MEMORANDUM
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October 14, 2002

Subject:
Assessment Report

Below is a report on the assessment activities of the Sociology department for 2001-2002 (for both MA and BA programs).  We have continued to use (and to refine) the assessment process already in place at the time of the NCA team’s visit to campus.  Since we received a rating of “2” at that time, and since we have continued the practices in place at that time, we conclude that our assessment activities are at least at the “2” level now.

BA PROGRAM in SOCIOLOGY
Goals (from 1994 Assessment plan)

1.
To impart to students the conceptual framework of sociology

2.
To impart to students the sociologist’s ways of knowing.

3.
To impart to students a working understanding of a focused sample of the accumulated research knowledge base in sociology.

Program Assessment Report
The department makes use of two data sources in conducting its assessment:

a.
COURSE PORTFOLIOS:  each semester, the department collects a sample of “A” and “C” papers from the required “core” courses taken by all students (Soc 352:  Sociological Theory, Soc 353:  Methods of Social Research, and Soc 354:  Quantitative Sociological Analysis).  These portfolios are read each year by the department’s undergraduate committee.  For each course, a variety of outcomes related to the goals stated above have been identified (for example, for Research methods, the committee examines the portfolio to determine to what extent students “understand the basic logic and procedures of quantitative and qualitative research”, are able to “name and understand the logic of major research methods”, “understand and evaluate a research article from a peer reviewed Sociology journal,” and “are able to conduct a simple research project.”  Portfolios are examined both with a view to determining whether the courses actually attempt to teach students the skills needed to achieve these outcomes and to what degree both strong and average students succeed doing so.

b.
EXIT INTERVIEWS:  each Spring, a sample of Sociology majors (chosen deliberately to represent the racial and gender diversity of the department as well as the range of ability levels of students in Sociology) are interviewed by two members of the department (the interviewers rotate from year to year).  The focus of the interviews is on determining what students did and did not like about the curriculum, what additions/changes they would like to see made, whether they encountered problems as Sociology majors, and what changes to the department’s practices they can suggest.

The review of portfolios took place in late Summer/early Fall 2002; the exit interviews took place in May 2002.  Reports on these activities were distributed to the whole department and subsequently discussed at a department meeting in early October 2002.

Major findings/recommendations:

a.
The exit interviews revealed that students feel that advising in the department is uneven and not always consistent with student expectations.  In response to this, the department Chair attended a workshop on academic advising at the annual ASA meetings in August.  The workshop emphasized the importance of initial “intake” advising and encouraged departments to survey students and faculty to determine what their expectations of advising are.  The department is now discussing ways of requiring an “intake” interview of all new majors (as of now, the chair does most intake interviews, but they are not required, so some students don’t get one; in addition, the large number of students involved makes having a single person do all of them impractical) and is planning a survey of students and faculty views of advising for Spring 2003.  In addition, a Spring department meeting will be devoted to a review of advising to provide training for newer department members.

b.
The review of course portfolios revealed that students were generally able to achieve the outcomes expected of them.  However, several specific problems in the curriculum were revealed:  

All of the required courses are taught by a number of different instructors.  While there is general agreement among them as to what the courses should teach, there is considerable difference in emphasis across instructors (e.g., in Soc 353, some instructors spend more time than others on qualitative methods).  At the October department meeting, the faculty unanimously agreed to institute a regular meeting of faculty teaching each core course (we will begin by meeting every other year) to review course syllabi and discuss the content of each course.

Review of the Theory course (Soc 352) revealed that weaker students in the course frequently showed the potential to write about and analyze theoretical ideas, but that their work didn’t always live up to that potential.  Discussion at the October department meeting centered on the need to provide additional help to such students so that they could develop more fully.  It was agreed that a graduate student should be assigned to this course each semester (as is already the case with Soc 353 and Soc 354) and should focus on working with students on their out-of-class written assignments.

Review of the Quantitative Social Research course indicated that the course emphasized teaching students to perform statistical operations themselves.  However, one of the goals of the course is to teach students to interpret statistical data prepared by others.  Discussion revealed that instructors suspect that students’ whose computational skills are weak may be able to do better work in interpreting statistical data.  This matter will be discussed further at the first meeting of the instructors teaching Soc 354 and may lead to modifications in the syllabus for the course.

Finally, it was decided that reviewing course portfolios for all three required courses on an annual basis is not efficient or necessary.  The courses (and the portfolios) change slowly, so that what little new information is garnered each year.  The department proposes to change its assessment procedure and review one course each year (so that each course would be reviewed every three years).  This will allow time for a more thorough review of materials and also allow time for changes made to have effects that could be assessed.

Department Self-Assessment and Action Plan
As indicated above, the department had already achieved a rating of “2” at the time of the NCA team’s visit and believes it has at least maintained that rating.  We plan to continue our assessment activities, with the change in timing outlined in the previous paragraph.  The department is also discussing whether to add Soc 201 (Race, Class and Gender) to the list of course portfolios (since it, too, is required of all students).  Finally, the department is discussing the viability of a capstone experience for some or all Sociology majors.  If this is implemented, it would also become part of departmental assessment activities.

MA PROGRAM IN SOCIOLOGY
Goals (from 1994 Assessment Plan)
a.
To impart to students the conceptual frameworks of sociology and develop a critical understanding of the ongoing debates over these frameworks.


b.
To impart to students the fundamental procedures for conducting basis and applied sociological research.

c.
To impart to students the fundamental knowledge and the contemporary research issues in one major substantive area of sociology.

d.
To develop in students the capacity to conduct and report professional-quality sociological research.

Program Assessment Report
The department makes use of two major data sources in conducting its assessment activities:

a.
Course portfolios for all 600-level courses.  Students are required to take Soc 640 (Theory), Soc 650 and 651 (Methods I and II), and two 600-level seminars on a substantive issue in Sociology.  In addition, all students must complete an MA paper.  All papers and exams from these courses (as well as all MA papers) are collected by the department and reviewed semi-annually by the department.  This year, the department reviewed materials for 640, 650 and 651.  Materials from the seminars and the MA papers will be reviewed next year.  The department decided to order its review in this way because changes were made in the 600-level seminars in response to the previous year’s assessment activities; it was felt that more time was needed to allow those changes to have a significant effect on the courses and to allow a larger sample of the seminars to be offered (and reviewed).

b.
Exit interviews.  This year, the department added exit interviews with graduate students to its assessment activities.  In Spring 2002, two faculty members met with a group of graduate students who were at the stage of completing their MA paper and discussed with them their experiences in the program.  As with the undergraduate exit interviews, the emphasis is on learning what students like and dislike about the curriculum, changes they would like to see, and whether students encountered problems as they moved through the program.

Review of portfolios for 640, 650 and 651 was conducted in late Summer, early Fall 2002.  Exit interviews were conducted in Spring 2002.  Results were reported to the department and discussed at a department meeting in early October 2002.

Major findings/recommendations:

Results of this round of assessment were consistent with what was found in previous rounds.  Students are generally satisfied with the curriculum, although they would like a wider range of substantive courses.  There  continues to be concern among both students and faculty about the process of identifying a research topic for the MA paper.  Students continue to think of the required courses as “distinct” from the substantive courses in the department.  This was the central theme of the previous year’s assessment and led the department to a.  institute a process whereby all students must develop a proposal for an MA paper before registering for the MA paper; and b. to require that all 600-level seminars be structured so as to give students the opportunity to try out possible MA paper topics and to do some of the preliminary work in developing a proposal.  These modifications will be assessed next year.  If it is determined that these changes have not had the desired effect (i.e., of helping students to develop MA topics more promptly and of developing links among the theory, methods and substantive courses) further modifications will be considered.

Review of the materials for the Theory course (and discussion with students during the exit interviews) revealed that there is too much variation in the content of this course and that some of the material taught in the course is also treated in substantive courses.  At its October meeting, the department suggested that the various instructors meet to review the course syllabus, identify those materials that would be taught in all sections of the course by all instructors, and identify materials (e.g., Foucault’s Discipline and Punish) which could be eliminated since they are taught in many other courses students already take.

Finally, review of the materials for the Methods courses indicate that some students appear to have trouble reading statistical output (e.g. from SPSS).  The instructors of the statistics course will meet to review this finding and identify ways to teach this skill more effectively.

Departmental Self-Assessment and Action Plan
As indicated above, the department was rated a “2” at the time of the NCA team’s visit.  It has continued the practices in place at that time and added exit interviews to its inventory.  Thus, our view is that we continue to be at least at the “2” level.  Our plan is to continue the existing assessment effort, focusing next year on the substantive courses and MA papers.
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