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Background 
 
During the 2013-14 academic year, the University at Albany assessed the degree to which 
students were achieving student learning objectives in Foreign Languages, Natural Sciences, 
U.S. History. As with previous assessments the sample was chosen to be generally representative 
of the categories rather than completely random. In the U.S. History category, 18 courses (three 
of which were combined courses) met the General Education requirement, with a total 
enrollment of 1340. The sample selected consisted of 9 classes from 5 different departments, 
with student N=758 (57% of the U.S. History General Education population). Enrollments in 
courses selected for the sample ranged from 21 to 193. All but one of the courses sampled were 
within the College of Arts and Sciences, with the remaining course from Rockefeller College.  

Of the 9 classes sampled, 8 instructors submitted correctly completed forms at the end of the 
semester. The other instructor submitted forms that were either incomplete. Data collected 
represents N=708, which is 93% of the sample, and 53% of the population. This represents both 
a larger N and a higher percentage of the population of students taking courses meeting this 
General Education requirement than the assessment of the U.S. History General Education 
requirement completed in the spring of 2010.1  

The instructor participation rate on this administration of the General Education assessment was 
better in this category than it has historically been. We believe this is attributable to 2 factors: 1) 
better communication from IRPE, including earlier notification of selection for the sample, and a 
pre-notification of all instructors in the two categories by the Vice Provost for Undergraduate 
Education and the Associate Dean for General Education; and 2) regular and repeated 
communication from the Dean’s Office in the College of Arts and Sciences to instructors who 
were selected to be part of the sample. Instructors mapped their courses to specific learning 
objectives, reflected on assessment results, and discussed how their findings would influence 
their course design and pedagogy for these courses in future semesters.  This is exactly what we 
hoped the assessment process would produce. Appendix B illustrates these activities and 
reflections. 
 
Course Embedded Assessment 

U.S History assessment results indicate that the majority of students “Exceeded” or “Met” 
expectations. As shown in the composite graph below, as well as graphs for each of the 
individual learning objectives on the following pages.  Large majorities of students were reported 
to have either met or exceeded each of the four learning objectives, ranging from a low of 80% 
for objectives 1 & 4, to a high of 87% for objective 3.  
 
 
                                                 
1 In the 2010 administration of this assessment, respondents represented an N=178, or 34% of the sample. An 
assessment of the U.S. History category was administered in 2006, but the author was unable to find either data or a 
report from that assessment. 



 

 
Figure 1: Summary of U.S. History General Education results.  
 
The Learning Objectives for the category are as follows:  

U.S. History courses enable students to demonstrate: 

1. knowledge of a basic narrative of American history (political, economic, social, and/or 
cultural), including an awareness of unity and diversity in American society;  

2. knowledge of representative institutions in American society and how they have shaped 
and been shaped by different groups;  

3. an understanding of the relationship (s) between America and other parts of the world;  
4. an understanding of various tools and approaches used in interpreting U.S. history.  
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Figure 2: U.S. History Learning Objective 1 
 

 
Figure 3: U.S. History Learning Objective 2 
 
 
 
 

35% 

45% 
14% 6% 

1) Students will demonstrate knowledge of a basic narrative of 
American history (political, economic, social, and/or cultural), 

including an awareness of unity and diversity in American 
society.  

Exceeded

Met

Approached

Did not meet

23% 

52% 

14% 

11% 

2) Students will demonstrate knowledge of representative 
institutions in American society and how they have shaped and 

been shaped by different groups.  

Exceeded

Met

Approached

Did not meet



 
Figure 4: U.S. History Learning Objective 3 
 

 
Figure 5: U.S. History Learning Objective 4 
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Comparison to 2010 results:  
 
In comparison to the 2010 assessment of this General Education category, we see marked 
improvements in the number of students who exceeded expectations in all 4 categories. We offer 
no speculation to explain this improvement, other than to point out that the General Education 
assessment forms have been revised since the 2010 assessment, and are now easier to understand 
and complete—which may lead to more accurate results. The 2014 results, show that upwards of 
80 percent of students in the assessment exceeded or met the learning objectives in all 4 
categories. This is an improvement of between 8 and 16 percentage points, depending on the 
learning objective.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     Figure 6: “Exceeded” and “Met” 2014, 2010 by Learning Objective 
 
In comparing 2014 data to 2010 data in each of the four Learning Objectives individually 
(figures 7-10 on the following pages), no discernible patterns appear among the learning 
outcomes.  
 



 

 
Figure 7: Learning Objective 1, 2014, 2010 
 
 

 
 Figure 8: Learning Objective 2, 2014, 2010 
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Figure 9: Learning Objective 3, 2014, 2010 
 
 
 

 
Figure 10: Learning Objective 4, 2014, 2010 
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Inclusion of graduate students and contingent faculty 
 
Since the Spring of 2009, we have made a concerted effort to include courses taught by graduate 
student instructors, contingent faculty (typically under the title of “Lecturer”), and professional 
staff teaching on a part time basis in the general education assessment sample. As shown in 
Figure 11, below, contingent faculty teach a disproportionate percentage of the introductory 
undergraduate courses that meet the General Education requirements in this category. Eight of 
the eighteen courses meeting the U.S. History general education requirement during this 
assessment period were taught by tenured or tenure track faculty (44%), while ten (56%) were 
taught by lecturers. While this result is not unexpected, it does serve to demonstrate why any 
valid assessment in this category would need to include non-tenure-related faculty. Because 
lecturers tended to be more likely than tenured or tenure-track faculty to teach more than one 
qualifying course, and because we did not sample more than one section per instructor, lecturers 
made up a smaller percentage of the sample (4 of 9, or 44%) and of completed assessments (3 of 
8, or 38%) than they did of the overall population.   
 
 

 
Figure 11: U.S. History General Education courses by instructor rank 
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Time required to complete assessment 
 
The general education assessment forms that faculty are requested to complete record the length 
of time it took them to prepare data for and complete the beginning and end of semester 
assessment forms (see Figure 12 and Appendix C). The average for the required preparation of 
the data and the completion of both the beginning of semester section of the form was 80 
minutes. End of semester form preparation and completion too an average of 129 minutes.2  
 

 
Figure 12: Reported time required to complete assessment forms 

 
 

Recommendations:    
 

1) Graduate student/contingent faculty - With great thanks to the deans and department 
chairs we were able to secure the participation of graduate student instructors, contingent 
and part time faculty in assessments of student learning in General Education courses.  
IRPE must continue to work with the deans and chairs to make clear to graduate student 
instructors, contingent and part time faculty, that General Education Assessment is 
included as part of their contractual responsibilities, and if selected for the sample, they 
are expected to participate without additional remuneration.  

 
 

  
 
 
                                                 
2 Note that when a single outlier was removed, time to completion at the end of the semester dropped to 90 minutes.  
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Appendix A: Student Learning Objectives – U.S. History 
 
U.S. History courses enable students to demonstrate: 

1. knowledge of a basic narrative of American history (political, economic, social, and/or 
cultural), including an awareness of unity and diversity in American society;  

2. knowledge of representative institutions in American society and how they have shaped 
and been shaped by different groups;  

3. an understanding of the relationship (s) between America and other parts of the world;  
4. an understanding of various tools and approaches used in interpreting U.S. history.  

   



Appendix B: End of Semester Reflections  
 

Respondent # Learning 
Objective # 

Comments 

1 1 The success of the students were based on clear objectives and 
instruction for class work, and students asking questions about 
crucial items. Overall, I would not make any changes to the class 
format and materials. 

1 2 Students were given clear instruction and objectives on quiz and 
final exam. The extra credit assignment on slave religion motivated 
them to study for the final exam. I would not change the format. 

1 3 Students were given clear instruction and objectives on quiz and 
final exam. 

1 4 Students were encouraged to choose topics, submit rough drafts, 
and interpret African American History in their perspective. I would 
not change the format. 

4 1 Results are for Quiz One; based on the number of students who 
took the quiz; several missed the quiz & their grades are not 
factored in (a zero). I drop the lowest quiz. I go over ALL quizzes 
right after they are taken, and we discuss the questions and answers. 
Quiz One 9 - B grades 10 - C grades - total 19 - equals your "met" 
C to B range is 70 to 89. See syllabus. My quizzes are mostly 10-
multiple choice questions; choice of 2 of five bonus questions. This 
quiz had one short answer. One quiz I had a 20- point question to 
write about a book that was assigned - many did not do the reading 
assignment. This is always a challenge for me, even though I 
announce (warn) that reading should be done. A lot of junior and 
senior students see the course as "blow off"course being at the 100 
level - or a required course. My S/U students do not try as hard. 
Students generally perform well on my quizzes, so I would not 
change much. If many students "bomb" a question, I go over it in 
class, and put the same question on an exam. I may put ID or short 
answer questions on a quiz next semester. NOTE: We had snow 
days, a job candidate, lecture & I was out with a cold - 4 canceled 
classes. We only got to 1840, not 1865 as planned. 

4 2 Exam One - 10 multiple choice and a choice of one of two essay 
questions; bonus "fill-in" questions . . . There were: 5 A grades 
19 B grades 14 C grades 3 D grades no E grades- more than half the 
class received above B grades; better than average. 
Final Exam 10 multiple choice; 5 out of 40 ID –or short answer 
questions; one out of three essays - cumulative essay - pre-contact 
to 1840. 6 A grades 20 B grades 10 C grades 4 D grades zero E 
grades On exam essays, I ask students, if they were alive what 
would they do, or where would they live? They have to know a lot 
of history and understand what it means to answer that component 
of an essay question. I ask the significance of events because it 
forces them express what they learned about the development of 
culture-instead of listing facts and dates. 

4 3 The paper was 6 to 8 pages, and graded on organization; level and 
quality of research and analysis; PROPER footnotes and citations; 
writing, and interjection and conclusion. Students could hand in 
drafts; only four students opted to do this, and all received B+ or A 
grades. The grades were much lower than I expected since between 
10 to 13 students DID NOT cite sources or follow instructions. 
They got an immediate C for less work. Students complain I am a 



tough grader - and I am. This assignment helped them understand 
how history is collected and written about. It allowed them to 
express an understanding of events. Many told me the assignment 
helped them memorize for the exam, and helped them with their 
writing. Through analytical writing and research, they could 
understand causes of events. Many complained it was "too much 
work for a 100-level course." I will assign this again. I would 
emphasize that students should follow instructions. It is hard to 
cheat on this assignment-important. 

5 1 The grades in the column reflect the aggregate of the average of an 
essay question on the final exam. If there were room to add a 
second set of scores it would be for the average of 5 reading quizzes 
E=19, M=17, A=3, Did not meet = 4. The total in each case is 43. 
The Essay question used to determine the numbers used was "The 
history of the reform eras (studied across the 18th -20th centuries) 
illustrates a shift from relying on the good of the community as a 
whole in formulating reform goals to finding it harder to define the 
community let alone agree on a single set of reform goals." 
1) The essay question on the exam is the better indicator of basic 
knowledge and change over time. 
2) I will rethink how to incorporate quiz grades into the average for 
failing to do just one set of readings can significantly lower the 
average. Thus the average does not necessarily reflect knowledge. 
I may add a mid semester reflection essay having students assess 
certain kinds of change over the 18th-19th centuries. Then the final 
exam question will concentrate on 19th-20th century shifts. If any 
students are struggling with the narrative I will be able to identify 
them and provide assistance before the final exam. 

5 2 43 students answered the following essay question on the final 
exam: Define and Describe the characteristics associated with the 4 
reform eras (American Revolutionary period, Antebellum Era, 
Progressive Era, Modern Liberal Era). Note changes over time in 
America's approach to reform. The key change over time was a shift 
to increased government involvement in reform efforts, rising from 
local government involvement to national involvement. The source 
of origin for reform actions also shifts away from an almost 
complete origin in private sources to government orchestrated 
reform. The out of class writing assignment for this objective was 
not used this semester. 
1) The theme of the growing institutional state is part of multiple 
units within the course. 
2) The objective is well served by the current course structure. 

5 3 The numbers in the column reflect that 36 Students answered the 
following Essay assignment: "Explain why these ideologies 
(Socialism & Anarchism) mostly failed to appeal to Americans in 
the early 20th century."  
1) Ethnicity was connected to movements in a variety of ways: 
indicative of participation/non-participation in a movement, as the 
group that was to be reformed, as the carriers of new 
ideas/movement to the U.S. This variety reinforced the importance 
of international aspects to American history. 
2) I would identify specific ethnic groups and follow their 
participation in reform movements as a way to help students draw 
the connection between ethnic background and relationship to 
reform movements. 
The exam question is not included in the column numbers. Students 



had a choice of questions to answer on the final exam. 21 students 
answered the following question on ethnicity: "Examine theimpact 
of ethnicity on reform movements. Base your analysis on case 
studies of two reform movements. Ethnicity here refers to the 
practice of identifying people based on county of origin and/or 
the racial characteristics associated with those origins." Breakdown: 
E=5, M=14. A=2 

5 4 The grades in the column reflect the aggregate of student work for 2 
group projects. Not all enrolled students completed these particular 
essays since the course requirements specified the students need do 
only 5 of 8 possible writing assignments. The specific breakdown 
for the individual grades is as follows: 
1) The class incorporates a variety of source materials: printed 
secondary and primary material, illustrations/photos, video. 
Students must analyze all types of sources. One successful strategy 
was to pair similar sources with opposing viewpoints together and 
have the students evaluate the tensions and mixed messages 
inherent in attempts to manipulate opinion. 
2) I would increase the use of non-written source material for that 
kind of analysis proved both challenging and interesting for the 
students. 

6 1 See Attachments A, B, & C for examples of quizzes asking basic 
facts regarding readings that discuss overall knowledge of US 
history, with a focus on Jewish diversity. I used the average grade 
of these three quizzes plus the first paper  to calculate these results. 
 
I do not have the data on how students performed on individual 
questions on the short answer quizzes. All quizzes were returned to 
students.  
 
See my comments at the end, please.  
 
Frequent testing on the basic facts of texts (Appendix A, B, C) both 
required students to stay on top of the readings and make sure they 
knew the who/what/where/whens of US history _and_ allowed me 
to assess to what extent students knew the background sufficiently 
enough to engage in more sophisticated questions such as the 
intersection between race/class/and political power. 
 
The first paper (Appendix D) required students to demonstrate that 
they had a strong sense of the religious and ethnic diversity in the 
US in the early 20th century. 

6 2 See Attachments A, B, & C for examples of quizzes asking 
questions related to Jewish political power and its relationship to 
the US government. I used the average grade of these three quizzes 
plus the two papers and mid terms to calculate these results. 
 
I do not have the data on how students performed on individual 
questions on the short answer quizzes. All quizzes were returned to 
students.  
 
See my comments at the end, please. 

6 3 This was calculated with the scores from the mid-term exam, which 
consisted of an essay + short answer on key terms. Appendix E. It 
required students to communicate to me that they understood the 
position of the US in the larger world in the 1930s-50s, by way of 



looking at the world Jewish refugee crisis and later Displaced 
Persons crisis. At the center of these debates was the question of the 
US's responsibility to provide a leading role in solving global 
problems. 

6 4 These figures were based on Paper #2 (Appendix F) which asked 
students to examine a variety of historical methods for assessing the 
expansion of interest in the Holocaust as we move further away 
from it chronologically. It asks students to examine literary and film 
criticism, the role of museums, and scholarship on postwar justice 
to address this question. 

7 1 Overall, it might seem obvious, but the students who were present 
in class—who heard and participated in discussions, and regularly 
attended lecture--were almost universally able to succeed in this 
area, where the students who put forth minimal to no effort failed. I 
think reading the variety of assigned primary source material did 
the most to help students achieve this objective. Reading several 
different perspectives in documents (spanning gender/racial/class 
lines) related to the events we covered did a lot to illuminate the 
ideas of diversity in the early years of American society. Regular 
textbook reading also did wonders--I suspect that's the largest factor 
in separating the students who "exceeded" and the students who 
"met" the objective. I would not change my approach to this if 
teaching the course again. 

7 2 The work students did outside of class on their own papers (using 
information from class lecture, their textbooks, documents, etc.) 
helped students make the crucial connections between these 
institutions and groups (and also helped me evaluate their progress 
on this objective). Given this realization, in a future class, I would 
probably devote a little more class time to covering the paper 
guidelines and expectations in terms of the depth of the 
content/arguments students were assigned to present. Being able to 
articulate these ideas in a written assignment shows the depth (or 
lack thereof) of knowledge on this component. 

7 3 While this is a very important objective, given the breadth of the 
time period covered in this course, these international relationships 
are more/less present in certain time periods than in other (the 
period of colonization and the period of the Revolutionary War and 
other revolutions worldwide have a large international focus--but 
during the Civil War, for example, this relationship is 
understandably less prominent). Because of this, along with a clear 
textbook, most students were able to understand these concepts 
much more easily than those objectives listed above. Class lecture 
and textbook reading were the keys to this for the students. I would 
not change my approach to this if teaching the course again. 

7 4 Because this objective deals less with content, and more with 
practice, students were very successful in this avenue. By the end of 
the semester, nearly all students could clearly differentiate between 
primary/secondary sources, formulate a historical argument, 
understand how to conduct historical research, write an academic 
paper using historical evidence to support an argument, present a 
verbal argument on historic topics, etc. (The degree to which they 
could do this varied, of course.) For a class which consisted of only 
one history major, I think this is the area where students showed the 
most improvement and aptitude. Class discussions and activities, as 
well as reading examples of historical arguments and work from 
different historians assisted the most in achieving 



these goals. I would keep my approach largely the same in a future 
course, but I would, perhaps, spend a little more time presenting 
examples of the different methods historians use to present their 
work. As stated above, I also think this would help students in 
working on their papers. 

8 1 The students really responded to the lectures and power point 
presentations that provided the basic historical narrative of the 
course. The visual prompts seem to help them follow the ideas and I 
made sure they had access to the poser point presentations before 
each lecture (via Blackboard), which facilitated note taking. Each 
unit, I introduced the major themes by introducing the class to a 
female historical figure whose life experiences demonstrated the 
major political, social, economic, and cultural trends of the period 
of time in question. The readings students complete for the class 
reinforce the changes over time that they need to understand. I 
assign reading journals as a way of making students accountable 
and to keep them current with the assignments. Students then have 
to relate the themes/topics/terms of the course to their written 
assignments and oral presentations. These strategies are working 
but students often walk away from the course with a false sense of a 
linear story of women's history instead of a sense of the ways that 
difference (race, class, status, sexuality, national origin) led to 
contests over power and place for different women at different 
times and in different regions of the country. One way I think I can 
change this is to use more brief biographies that show the varying 
perspectives different women had on the same events. 

8 2 For the research paper and the midterm and final exams, students 
have to answer questions about how local and national 
governments, organizations, reform/welfare communities, and 
cultural institutions influenced women’s lives. I emphasize 
women’s efforts to increase access to political and economic 
institutions in the nation and they have to reflect on the significance 
of politics, labor, medicine, and religion in women’s lives. Students 
seem to enjoy learning about the ways that women achieved greater 
access to many of the nation’s institutions. They liked comparing 
women’s experiences of the past with contemporary circumstances 
and that helped them think about how and why certain changes 
occurred while other changes did not and for which groups of 
women. The research paper is an effective way to stress these 
changes because students have to learn about the history of an 
organization or analyze a topic that shows how institutions and 
organizations talked about women or shaped their lives. The next 
time I teach this course, I will use this research project again. 

8 3 I design the lectures and readings to emphasize the relationship of 
the U.S. (and the development of its political, cultural, economic, 
social, and religious institutions) to other nations. This is most 
effective in the sections/units of the course that talk about 
colonialism, immigration, and war. Students have to talk about 
these connections in their reading journals and exam essay 
questions and they have to think about the transnational flow if 
ideas and people to understand how and why changes in other parts 
of the world affected women’s lives in the U.S. When I teach this 
course again, I need to come up with new strategies to make these 
connections more evident in the second half of the course. One way 
I am thinking about developing this idea is by incorporating more 
information about the transnational currents that played a role in 



U.S. Civil Rights Movement, student movements of the 1960s and 
1970s, and the women’s liberation movements of the 1970s. 

9 1 We feel that this learning objective in particular is the most central 
to all the content in the course. Thus it is supported by the full range 
of activities in the class. We chose the first essay because it asked 
most directly for the historical trajectory but we had several 
exercises in the class that engaged this LO and we would not 
change anything.  

9 2 Again, this objective was delivered in many different ways, 
especially in several applied group exercise in class. Students 
needed to engage a range of concepts to fully understand this 
learning objective. We would not change anything. 

9 3 This learning objective was best integrated into the course through 
discussion of current events in lecture and discussion section. We 
also benefitted from the visit to campus by General Hayden and 
students preparation of questions for that talk. No changes would be 
appropriate.  

9 4 We were very pleased with the reader and the connections it 
generated for students. We integrated it into lecture and discussion 
and students contributed interesting angles because of their posts. 
No changes.  

 
 
 
 
  



Appendix C: Time to Completion and Comments 

 

Respondent # Time 
Complete 
Form 1 (in 
minutes) 

Time to 
Complete 
Form 2 (in 
minutes) 
 

Comments 

1 30 30  
2 30 30  
3    
4  165  
5 180 180  
6 20 120 I found it difficult to to isolate the various Learning Objectives 

(LOs) from my assignments, which tend to address several 
LOs 
simultaneously. I don't ask questions that speak specifically to 
one LOe, but as you can see from the attached assignments, 
students were assessed on their ability to show competency on 
the four LOs for the course (knowledge of a basic narrative of 
American history; knowledge of representative institutions in 
American society; understanding of the relationship between 
America 
and other parts of the world; understanding of various tools and 
approaches used in interpreting U.S. history). 
For examples: the quizzes assess the students' on the basic facts 
of the texts which we read for class. They needed to be able to 
show competency of US history such who was President at 
certain times, facts about WWII and the refugee crisis, the 
various 
positions of FDR vis-a-vis the refugee crisis. Essay 1 assessed 
whether students understand the how racial questions shaped 
FDR's and the US government's response to Jews during the 
refugee crisis. The mid-term essay required students to 
demonstrate 
their knowledge of the US's role in the post-war 
reconfiguration of Europe—in particular the crisis of Displaced 
Persons. The final 
essay required students to demonstrate their understanding of 
the ways in which scholars & writers assess complex historical 
questions (such as on the changing nature of Holocaust 
memorialization in contemporary society). 
However, coming up with scores that allows me to tease out 
each particular LO was a challenge. I ended up taking the the 
grades 
from three quizzes that were particularly content based for LO 
1, and combining their scores with the first essay to come up 
with the 
score. Ditto for LO 2. I used the scores of the mid-term for LO 
3 and the final for LO 4. They bore the closest relationship to 
the LOs. 

7 35 50  
8 150 90  
9 60 360  
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