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Background 
 
In Spring 2015 the University at Albany assessed the degree to which students were achieving 
student learning objectives in Mathematics, and the brand-new Challenges for the 21st Century 
category. We selected a sample of sections based on the principles of stratified random sampling 
– in other words, while selecting sections in random order from the list, we also ensured that 
each department was represented roughly evenly and that no instructor was asked to participate 
for more than one section. The Challenges for the 21st Century (herein “Challenges”) sample 
consisted of 23 classes from 13 different departments, with student N=1,136 (53.4% of the 
student population taking Challenges courses). At the beginning of the semester, enrollments in 
these courses ranged from 13 to 143. Nineteen of the 23 courses sampled were within the 
College of Arts and Sciences. One course from the School of Education, and three courses from 
the College of Computing and Information were sampled.  

Of the 23 sampled, instructors for 14 of them submitted fully completed forms at the end of the 
semester. One additional instructor submitted some sample assessments and a syllabus, but did 
not complete the end of semester form that provides the data that is compiled for this report.  
Eight instructors who were sampled did not respond. Data collected represents N~6461, which is 
57% of the sample, and 30% of the student population in Challenges courses.  

We found that, similar to last year’s General Education Assessment, the instructor participation 
rate and quality of documentation received on this administration of the General Education 
assessment was better in both of the categories assessed 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. 
 
  

 
 
                                                 
1 It is important to note that this number is based on reporting submitted by the faculty, and may not reflect actual 
final enrollment numbers in the class(es). While we believe the actual number of students enrolled in these classes 
=877, we also recognize that this number will fluctuate due to students adding and dropping classes, students who 
missed assessment activities for a particular learning objective, or a whole host of other reasons. Rather than attempt 
to reconcile these numbers, we treat it as a “best effort” and trust that the faculty have submitted data that is as 
accurate as reasonably possible.  



Course Embedded Assessment 
 
Fourteen of 23 instructors sampled responded, though one did not provide end of semester 
quantitative data2. Total enrollment in courses meeting this General Education category was 
2,125 students. The sample consisted of 1,136 students, and the number of students assessed was 
646 (57% of sample, 30% of the population).  

“Challenges” 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, with the combined 
“Exceeded” and “Met” values being 85-88% for all four objectives.  
 

 
 Figure 1: Summary of Challenges for the 21st Century General Education results.  
 
The Learning Objectives for the category are as follows:  

Courses meeting Challenges for the 21st Century enable students to demonstrate: 
 

1. Knowledge and understanding of the historical roots, contemporary manifestations, and 
potential future courses of important challenges students may encounter as they move 
into the world beyond the university. 

2. Familiarity with these challenges in areas such as cultural diversity and pluralism, science 
and technology, social interaction, ethics, global citizenship, and/or others.  

3. An integrated understanding of how challenges often affect individuals and societies 
simultaneously in many of these areas.   

4. An appreciation for interdisciplinary approaches to understanding contemporary and 
future challenges.  

 
 
                                                 
2 The instructor simply submitted a syllabus and a few ancillary documents.  
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Figure 2: Challenges for the 21st Century Learning Objective 1 
 
 

 
Figure 3: Challenges for the 21st Century Learning Objective 2 
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Figure 4: Challenges for the 21st Century Learning Objective 3 
 

 
Figure 5: Challenges for the 21st Century Learning Objective 4 
 
 
Comparison to prior  results: 
 
Historically, these reports include a comparison between the current administration of the 
General Education assessment and previous iterations. Given that Challenges for the 21st Century 
is a new General Education category, we have no historical data with which to compare it. The 
longitudinal comparison across cohorts of General Education students will be made the next time 
assessment for this category is conducted during the 2019-2020 academic year. 

35% 

52% 

5% 

8% 

3) Students will demonstrate an integrated understanding of how challenges 
often affect individuals and societies simultaneously in many of these areas.    

Exceeded

Met

Approached

Did not meet

43% 

44% 
8% 

5% 

4) Students will demonstrate an appreciation for the interdisciplinary approaches 
to understanding contemporary and future challenges    

Exceeded

Met

Approached

Did not meet



Inclusion of graduate students and contingent faculty 
 
Since the Spring of 2009, the University has 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 samples. As 
shown in Figure 63, below, contingent faculty in particular teach a large percentage of the 
introductory undergraduate courses that meet the General Education requirements in this 
category. 84% (37 of  44) of the courses meeting the Challenges for the 21st Century General 
Education requirement in Spring 2015 were taught by individuals who are not part of the 
traditional teaching faculty. While this finding is not unexpected, it does serve to demonstrate 
why any valid assessment in this category would need to require participation from non-tenure-
related faculty.     
 

 
Figure 6: All Spring 2014 Natural Sciences General Education courses by instructor rank 
 
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 7 and Appendix C). The average for the required preparation of the 
data and the completion of the forms was 69 minutes at the beginning of the semester, and 101 
 
 
                                                 
3 Two points of clarification are necessary for this chart – 1) this is compiled by section, not by individual instructor, 
so an individual teaching more than one General Education section would be counted for each of the sections. 2) 
The category of “other” is a catch-all for full time university employees who are teaching a class. Typically, though 
not exclusively, these are members of the professional faculty—professionals whose primary obligation to the 
University is in a non-teaching role - who are either teaching a course for one of the special programs on campus, or 
they retain some sort of affiliation with an academic department.  
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minutes at the end of the semester. There were no outliers at the beginning or end of the 
semester.  

 
Figure 7: 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 the contractual responsibilities for which they are already 
remunerated, and if selected for the sample, they are expected to participate.  
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Appendix A: Student Learning Objectives – Challenges for the 21st Century 
 
Courses meeting Challenges for the 21st Century enable students to demonstrate:  

1. Knowledge and understanding of the historical roots, contemporary manifestations, and 
potential future courses of important challenges students may encounter as they move 
into the world beyond the university;  

2. Familiarity with these challenges in areas such as cultural diversity and pluralism, science 
and technology, social interaction, ethics, global citizenship, and/or others;  

3. An integrated understanding of how challenges often affect individuals and societies 
simultaneously in many of these areas;  

4. An appreciation for interdisciplinary approaches to understanding contemporary and 
future challenges.  

  

   



Appendix B: End of Semester Reflections  
 

Respondent # Learning 
Objective # 

Reflections 
Based on these results, and thinking about your teaching strategies or curriculum, briefly 
describe:  
(1) what strategies helped your students achieve these learning objectives and  
(2) what changes you would make if you taught this course again, if any. 

1 1 I think by reading regularly and be compelled to reflect on their readings, most of the 
students gained knowledge and understanding of things that they will take beyond the 
universities. I think I would assign different readings in a future course since some of the 
students were not too fond of some of the books. 

1 2 I think students achieved this learning objective through carefully reading the texts and 
listening to the class lectures and discussions. If I taught this course in the future, I would 
figure new methods to integrate more class discussion into the course, which I think give 
students another manner to gain the necessary familiarity. 

1 3 In both the mid-term and final exams, I made the students answer opened ended and 
complex questions that compelled them to show their understanding of the subject matter. 
On neither exam were they told what to study, so they could memorize answers. They had 
to show their answers. 

1 4 The text the students read were from multiple disciplines, and we analyzed in class the 
African American historical experience from multiple disciplinary perspectives. The types 
of questions I asked on the exams were also from multiple perspectives. I think a change I 
would make would be more clear to students on the interdisciplinary nature of the books, 
class lectures, and exam questions. 

2 1 Repetition of the facts of particular historical occurrences and their meaning then and now 
helped students grasp the connection between past experiences in the Caribbean and 
present challenges in the region. 
If I taught this course again I would use more power-point presentations. I think many of 
the students responded more positively to images than to text 

2 2 Detailed lectures/discussion of the details presented in the three selected novels helped 
students understand the history of racial and cultural diversity in the Caribbean. 
If taught again I would employ more small discussion groups to facilitate deeper 
comprehension of the stakes of cultural diversit in the Caribbean. 

2 3 Repeated emphasis on the need for students to read the commentary and essay prompts 
carefully to ensure comprehension of what is being asked helped a majority of students 
achieve this objective. 
I imagine that for those students who did not meet this objective, they might require even 
more practice in class regarding reading question prompts carefullt to ensure full 
comprehension of what is being taught 

4 1 Consistent emphasis on students expressing their understanding in writing based on 
scientific evidence as well as social and economic considerations.   
Reminders to students of the importance of completing all aspects of the course 

4 2 Consistent emphasis on students expressing their understanding in writing based on 
scientific evidence as well as social and economic considerations.   

4 3 Students who engaged deeply in the simulation activity did very well on this objective in 
general. Students who did not engage in the simulation were not able to achieve this 
objective.  Alternatively, those that did not complete the homework that included 
reflections on the simulation were not able to succeed.  I would not make changes, other 
than to stress the important of completing the work.   

4 4 Students in this course appeared to be well prepared for inter-disciplinary considerations, 
perhaps because they were mainly more mature students.  That helped them excel at this 
objective.   

5 1 To facilitate a stronger comparative perspective between the “historical roots” and 
“contemporary manifestations” of issues such as cross-cultural empathy or racism, I think 
I would reorganize the sequence of reading to more directly juxtapose early 20th century 
texts and examples and 21st century texts.   



5 2 I was pleased with the level of interest and engagement students showed critical readings, 
which ethical and epistemological approach to issues of cosmopolitanism, nationalism, 
and cross-cultural representations. A strategy that succeeded, and which I would develop 
further, was to directly encourage students to include their personal experiences and 
contemporary observations to express their understanding of what the theoretical critics 
had at stake in presenting their arguments. To this end, I would also reduce the reading 
load somewhat to make more time for students to engage in discussion in the classroom 
rather than relying as much on individual writing homework.  

5 3 One challenge in discussing the novels was that many students tended to read the 
narratives predominantly as a task of “character analysis”; i.e. a  focus on the psychology 
or privatized history individual characters. My prompts were often encouragements to 
observe literary representations of the historical continuity and broader social 
constructions that inform the “private” fortunes of characters. 
A strategic idea I may use to encourage students to  simultaneously observe individual and 
societal levels of significance in literary texts is to incorporate creative writing exercises, 
in which an initial “private” autobiographical exercise is then integrated with observed 
details that situate the private narrative within the conditions specific to a particular 
community and a generation. 

5 4 In class discussion and student papers, students were both very interested  and confused 
by the question of how they should take account of “authorial intention, ” i.e. the 
complexity of viewing the literary work as a product of an individual author’s values or 
creative innovations on the one hand, and a product of the prevalent social and artistic 
discourse of the society, on the other. This issue of literary analysis appeared to have a lot 
of potential to be used as an analogical conceptual structure for thinking of the difference 
between regarding contemporary issues  such as racism through the frame of individual 
ethics on the one hand and as a product of systemic societal conditions on the other.   
In future courses, I would develop a clearer prompt for student to think about how 
conceptual complexities they identified in literary analysis provide relevant concepts for 
analyzing not only literature but broader contemporary social issues. To this end, I would 
reduce the reading load to devote more time to defining and discussing foundational 
interdisciplinary concepts such as Said / Foucault’s understanding of “discourse.” 

7 1 I think it was helpful that my students didn’t regard the quizzes as typical pop quizzes for 
which they simply had to regurgitate facts. The combination of different types of 
questions and including issues from the previous class period as well as the assigned 
reading helped us get our conversation started for the day. This worked well; I wouldn’t 
change it. 
Some students had a harder time when asked to think and externalize their ideas 
spontaneously, that is in class. I tried to make it a low-pressure exercise (giving enough 
time, didn’t give a grade but a check, check+, check -) but it was challenging to at the 
same convey the significance and seriousness of these exercises. 
I’d probably have them peer-review their in-class writing. 

7 2 These worked particularly well and often served as points of departure for individual 
essays. That way, these short (one-paragraph) assignments sketched readings or helped 
develop ideas several students used for the more focused, more analytical papers.  
In the future, I’d probably rethink my selection of primary texts with the criterion of their 
relevance or cross-connection to more diverse 21st century concerns in mind. 

7 3 Students got a good sense of how particular texts came out of a specific culture of 
thinking and writing & how they can be understood with particular issues in mind that 
shaped the text, for instance, abolition or the prison reform movement.  
I’d probably spend more time letting the class think about how a text and its ‘cultural 
work’ changes from the time of its creation to our reading of it today. 

7 4 Students who were engaged in the class (most, I believe) embraced the opportunity to 
write about the topic of their choosing that was relevant to either pity, sympathy, empathy, 
or compassion. Students who were more pressed on time, tried to find the easiest way and 
did a more superficial job and did not venture out into other disciplines/ did less 
convincing stabs at researching a topic. 



8 1 1) Detailed class discussions 
2) Provide particular loophole blockers for the assignment in order to arrive at more 
refined definitions of concepts and models. 

8 2 1) Incorporating and building on work they had done previously 
2) Spend more time in class working on the basics of developing and supporting 
argumentative claims 

8 3 1) Clear instructions and expectations 
2) I would have assigned this assessment tool first in the course. 

8 4 Cumulative approach that emphasizes revision and critical assessment of past work in 
which students challenge their previous ideas with new ones they’ve worked with 
throughout the semester. 

11 1 (1)Explaining my course materials (Asian American Literature), I used some critical 
essays that touched upon historical backgrounds of the works.  This deepened my 
students' understandings about the sufferings and traumatic experiences that immigrants 
experienced and continue to experience in the United States.  (2)I would probably use 
more video clips and films to make my students familiarized even more with the problems 
that the Asian Americans encounter if I taught this course again. 

11 2 (1)Having my students write papers on Asian American literature, I encouraged my 
students to see the U.S. from various perspectives and to situate this country in the 
globalized context.  We often discussed ethnic foods (in relation to ethnic identities) used 
in the novels and my students were encouraged to write research papers on them.  
Providing specific topics papers was also effective to have them think about the issues. 
(2)I would include more short stories by authors with different backgrounds to have even 
more diversity in my course materials. 

11 3 (1)I told my students to prepare “counter points” and “supporting points” for the 
arguments made in critical essays on my course syllabus.  Through this process, they were 
challenged to think about others’ ideas and expand their “thinking territories.” (2)I would 
prepare more time to discuss my students’ counter points and supporting points by having 
small-group workshops. 

11 4 (1)Allowing my students freedom while giving them specific topics was successful to 
some extent because some of them could use their own majors and expertise in order to 
address the problems of the immigrants described in Asian American literature. (2)I 
would have my students make presentations about the specific approaches they would use 
to discuss Asian American literature by using their knowledge or by making their own 
research.  This way, students can learn from each other. 

12 1 1. The most effective strategies for achieving these learning objectives were the 
combination of contemporary and historical perspectives, which allowed the students to 
ground their understanding of contemporary challenges in particular historical 
developments. 
2. I don’t think I would change much – perhaps replace a few of the readings. 

12 2 1. By dividing the course into four separate but connected themes/challenges, students 
learned both abouth the distinctive issues as well as their interrelationship. The 
interdisciplinary nature of our readings were critical for the achievement of these 
objsectives 

12 4 The entire course is designed as an interdisciplinary exercise that integrates literary, 
cinematic, historical and scientific perspectives 

13 1 It is not easy to get all three components of this LO with one assignment.  I am largely 
satisfied with student performance, but will consider a writing assignment for next time 
that explicitly asks students about all 3: historical roots, contemporary manifestations, and 
potential future courses.  Students were clearly well-prepared via lectures and other class 
material focused on the key role of WWI in shaping historical, contemporary, and future 
challenges.  We returned to these themes repeatedly through the very end of the course. 

13 2 Students were clearly well-prepared for understanding the importance of colonialism to a 
range of challenges, both historically and as they manifest in the contemporary world and 
in the future as legacies.  Assessing this LO with performance on a range of MC questions 
is fairly effective, but does not allow for the more nuanced range of assessment results: 



Exceeded and Approached are harder to get at than Met and Did not meet.  One could 
average scores student-by-student on these questions to get such more fine-grained 
analysis, but that would be cumbersome. 

13 3 (Please see above comments for LO2.  But using a range of MC questions focused on the 
history and legacy of colonialism is quite effective, in fact, for an LO aiming at an 
“integrated understanding.” 

13 4 Although interdisciplinary perspectives were a critical part of this course, they came into 
play largely in lectures and discussions, and so are harder to assess formally.  In future, I 
will consider more concrete assignments squarely aimed at students displaying knowledge 
of interdisciplinary approaches. 

15 1 Frequent examples of how the historical roots have legacies into our current culture 
helped them to understand the challenges their generation faces. The contemporary 
manifestations they read about outside of class were fleshed out during class discussions. 
I would do more frequent follow-ups on reading to ensure comprehension. I would also 
require the current event presentation to include certain information, as some students 
missed an opportunity to present a more in-depth social issue and took the ‘easy way out’ 
of presenting something obvious. 

15 2 Cultural diversity and pluralism is a certain takeaway from this class. The constant 
consideration of diversity, difference, and social inequality gives students a pluralist 
perspective. They are prepared to be citizens who understand the complexities of being a 
citizen in a diverse community and global world. 
I think the activist research project was successful, but I would like to change small 
components of it so that in the oral presentation piece students focused more in-depth at 
activists response to challenges, in hopes they learn how to cope with those challenges in 
their own lives/social justice work. 

15 3 The intersectional approach that a (redacted) class really assures that this objective is met. 
The memoirs we read helped illuminate this, as did the other readings. The midterm was 
short answers and explored this in depth over a variety of questions/topics. 
I think this objective was met, and would not require changes. 

15 4 The readings were interdisciplinary and our class discussions routinely explored these 
themes. The research paper/oral report helped them think about future challenges and how 
social justice work might meet them head on using technology and social media. 
I think exploring classism, racism, and sexism in other disciplines in a more concentrated 
way (in lecture) might help students understand how interdisciplinary these issues are. 

18 1 While classic lectures and textbook readings attempted to instill this knowledge in the 
students, the most successful was their group projects as it required them to look into one 
topic extensively and teach it to others.  
Making changes I would attempt to make exams more difficult, as the students performed 
well but given the rest of the courses self-reflection aspect, it ultimately resulted in high 
grades across the board. Demanding more knowledge mastery would only benefit the 
students after the university. 

18 2 The entire course is directed towards just this topic, and is oriented towards creating 
awareness in the pervasive aspects of oppression and the importance of diversity. 
If taught again I would attempt to incorporate more underlying psychological concepts 
that influence how people react to diversity and othering to show why oppression exists 
on a cognitive level 

18 3 The self-reflection papers did an excellent job encouraging students to think how the 
macro problems we discuss have impacted them individually 
I would encourage more critical thinking activities and discussions during class to have 
them apply concepts to different areas of their lives 

18 4 Journals encouraged students to apply the topics of oppression we learned in class and 
explore how and who could help combat discrimination in several different domains 
across many social groups. 
I might encourage them to learn about resources in the community to help collaborate and 
address critical social justice issues. 

  



Appendix C: Time to Completion and Comments 
 
 

Respondent # Start of 
Semester 
(in 
minutes) 

End of 
Semester 
(in 
minutes) 

Comments 

1 60 300  
2 -  10  
3 60 135  
4 90 90  
5 120 90 I was unsure about the expected completeness and quantity of the 

“samples” (the requested attachments). I hope that one or two samples 
of the instructor’s weekly journal writing prompts and a draft of the 
instructor’s guidelines for mid-term & final essay projects would be 
sufficient. Please excuse the work-in-progress nature of these 
attachments: I continue to revise the specific prompts/guidelines for the 
various writing projects in response to my assessment of students’ 
writing over the course of the semester. 

7 180 180  
8 - 120  
11 15 150 I will probably add some more assessment tools as the semester 

proceeds. Thanks. 
(And I did). 
I will send you one of the quizzes I gave to my students. 
Please refer to my syllabus I sent to you at the beginning of the semester 
in order to know what I mean by “counter points” and “supporting 
points” mentioned in this form. 

12 15 30  
13 30 90 Please see attached documentation for more expansive justificatory and 

reflective material on my engagement with gen ed assessment in the 
context of this course. 

15 60 45  
18 60 30 The form itself is far too long, and the extensive information needed at 

the beginning of the semester was too time-consuming and not easy to 
understand. Furthermore, several assignments broadly tackle multiple 
objectives, so quantifying results without using total grade in class is 
often arbitrary. I believe the form should be streamlined, formatted 
more efficiently (perhaps put in pdf), and possibly reversed (do not ask 
how assignments address each objective, but rather how each of one’s 
assignments address objectives (either one or several).  

22 - 60  
23 180 90 The content of my course and the method I use to assess my students as 

it relates to the Gened requirement cannot be summarized and fit neatly 
into distinct categories and complex matrices because I am not using 
multiple-choice exams with specific pre-determined questions/ sections 
that address specific requirements on a pre-selected topic. My 
assessment of the students knowledge for each of these categories is 
based on a subjective reading and evaluation of the entire synthesized 
content of the research papers, writing assignments, and interactive 
discussions, the topic of which will vary tremendously depending on 
what students choose to discuss and how they engage with one another. 
As a result, I don't know if I really answered your questions above 
because my answer was pretty much the same across the board. Perhaps 
you can provide an example of how we would structure our answer in 
this type of situation. I still don't understand how to assess each of these 
categories separately given that they are embedded and integrated into 
all aspects of the course. 
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