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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 (although this number has increased somewhat over the past two years), and about half of 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 last step towards completing their degree. This new procedure seems to have been successful in generating more systematic feedback from our graduating students than we have in the past using other methods. For the 2009-2010 academic year, we received 9 completed surveys back.  This constitutes the largest single-year sample of graduate students from whom we have obtained feedback on our MA program.  As a result, we may revise our assessment plan such that feedback is collected entirely through these surveys rather than trying to conduct focus groups in addition to the surveys.
2009-2010 report. This is the sixth 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 will involve an assessment of the second cycle year, focusing on SOC 650, SOC 651 and the substantive seminar SOC 670.  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 Two.  Students will apply 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

Significant changes were made to the SOC 650 course this year. In past, it has included a short (i.e. 5-week) section on research methods, while the bulk of the course has entailed a review and elaboration of undergraduate statistics.  This year we placed much greater emphasis on research methodology, including the development of research questions, ethical issues in social science research, measurement, and a more in-depth examination of some of the main research methodologies used in sociology and criminology (surveys, interviews, ethnography, evaluation research, experiments, and conversation analysis). A basic review of undergraduate statistics was built into the course through computer lab instruction in using the statistical software package of SPSS. If this change in SOC 650 becomes permanent, it may be necessary to elaborate on and/or revise objectives 1 and 2, which were developed to correspond with the earlier version of SOC 650 that focused mainly on statistics.  
Learning Products for 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.)

Basics of research design, including measurement, sampling, criteria for demonstrating causal relationships, and ethical issues in conducting research were assessed through students’ answers to four of the problems on the midterm exam. The breakdown of scoring was as follows:

Measurement

90-100% - 5 students

80-89% - 5 students

70-79% - 7 students

Below 70% - 7 students

Sampling

90-100% - 8 students

80-89% - 8 students

70-79% - 5 students

Below 70% - 3 students

Causal Relationships

90-100% - 7 students

80-89% - 5 students

70-79% - 5 students

Below 70% - 7 students

Ethics
90-100% - 8 students

80-89% - 10 students

70-79% - 4 students

Below 70% - 2 students

Students’ familiarity with major forms of social research was assessed through their answers to problems on the midterm and final exam on ethnographic research, experiments, evaluation research, and conversation analysis. The breakdown of scoring was as follows:

Ethnographic Research

90-100% - 1 student
80-89% - 5 students

70-79% - 10 students

Below 70% - 7 students

Experiments

90-100% - 7 students

80-89% - 4 students

70-79% - 2 students

Below 70% - 10 students

Evaluation Research

90-100% - 9 students

80-89% - 8 students

70-79% - 1 student

Below 70% - 5 students

Conversation Analysis
90-100% -2 students

80-89% - 10 students

70-79% - 4 students

Below 70% - 7 students

Comments:
On the basis of these results, it appears that students develop a relatively good understanding of sampling, ethics, and evaluation research.  They demonstrate less familiarity with other subjects.  There are several issues to consider in examining these findings. The first is that this year was the first time SOC 650 was taught once a week, as a 4-hour seminar (instead of twice a week for two hours as in past years).  This may have impacted students’ retention of knowledge. It was very clear during the course of the year that the second half of the 4-hour class session was a struggle for many students to maintain their concentration, as many of them work all day in addition to taking classes in the evening.  The second issue is that SOC 650 has never been taught as strictly a methods class (as explained above). The course was designed this year to provide an overview of the basics of research design as well as to deepen their understanding of specific forms of research methodology used in sociological research, such as ethnography, surveys, conversation analysis and experimental designs.  A large range of topics were covered, but this occurred at the expense of going into greater depth and/or having students conduct their own research using these various methodologies.  Several of the classes were taught by a second instructor with expertise in certain forms of research methodology.  If SOC 650 is continued to taught in this format (once a week and focused almost exclusively on methodology instead of statistics), the learning objectives should be reviewed and probably revised, and the content and structure of SOC 650 should be revised accordingly to be consistent with the new objectives.
Learning Products for Objective 2 (Students will be familiar with univariate and bivariate statistics that are the foundation for the more advanced multivariate analysis and inferential statistics.)

In the revised version of SOC 650 that was offered this year, a review of univariate and bivariate statistics was built into the course through instruction in the statistical software package SPSS. Students were assessed on their ability to produce and interpret univariate and bivariate statistics in SPSS in an 8 question exercise that was counted towards their final exam grade. The breakdown of scoring was as follows:
90-100% - 16 students
80-89% - 4 students
70-79% - 0 students
Below 70% - 3 students
Comments:

Students demonstrated good familiarity with univariate and bivariate statistics through their ability to run and interpret statistics in SPSS.  Students who lacked this familiarity likely had inadequate preparation through their undergraduate education.  For students entering our graduate program from other universities, we may need to more closely scrutinize not just their undergraduate transcript but a course syllabus from their undergraduate statistics course to assess their preparation for SOC 650 and SOC 651. Those who are not sufficiently prepared could be required to take the Sociology department’s undergraduate statistics course (SOC 354) prior to enrolling in SOC 650.
SOC 651

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 with 25-30=A, 16-24=B, and 15 or below=C, for

a. Bivariate and multiple regression (mid-term exam, problems 1, 2): 4/10/2
b.  Analysis of Covariance (mid-term exam, problems 3): 8/5/3
c. Multiple regression with dummy variables and interaction terms—incorporates analysis of variance and covariance (final exam, problems 1): 5/8/2  

d. Logistic regression (final exam, problem 2): 8/6/1
Comments:  Although the questions that appeared on the exams are similar to homework problems, some students still had difficulty completing the exams.  Some of them attributed it to test anxiety, while some to time pressure.  The performance in this class largely depends on students’ capability to understand the basic principles and methods in statistics and to successfully apply them to real problems.   On the one hand, about four to five students could not only fulfill this requirement but did an outstanding work.  Two to three students, on the other hand, had difficulty in meeting such expectations.  The instructor offered after-class tutoring to these students after the mid-term, and found that such difficulty came from a lack of preparation for graduate level materials.  
One major change in the content of the SOC 651 course this year is that the two sections in Chapter 14 on polynomial and exponential models were not covered.  The rationale is that these two kinds of models are not commonly applied in the sociology literature.  The time saved was spent in discussing more examples and giving students more time to practice in class.  Students generally welcomed this change.  Since this course was taught by a different instructor last time when this course was assessed, it is difficult to draw a direct comparison in the outcome between this year and last time. 

Learning Products for Objective 4 (the ability to a) to use statistical software to analyze data, and b) to write scientific reports based on quantitative analysis.  

At the end of the semester, students completed a research paper, where they applied the statistical methods learned from this class and used the statistical software SPSS to analyze a nationally representative sample dataset – the General Social Survey.  The paper follows the structure of published quantitative research in sociology.  

a) to use statistical software  to analyze data
All students can use SPSS to perform the data analysis.  Depending on the measurement level of the dependent variable, students either used multiple linear regression (if the dependent variable is continuous) or logistic regression (if the dependent variable is categorical).  They all chose the appropriate method to analyze the data.  All students were able to recode variables as necessary and able to create dummy variables appropriately.

b)  to write scientific reports based on quantitative analysis
The paper covers the following major elements: introduction and hypothesis development, data and methods, results, and conclusion. These areas were assessed by categorizing the earning outcomes as A, B, or C, signifying exemplary, satisfactory, or problematic.
Introduction and hypothesis development, A/B/C scoring: 9/5/1
Data and methods, A/B/C scoring: 14/1/0
Results, A/B/C scoring: 8/7/0
Conclusion, A/B/C scoring: 6/9/0
Comments: Most students could complete the paper at least at the satisfactory level.  Some students had problems stating their hypotheses clearly, especially in distinguishing opinions about a behavior (like opinion about having an abortion) from the action of the behavior itself (like whether the respondent had the experience of having an abortion).  Almost all students did an excellent job in defining the variables and describing the statistical methods.  Some students had difficulty in interpreting the odds ratios appropriately in logistic regressions.  All students wrote a satisfactory conclusion section, where they stated clearly whether the hypotheses developed at the beginning of the paper were supported by the results.  And a few of them went further to talk about the implications of the findings and to give more discussion about possible improvement in future studies.  After completing the term paper for this class, a couple of students expressed their intention to do similar quantitative analysis for their MA paper. 

II. Assessment of Learning Outcomes from Advanced Seminar in 
Gender and Society (SOC 670)
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 engaged in written reflections and discussions online.  Each discussion contained approximately half of the students in the class, and students answered a question posed by the instructor and engaged in written dialogue with peers about the weekly topic.

a. Students will learn macro, micro and integrated approaches to sociologically define gender.
*Note- Written data not available to report on this objective.  Although students appeared to understand these approaches based on in-class discussion, I omitted the online discussion assessment of this topic in order to facilitate progress on the literature review project.  Therefore, I cannot formally assess this objective at this time.

b. Students will develop an understanding of various empirical traditions for sociologically investigating gender relations. 

Assessment 1: (N=7)

A= 57.1% (N=4)

B= 28.5% (N=2)

C= 14.3% (N=1)

Assessment 2: (N=9)

A= 33.3% (N=3)

B= 33.3% (N=3)

C= 33.3% (N=3)

Assessment 3: (N=8)

A= 37.5% (N=3)

B=12.5% (N=1) 

C= 50.0% (N=4)

Assessment 4: (N=7)

A= 71.4% (N=5)

B=28.5% (N=2)

c. Students will learn how gender identities develop and are reproduced in social institutions.

Assessment 1: (N=8)

A= 37.5% (N=3)

B=25.0% (N=2)

C=37.5% (N=3)



Assessment 2: (N=5)

A= 80.0% (N=4)

B= 20.0% (N=1)

d. Students will explore ways of challenging or changing gender inequality in society.

Assessment 1: (N=9)

A= 33.3% (N=3)

B= 33.3% (N=3)
C=33.3% (N=3)

Assessment 2: (N= 8)

A= 25.0% (N=2)

B= 75.0% (N=6) 

Assessment 3: (N=8)

A= 87.5% (N=7)

B= 0% (N=0)

C=12.5% (N=1)

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=15).


A= 46.7% (n=7)
B= 40.0% (n=6)
C=6.6% (n=1)

D=6.6% (n=1)

Comments:  Students in this seminar were for the most part sociology and/or criminology majors.  The class primarily consisted of in-class discussion, online discussion, and writing a comprehensive literature review.  Students who scored 90-99% on each assignment were given an A, 80-89% were given a B, 70-79% were given a C and 60-69% were given a D.  Most students showed improvement on the literature review portion of the course because they were required to submit progress reports and a full draft for a grade prior to submitting the final papers.  I believe this process greatly improved student outcomes on the literature review goal.  Upon further review of the online discussions, it is clear that the most common shortcoming was in providing scholarly evidence to support arguments.  When teaching this course in future semesters, I will provide more examples of critical reviews to be used as models for online discussion.  In addition, I will more equally assess each of the goals stated on the syllabus.    

III. Program-level exit survey (indirect assessment of program objectives)
This report is based on nine exit surveys completed by graduating students from Fall 2009 and Spring 2010. 
1. Expectations

Academic expectations were to expand their sociological knowledge (mentioned consistently across years), acquire a more solid foundation in sociological theory, increased knowledge of statistics and research methods, and develop the ability to analyze social issues.
Professional expectations were to continue education through a Ph.D. program in Sociology, to use the knowledge in their current occupation, teach at a community college, become more competitive on the job market, and to conduct research.
Both academic and professional expectations were generally met (as in previous years).   One student reported that some of the seminars were not sufficiently challenging and were too similar to undergraduate courses.  Another student suggested offering more preparation for students going on to Ph.D. programs on the culture of academia.
2. Required courses

a. SOC 640

Students had generally very favorable comments regarding the required theory course.  One student felt the course could be improved by making it more “interactive.” Since several graduating students this year took SOC 640 in 2008 when it was offered once a week for 4 hours, dissatisfaction with the 4-hour time slot continued to be raised. One student found it problematic that the course is only offered once a year.
b. SOC 650/SOC 651

Many students found the required methods/statistics sequence tough, although several stated they were highly educational while challenging.  Several commented on the value of having a TA for the courses. One student felt that insufficient time was devoted to qualitative research methods. Several students recommended greater time devoted to applications and using SPSS. One student recommended having the same instructor teach both courses.
3. Elective courses

Almost all students expressed that they would like to see a greater range of courses offered, that offering only one seminar per semester was problematic, and that they experienced problems finding courses to take that met their interests. There was a request for more seminars on ethnographic research, education, gender, marriage and the family, and social inequality courses.  One student requested a greater variety of statistics/methods courses, such as a course devoted to SPSS and other statistical software programs.

4. Relationship with the supervisor

Students reported very positive relationships with their supervisor, including such descriptors as “excellent,” “wonderful” “very good,”, “accessible,” and “invaluable.” “supportive” and “helpful.” 
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 
Six students worked part-time as part of their graduate assistantship. Three 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 research assistant, collecting their own research data, presenting research at the Sociology/Communications colloquium, writing papers, working one-on-one with a faculty member through an independent study, and relationships with other students.
7.  What was your worst experience? 
These ranged from having to take the statistics course, the lack of engaging lectures in some seminars, the lack of selection of classes, and the length of the classes (4 hours).  One student had nothing to report as a worst experience. One student mentioned a need for greater financial support.

8. Recommendations for improving the program
The following recommendations were suggested:

· More brown bag speaker sessions
· Create a “buddy” system where incoming students are a assigned a returning, second-year student

· Develop a Ph.D. program

· Use another classroom besides RT 1716

· More theory courses

· More mentoring of students by faculty

· Greater encouragement of students to attend conferences and present research

· Internships for graduate students

· Increased opportunities for graduate students to work on faculty research projects

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 that the department continues to experience a major shortage of full-time faculty, we continue to struggle to increase the number and range of our graduate-level offerings.  We are hoping to hire two additional tenure-track faculty who would join the department in August 2011. This may help to alleviate this problem somewhat.  In the meantime, we submitted paperwork for three new graduate seminars during the 2009-2010 academic year, so that we can increase the range of graduate seminars we are offering, even if we cannot increase the number offered per semester.  We have tried to address some of the problems with the required methods and statistics courses by making significant changes to SOC 650 and SOC 651 in 2009-2010 academic year.  This year SOC 650 included 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 included eliminating several topics from the course that are perhaps more appropriate for a doctoral-level course, which increased the time that can be spent on the remaining topics. We will get a better sense of the impact of these changes once the cohort of students who took these courses this year reach the MA paper stage of the program and complete their exit surveys.
The lack of enthusiasm for a 4-hour required theory course resulted in a change in scheduling for Fall 2009, where the course was offered twice a week for 2 hours instead of once a week for 4 hours. This change will be kept in place for Fall 2010. Since the required theory course will be assessed in next year’s assessment report, we will have a better sense of the impact of this change this time next year.
We are continuing to make changes to the M.A. program as well with regards to the M.A. paper that students take as their final course towards their degree.  We are hoping to hold a graduate student orientation in Fall 2010 that would include a discussion emphasizing early preparation for the M.A. paper. The changes made to SOC 650 this past year permitted the instructor to use the course as a forum for discussing the M.A. paper, since all students in the program are required to take SOC 650 at some point.  This included a discussion of 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.  While the impact of including this information in SOC 650 will be better known after next year’s assessment report is complete, informally the change seems to have been effective in that several students from SOC 650 have approached the Graduate Director well ahead of enrolling in the M.A. paper course with clearly defined topics selected and an eagerness to get started on the process early.  In last year’s assessment plan we suggested having the Graduate Director hold a meeting early in the Fall and Spring semesters for all graduate students planning on enrolling in SOC 698 during the following semester to discuss the development of the proposal for the M.A. paper.  While no meeting was held in the Fall semester, the Graduate Director met informally with all students enrolling in SOC 698 in Spring 2010 well before the start of that semester.  This also appears to have been effective since only 1 student took an incomplete in SOC 698 in Spring.  
In the coming academic year, we will continue to address ideas raised in prior assessment reports that we would like to see implemented. These include having advisors use the rating form (also referred to as the scoring rubric) in working with students writing M.A. papers.  We have begun the process of developing guidelines for the different forms of M.A. papers written in SOC 698 (quantitative, qualitative, and theoretical), but we still need department-wide discussion and approval of them.  We will also discuss the mentoring suggestions raised in the exit surveys (both faculty mentoring of students, and second-year students mentoring incoming students).
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