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During the academic year 2004-2005 the Department of Sociology, through its Graduate Committee comprising 4 faculty members and the Graduate Director (half the department), developed an assessment plan building on the one already in place.  Although the program goals already were formulated, the assessment plan did not contain clear outcomes for each goal or assessment mechanisms.  The Graduate Committee met regularly to put together a plan that included two parts:  Program Assessment and Course Level Assessment.  Beginning with the November department faculty meeting, the graduate committee reported its progress to the faculty for discussion.  The assessment plan was approved at the faculty meeting on April 27, 2005.   

(1) Direct Assessment of the MA Research Paper

Research:  Two faculty members independently assessed 9 MA papers from the last two academic years using the scoring rubric that identifies the key components of exemplary, acceptable, and unacceptable outcomes. 

Findings:  Overall, they found a high level of convergence between assessments.  One paper was considered exemplary and one unacceptable across all criteria by both assessors.  In almost all of the other cases, the two readers agreed. On three papers, one reader considered that the paper was minimally acceptable in one or more specific areas, while the other reader found it unacceptable. 
1. Research problem:
5 exemplary or acceptable (both reviewers)

3 unacceptable (both reviewers)

1 acceptable, unacceptable 

2. Literature review:
8 exemplary or acceptable (both reviewers) (4 each)

1 unacceptable (both reviewers)

3. Design:
7 exemplary or acceptable (both reviewers) 

2 unacceptable (both reviewers)

4. Analysis:
5 exemplary or acceptable (both reviewers)

2 unacceptable (both reviewers)

2 acceptable, unacceptable 
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Specific issues or problem areas noted:

1. Research problems. Students don’t always clearly define the subject of their paper at the outset; in one paper, the actual research problem wasn’t stated until pg. 11.  In other cases students do not discuss any social context for their research – why it is of any interest or significance to them, or to anyone else.

2. Literature review. The literature is sometimes not organized around an argument, but instead presented as a series of articles reviewed in sequence. Some students fail to comment on or draw conclusions about the literature; and others fail to link the literature to their hypotheses.

3. Design. Weak link between problem and design. Students sometimes review a problem effectively, but fail to investigate what they’ve reviewed – they do the analysis on some other (related but distinct) topic.

4. Analysis.  Students appeared to have the most difficulty with this area. They frequently didn’t seem to know what to make of, or how to interpret, their own results; often failed to link their findings back to their research problem.  
(2) Indirect Assessment through Student Surveys/focus Groups
(a) Focus groups.  
Research:  Students enrolled in SOC 651 were invited to participate in a focus group to discuss their experiences in the program.  The focus group was scheduled during the class and dinner was provided.   The discussion was led by two faculty members who did not teach graduate courses during the current academic year.  Fifteen students participated.  

Findings:  Students indicated that an orientation to the program would have helped them, especially one that included information about how to write sociology papers.  In general students indicated that they had learned a great deal in their courses, but they voiced complaints about the research methods and theory courses as well as the limited seminar offerings.  

Actions:  The results of the assessment of the MA papers and the focus groups were presented at a department faculty meeting on May 11.  Both generated considerable discussion.   The graduate committee was directed to explore the possibility of adding a required course to the curriculum that would impart research and writing skills to entering students.  The issues related to the research methods and theory courses will be addressed next year as part of the process of implementing course-level assessment in these courses.  Some of the students’ complaints, for example, too few courses offerings, cannot be easily solved due to the small size of the faculty.  
PORTIONS OF ASSESSMENT PLAN YET TO BE IMPLEMENTED 

(b) Exit surveys.   A preliminary draft of an exit survey has been circulated among the faculty but a final draft has not been adopted.  Two students received MA degrees in May and several more are expected to receive degrees in August 2005.  We plan to have finalized the instrument in time to collect data from these students at the end of the summer.
II. COURSE LEVEL ASSESSMENT
In addition to the program-level assessment outlined above, the Sociology department will implement course-level assessment.  Development of a set of common objectives for courses in each of the core areas of the program will ensure that individual faculty members have a clear sense of how a course contributes to the overall program goals. These core areas include theory (Soc. 640); methods and statistics (Soc. 650/651); and the substantive areas of the discipline (600-level seminars).  Course level assessment within each of these areas will be phased in over a two-year cycle beginning in fall 2005.  Graduate course instructors will develop assessment criteria for their course to ensure that it contributes to student learning in a way that is consistent with program goals. 

