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Introduction 
 
 
In 2011-12 the University at Albany assessed the degree to which students were achieving student 
learning outcomes in the Natural Sciences and Social Sciences General Education categories.  As with 
previous assessments the sample was chosen to be generally representative of the categories rather than 
random.  
 
The Natural Sciences sample consisted of 13 instructors/courses, representing 10 departments and 2 
colleges/schools. Enrollments in these courses varied from 6 to 494.  
 
Although the sample of selected courses included 41% of students enrolled in courses meeting the 
Natural Sciences General Education requirement, only six of 13 sampled instructors sent back 
completed assessment forms. The response rate was 46% of the sampled instructors/courses and 52% of 
the sampled students, and overall 22% of all students enrolled in Natural Sciences General Education 
classes were assessed.   
 
Fewer than expected instructors provided narratives (see Appendix C) illustrating how they mapped 
their courses to specific learning objectives, reflected on assessment results, and how assessment 
findings would influence their course design and pedagogy for these courses in future semesters. 
However, those who did participate in this process provided thoughtful and insightful responses. This is 
exactly what we hoped the assessment process would produce.  
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Natural Sciences 
 
Course Embedded Assessment 
Six of thirteen instructors sampled responded. The sample consisted of 1,964 students, and the number 
of students assessed is 1,028 (52.3% of the sample, 21.7% of the population).  
 
The percent of students assessed is slightly higher than in Fall  2008 (when 20.5% of students in courses 
meeting the Natural Science General Education requirement were assessed), and the sample was 
significantly larger than the 2008 sample (which consisted of 1,203 students),  which was the last time 
an assessment of the Social Sciences General Education category was conducted.  
 
Assessment results from this category indicate that the majority of students are “Exceeding” or 
“Meeting” expectations. As shown below, large majorities of students were reported to have either met 
or exceeded each of the four learning objectives, ranging from a low of 83.2% for objective 1 to a high 
of 88.3% for objective 4.  
 
In comparison to the 2008 assessment of this category, there are improvements in the percentage of 
students exceeding or meeting the objectives in all 4 categories, including a dramatic 22.4 percentage 
point increase in category # 2 (from 63% in 2008 to 85.4% in 2012).  
 
 
Table 1. Natural Sciences – Reported as percentages 

Learning Objective  
 
Students will demonstrate: 

Exceed
ing 
A/A  

Meeting 
B+/B/B-
C+/C/C- 

Approach
ing 

D+/D/D  

Not 
Meeting 

E  

1. An understanding of the methods scientists use to 
explore natural phenomena, including observation, 
hypothesis development, measurement and data 
collection, experimentation, evaluation of evidence. 

15.8 67.4 7.7 9.2 

2. An understanding of the application of scientific data, 
concepts, and models in the natural sciences. 16.2 69.3 7.4 7.0 

3. An understanding of the major principles and concepts 
that form the basis of the knowledge covered in the 
course and a command of the relevant terminology 
appropriate for basic discourse in the particular 
discipline or disciplines of the course. 

16.4 69.4 7.3 6.9 

4.  That they have become more knowledgeable 
consumers of scientific information and are prepared to 
make informed decisions on contemporary issues 
involving scientific information acquired in the course.  

31.4 56.9 4.5 7.1 

Note: Due to rounding, categories may not total 100.  
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Recommendations:  
 
Readers are reminded and cautioned that given the relatively modest sample size, it is difficult to draw 
conclusions about the across-the-board performance of students in courses meeting the Natural Science 
general education requirement.  

 
Recommendation 1: IRPE, in collaboration with the Associate Dean for General Education and the 
Deans of the Schools and Colleges, needs to work to improve the response rate from the faculty 
chosen to participate in the sample—particularly the faculty teaching large “lecture center” classes.  

 
Recommendation 2: That the administration and the General Education Assessment Committee 
continue to work on streamlining the process to achieve valid results without overburdening faculty. 
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