understanding of most key concepts and theories. Poor or no ability to apply these to analysis of the major contemporary religions:

10%

Conclusions and Recommendations:

The majority of students were rated acceptable on their most of the objectives, with minor differences from objective to objective.  These differences are small, and could reflect sampling error, something about the readings, teaching methods, and/or the inherent difficulty of certain concepts and ideas and ways of applying them.  Comparison data from future courses should provide more insight on this elective.

