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General Education Assessment 

2016-17 

 

Categories Assessed: Social Sciences, Challenges for the 21st Century 

 

Background 

 

In Spring 2017, the University at Albany assessed the degree to which students were achieving 

student learning objectives in Social Sciences. We sampled all of sections because of the number 

of courses meeting the general education requirements was too small – in other words, we 

sampled all high school students who enrolled social sciences sections, we also ensured that each 

type of class and each high school was represented roughly evenly and that no instructor was 

asked to participate for more than one section1. The Social Sciences sample consisted of 13 

classes from high schools across the state that participate in the University in the High School 

program. Student N in the sample is 2702 (100% of the Social Sciences population3). 

Enrollments in the sampled courses ranged from 1 to 39.  

There were a total of 13 courses offered through UHS in 2016-17 that met the Social Sciences 

General Education requirement, 12 instructors submitted fully completed forms at the end of the 

semester. One of the instructors submitted partial data or forms that were either incomplete or 

filled out in a manner that precluded their use4.  Only one instructor did not participate. The 

response rate for this assessment is slightly better when compared to the response rate for 

courses meeting this General Education requirement in the assessment conducted in the 2011-12 

academic year, which is about 82%5.  

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 were better in both of the categories assessed than it has historically been. We believe 

this is attributable to 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 Assistant 

Director of the University in the High School program, who functioned as a liaison between the 

IRPE office and the high school teachers who were instructors of the UHS courses. 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 

 

 

                                                 
1 Though not asked to do so, one instructor submitted data that reflected responses for two sections taught. We were 

unable to uncouple these numbers and tie them to each section individually, so they are included here together.   
2 Note that the numbers in this report vary slightly from those in the comparison section of the report for our on 

campus population—one additional UHS instructor submitted data after the other report was published. 
3 This reflects the population at the time the sample was chosen. In this particular case all the population are 

sampled. 
4 No data submitted in learning objective 4.  
5 Eleven of those courses were selected for the sample, with respondents noting enrollments ranging from 5 to 48. 

Nine of the instructors sampled responded. The total enrollment in the 2011-12 academic year is 202 students.  



 

in future semesters.  This is exactly what we hoped the assessment process would produce. 

Appendix B illustrates these activities and reflections. 

 

Course Embedded Assessment 

12 of 13 instructors sampled responded, though only one provided data that was incomplete6. 
Total enrollment in courses meeting this General Education category was 270 students. The 
sample and the number of students assessed are both 270 students.  
 
Social Sciences 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 five learning objectives, with the combined “Exceeded” and 

“Met” values being 90-95% for all five objectives.  

 

 
 Figure 1: Summary of Social Science General Education results.  

  

 

 

                                                 
6 See footnote 4.  
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The Learning Objectives for the category are as follows:  

Students will demonstrate… 

1. the ability to demonstrate an understanding that human conduct and behavior more 

generally are subject to scientific inquiry.    

2. the ability to demonstrate an understanding of the difference between rigorous and 

systematic thinking and uncritical thinking about social phenomena.    

3. the ability to demonstrate an understanding of the kinds of questions social scientists ask 

and the ways they go about answering these questions. 

4. the ability to demonstrate knowledge of the major concepts, models and issues of at least 

one discipline in the social sciences. 

5. The ability to demonstrate an understanding of the methods social scientists use to 

explore social phenomena, such as observation, hypothesis development, measurement 

and data collection, experimentation, evaluation of evidence, employment of  

mathematical analysis, employment of interpretive analysis. 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Social Sciences Learning Objective 1 
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Figure 3: Social Sciences Learning Objective 2 

 

 
Figure 4: Social Sciences Learning Objective 3 

 

 
Figure 5: Social Sciences Learning Objective 4 

 

54%

37%5%

4%

2) Students will demonstrate an understanding of the difference between rigorous and 
systematic thinking and uncritical thinking about social phenomena. 

Exceeded

Met

Approached

Did not meet

Due to rounding, values may not equal 100%

46%

49%
3%

2%

3) Students will demonstrate an understanding of the kinds of questions social
scientists ask and the ways they go about answering these questions. 

Exceeded

Met

Approached

Did not meet

Due to rounding, values may not equal 100%

49%

43%
6%

3%

4) Students will demonstrate knowledge of the major concepts, models and issues 
of at least one discipline in the social sciences.

Exceeded

Met

Approached

Did not meet

Due to rounding, values may not equal 100%



 

 
Figure 6: Social Sciences Learning Objective 5 

 

 

 

Comparison to 2012 & 2017 results: 

 
Historically this section of the report would contain a comparison between results of the current 
administration of the General Education assessment and previous iterations (2011-12). For 
learning objective 1, the percentage of “Exceeded” category (55%) is much higher than academic 
year 2011-12 (48%). In learning objective 2, fewer students did not meet the requirements 
compared to than academic year 2011-12. Generally, the rest of three learning objectives have 
the similar trends. Such comparisons will again be made the next time assessment for this 
category is conducted—currently scheduled for the 2021-2022 academic year.  
 

Comparison between UHS and On-campus student populations 

 

In the Social Sciences category, comparisons of performance between the UHS and On-campus 

populations appear dramatically skewed. While this is not uncommon when looking at the 

“Exceeded” and “Met” numbers separately, in this particular case the numbers remain skewed 

even when the “Exceeded” and “Met” numbers are combined. This may partially be attributable 

to the particularly small UHS sample, but it’s important to note that UAlbany students trail UHS 

students in all 5 categories.  
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Figure 7: Comparison of Combined “Exceeded” and “Met” Results, by Learning Objective 

 

Amongst UHS students 3% “did not meet” learning objectives 1, 4, and 5. 4% did not meet 

learning objective 2, and 2 % did not meet learning objective 2. In comparison, the number of 

on-campus students who “did not meet” the learning objectives is much higher than UHS 

students. The percentage for learning objectives 1-5 are 14%, 13%, 12%, 16% and 20% 

respectively. 

 

 
Figure 8: Comparison of Results for UHS and On-campus Populations on  

Social Sciences Learning Objective 1 
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Figure 9: Comparison of Results for UHS and On-campus Populations on  

Social Sciences Learning Objective 2 

 

 
Figure 10: Comparison of Results for UHS and On-campus Populations on  

Social Sciences Learning Objective 3 
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Figure 11: Comparison of Results for UHS and On-campus Populations on  

Social Sciences Learning Objective 4 

 

 
Figure 12: Comparison of Results for UHS and On-campus Populations on  

Social Sciences Learning Objective 5 
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expect students who have a high average overall to perform well in these classes. Additionally, 

on-campus students taking courses meeting this General Education requirement may be doing so 

only to fulfill the General Education requirement, and that is a potential explanation of 

differences in performance appear to exist across these populations.  

 

We also recognize that the UHS courses cover the same material as the on-campus offerings, but 

do so in a year-long format rather than the standard semester format. Additionally, the typical 

UHS course meets every day, not a few times a week. Both of these could be contributing factors 

to explain the high performance of UHS students relative to their on-campus counterparts.       

 

 

Time required to complete assessment 

 
The general education assessment forms that instructors are requested to complete asks them to 
record the length of time it took them to prepare data for, and complete the beginning and end of 
semester assessment forms (Please refer to Appendix C for the further detail). The average for 
the required preparation of the data and the completion of the forms was 82 minutes at the 
beginning of the semester, and 85 minutes at the end of the semester. Respondents 4, 10, and 12 
did not provide this data. The beginning time of semester raise slightly above the estimates 
provided by instructors of non-UHS UAlbany General Education courses, which is 72 minutes. 
While for the end of the semester side, UHS takes less time compared to the non-UHS (183 
minutes). The reported figures suggest that it will take around an hour at the beginning and one 
to three hours end of semester to complete these assessments.  
 

 
Figure 11: Time required to complete assessment forms 
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Recommendations:  

 

1) As we have noted in the past, there is a disparity between the performance of the UHS 

and UAlbany student cohorts. While we are able to justify the differences, this may be an 

area in need of further study.  
 

2) In recent years IRPE and UHS administrative leadership have worked diligently to 
improve the response rate from the instructors chosen to participate in the sample. The UHS 

offices, in particular the Assistant Director, have been instrumental in fostering and 

facilitating this improvement by reaching out to instructional staff and reminding them 

that participating in assessment is part of their obligation when they teach a course on 

behalf of the University at Albany. We recommend that these practices continue.  

 

 

 

 

  



 

Appendix A: Student Learning Objectives – Social Sciences 

 

 

Social Sciences courses enable students to demonstrate: 

1. the ability to demonstrate an understanding that human conduct and behavior more 

generally are subject to scientific inquiry.    

2. the ability to demonstrate an understanding of the difference between rigorous and 

systematic thinking and uncritical thinking about social phenomena.    

3. the ability to demonstrate an understanding of the kinds of questions social scientists ask 

and the ways they go about answering these questions. 

4. the ability to demonstrate knowledge of the major concepts, models and issues of at least 

one discipline in the social sciences. 

5. The ability to demonstrate an understanding of the methods social scientists use to 

explore social phenomena, such as observation, hypothesis development, measurement and data 

collection, experimentation, evaluation of evidence, employment of  mathematical analysis, 

employment of interpretive analysis 

  



 

Appendix B: End of Semester Reflections  

 

Respondent # Learning 

Objective # 

Comments 

1 1 The debate on free will really met this objective on its most fundamental ground. Sam 

Harris’ book was the starting point. The debate format compelled the students to 

internalize the concepts and apply them to the rational framework of economics. As 

Students had to debate both sides of the resolution they began to explore the contours 

of science and metaphysics. Next year we will further develop this type of activity.  

1 2 Testing formats, multiple choice and free response, complement each other in the 

development of rational, rigorous examination of behavior. Key component that has 

improved but needs continued development is the interleaving of the content of units 

as the year progresses. The essay provides the most in-depth examination of 

categorical mistakes when applying rational tools. Further, it forces the student to 

confront the influence of normative statements in a positive perspective.  

1 3 Throughout discussions based on writing assignments and assessments, we constantly 

approached the methodology of economists. As we emphasize the development of 

theoretical models from empirical observation, the tools, questions, and assumptions 

are a consistent theme. The unit on behavioral economics provides a stronger lens on 

the limitation of a deductive model while highlighting the importance of observation.  

1 4  Frequent rigorous testing accompanied by extensive exploration of problem sets 

provides continual use of concepts and models. Based on assessment results, students 

were targeted for further instruction. One improvement would be more open-ended 

questions with fewer explicit leading questions guiding the inquiry.  

1 5 Frequent testing refined understanding of the employment of mathematical models 

and interpretive analysis. Problem sets reinforced the effects of the testing. Essay and 

Debate integrated observational studies and experimentation into the student’s 

evaluation of the process. To enhance appreciation of all 5 learning objectives, 

particularly those like number 5 which discuss methodology, next year the plan is to 

‘flip’ more of the lessons. Content transmission will be given outside of class time. 

Class will be reserved for discussion directly centered on the objectives.  

2 1 In October [redacted] from SUNY visit the class. He observed that the strength of 

class was engaging students in the learning process. They were engaged asking 

questions, etc.  

2 2 Suggest analysis of class observed by [redacted]. Strength of class was engaging 

students in the learning process. While group work is done within the class, can see 

need for more outside collaborative assignments.  

2 3 Suggest analysis of class observed by [redacted]. Strength of class was engaging 

students in the learning process. Unit projects. See sample (i.e. Do boys and girls 

dream differently?). See above.  

2 5 Unit projects incorporated this goal. See sample.  

3 1 We spend several class periods discussing the origins of sociology. Students also 

work together to create posters representing various contemporary perspectives.. 

Instead of a poster I will have the students prepare a multimedia presentation.  

3 2 We spend several class periods examine the ways in which theories and research can 

help us to answer complex questions and we look at some of the difficult questions 

that sociologists experience as they study human behavior. 

3 3 We spend a class period examining the ways in which sociologists engage in 

quantitative versus qualitative research. 

3 5 We spend two class periods examining different research methods and how 

sociologists know which method to use. We evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of 

various research methods. 

4 1 This went well. I plan to continue to have my students apply the Method to “The 

Crown at the Ballgame” by William Carlos Williams.  



 

6 1 Students loved the Tragedy of the Commons chapter and seemed to thoroughly enjoy 

the assignment. I’m extremely pleased with these results and will continue with the 

same plan of action in the fall semester.  

6 2 As with most students they thoroughly enjoyed the film. They really seemed to enjoy 

how the documentary presented economic data to support events that they hasn’t 

previously thought about. Post film we gobbled up an entire class discussing the 

topics involved. Especially, paying students to get better grades   

6 3 Students performed well on the assignment and will remain in my curriculum moving 

forward as both and important piece for both Economic and literacy standards.  

6 4 All students passed what is considered to be one of the harder chapters in micro (in 

my experience at lease). If anything changes moving forward it will be an addition of 

some real life examples that illustrate elasticity in the real world.  

6 5 Amazing experience with the students. They were incredibly engaged in the lecture 

portion of the trip. We ended the day by stocking over 3,000 fish down a 5 mile 

stretch of a local stream.  

7 1 I believe using an FRQ per chapter really helped student’s writing skills and critical 

thinking- specifically related to science. In the future, I may make them find 

psychological articles on the internet and have them discuss how it relates to science.  

7 2  I thought the group work as a lab really allowed the students to think critically and 

also- to bounce ideas/feedback off of each other. In the future, I may add a “critical 

thinking” component on the exam or the FRQ.  

7 3 Students did a tremendous job on this- this year. We spent a lot of time going over 

research type questions and the research process to answer the questions. This was 

evident in lab work in which many times students had to pick out the research 

question in the article and answer many questions about the variables, implications 

and results. In the future, I may have them do a mini research proposal- where they 

have to come up with a research question and how they would go and get their 

subjects- They would not have to follow through the experiment; just have the 

proposal.  

7 4 Through MC exams, quizzes on reading, and FRQ writing- students have the 

knowledge of major concepts and models of atleast one discipline of psychology.  

Something I may do in future years is to break the class into 8 groups (giving them a 

different discipline)- have them present on how something we see/do/hear everyday 

that applies to that discipline (make psychology come to life)  

7 5 The use of youtube and supplemental reading materials really helped students exceed 

and meet the goals- especially in terms of psychological analysis of topics.  

8 1 Students were asked to to complete a written essay examing the sociological 

perspectives of functionalism, symbolic interactionism, social darwinism and conflict 

theory after viewing an episode of The Walking Dead. I believe that this assessment 

was successful in that the students needed to articulate their understanding of these 

perspectives as it was engaging and rigorous. I would most certainly use this again in 

the future. There were 11 students who handed in extremely late papers and received 

65s on them, while 8 students did not submit the assignment at all.  

8 2 Students were asked to to complete a written essay examing culture after viewing the 

movie Mean Girls. I believe that this assessment was successful in that the students 

needed to articulate their understanding of these elements as it was engaging and 

rigorous. I would most certainly use this again in the future.There were 7 students 

who handed in extremely late papers and received 65s on them, while 10 students did 

not submit the assignment at all.  

8 3 Students were asked to work in groups to research individual feral children and 

determine whether nature or nurture played a larger role in their development. In this 

assessment, I think that I would have given the students more time to complete the 

research component and also fine tuned the list of children. Some cases are more 

challenging to research due to available information and location of these cases. If I 

did this project again in the future, I would make those adjustments.  



 

8 4 Students were asked to to complete a written essay examing deviance after viewing 

the movie Batman Begins. I believe that this assessment was successful in that the 

students needed to articulate their understanding of these elements as it was engaging 

and rigorous. I would most certainly use this again in the future.  

8 5 Students were asked to break a social norm in public, record the experiment, collect 

data and then reflect on the experiment. They then needed to report to the class and 

share their videos. I would definitely do this activity again, but unfortunately we ran 

out of time watching them, so if I did this again I would make an adjustment in 

scheduling.  

9 1  The Discussion Forum is the heart of my class, with students expected each week to 

read or view a resource and respond to a query about the material. I need to keep 

pushing the students to respond as thoughtfully as possible, and also to pose their own 

questions. Several topics this semester generated great discussions, including an 

assignment based on bride kidnapping in Kyzykstan.  

9 2 The Family Language Use does make students apply a more rigorous analysis to 

language in a family. The kinship diagram also requires the students to think of their 

family culture more analytically.  

9 3 This assessment is a large part of the course and students work on it thorughout the 

semester. They are required to submit questions before the intrview begins. I will 

continue ot use this assessment.  

9 4 This assignment requires students to be familiar with the major figures and ideas in 

cultural anthropology. They use the online Webpage creation tool in our Obaworld 

software to create a portrait of the anthropologists and their work. They share 

biographies and thus get an overall picture of the field. I will continue to use this tool.  

9 5 This assignment works well – students are unaccustomed to observing for any length 

of time and in most cases  

10 1 For the MC quiz questions, reinforced reading assignments will be added to the 

curriculum for next term. The journal assignment went well and did the case study.  

10 2 Students seem to grasp the concept of developing ads for product promotion, however 

their use of social motivational theories were lacking. A better understanding of how 

to link the assignment to the theories will be necessary.  

10 3 The partner work was successful in that the students were able to make observations 

and develop questions based on those observations.  

10 4 Students developed a basic understanding of the core foundation of Maslow, however 

some struggled with applying the upper levels. Next term will include stronger 

examples of the top of the hierarchy.  

10 5 Depending on enrollment, I have used this experiment design for individual students 

and it works as well. The student designed experiment works well for the students to 

have a complete understanding of the scientific method.  

11 1 1. clear and concise guidelines  

2. make it more hands on but ethical  

11 2  1. Assigning confederates before the lesson  

2. Have students create another scenario (beside the Asch Experiment) and test 

conformity  

11 3 We did an exercise that put students into different scenarios depicting the bystander 

effect  

11 4 1. Incorporating personal examples  

2. Have students develop a survey to be given to students outside the [redacted] class  

11 5 1. Giving students a rubric directing them through the structure of the experimental 

design   

2. Students struggled with the operational definition. I will design a lesson on 

operational definitions before beginning this assignment next year  

12 1 Authors note: Respondent 12 submitted handwritten forms. The comments were 

completely illegible.   

13 1 I assigned reading questions and organizers for them to answer as they read primary 

documents and readings from historians.  



 

I would give more frequent quizzes to check for students understanding.  

The projects were a creative way for me to assess student understanding and 

comprehension. I would like to do more projects next year.  

13 2 I assigned reading questions and graphic organizers for them to answer as they read 

primary documents and readings from historians.  

I would give more frequent quizzes to check for students understanding.  

The projects were a creative way for me to student understanding and comprehension. 

I would like to do more projects next year.  

13 3 I assigned reading questions and graphic organizers for them to answer as they read 

primary documents and readings from historians.  

I would give more frequent quizzes to check for students understanding.  

The projects were a creative way for me to assess student understanding and 

comprehension. I would like to do more projects next year.  

13 4 I assigned reading questions and graphic organizers for them to answer as they read 

primary documents and readings from historians.  

I would give more frequent quizzes to check for students understanding.  

The projects were a creative way for me to assess student understanding and 

comprehension. I would like to do more  

13 5 I assigned reading questions and graphic organizers for them to answer as they read 

primary documents and readings from historians.  

I would give more frequent quizzes to check for students understanding.  

The projects were a creative way for me to assess student understanding and 

comprehension. I would like to do more projects next year.  

 

  



 

Appendix C: Time to Completion and Comments 

 

 

 

 

Respondent # Beginning of 

Semester (in 

minutes) 

End of 

Semester (in 

minutes) 

 

Comments 

1 50 50  

2 30 30  

3 90 60 I think the form needs to be simplified 

4 No response No response  

5 105 45 Some of the topics felt repetitive, due to technical problems on 

my end, I had difficulty attaching assignments. 

6 120 300 Honestly, I would rather be observed ten times a semester than 

to have to do this assessment at the end of a school year. 

Personally I'm just terrible at this kind of thing and prefer a live 

audience. Also, it's just such a bad time of year for anyone in 

education to complete with any quality. Especially those like 

me that teach 100 other non-college course seniors. I was given 

a two week extension (Thank God) and think the date should 

be permanently extended to July 1st to account for the hours 

upon hours of grading that we are all doing from June 10th to 

June 25th. The hardest part for me is remembering to keep 

samples from the students throughout the quarter when you 

want to grade and give feedback continuously. Anyway, I love 

the class and thank Albany for the opportunity to teach it. 

7 180 120  

8 90 30  

9 60 90  

10 No response No response  

11 60 90  

12 No response No response  

13 60 90  


