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Course Title & Number:  _Phil2320: Ethics and Society_________________ 

For Calendar Year:         _Fall 2005-Spring2006________

(Date submitted to review committee:  __10/9/06_______By: _Andrew Eshleman__)

Overall Rating:__________________________________

Respond to all six parts following the “Core Course Assessment Progress Report Instructions.”  (NOTE:  Parts 1 through 4 can be copied from the relevant sections of your assessment plan.)  Attach additional pages as needed.
(1)  Student learning goal(s) addressed this year: 

Main Goal—Major Theories: Students should become familiar with a range of ethical theories, primarily the historical development of Western ethical theories but also at least one theory that challenges the basic assumptions of that tradition.
Blue Ribbon Competencies: Social and Cultural Awareness, Historical Consciousness, International Awareness, *Aesthetic Experience, Verbal Literacy

(*In a very attenuated sense.)

Secondary Goal—Critical Reasoning : Students should understand fundamental concepts in the study of reasoning and refine some of the basic reasoning skills required for the evaluation of ethical theories and moral decision-making.


Blue Ribbon Competencies: Verbal Literacy, Critical Thinking
(2)  Learning outcomes/objectives for those goals addressed this year:   

At the conclusion of the Ethics and Society course, students should be able to: 

1. recognize the central concepts and claims made by proponents of Virtue, Natural Law, Kantian, Utilitarian (act and rule), Feminist, Relativist, and Emotivist, ethical theories (Main Goal);
2. identify a given theory as Consequentialist, Deontological, or as representing a theoretical departure from  these two standard categories (Main Goal);
3. recognize the way a thinker from one of the theories listed might approach moral decision-making in relation to a contemporary issue (Main Goal);
4. recognize what an argument is and is not (Secondary Goal); 
5. identify what kind of objection is being made to a particular argument (Secondary B); and
6. recognize the type of considerations that might count against the theoretical approaches listed above (Secondary Goal).

(3) Activities where assessed:

Each of the above are assessed in the final exam at the conclusion of the course.

(4)  Methods used:
We use a multiple-choice instrument given to all students at the end of the semester as a component of their final exam.  The Blue Ribbon Competency of Verbal literacy is assessed in only a limited and indirect way by the instrument (as on many standardized national exams) by requiring students to read, interpret, and reason about prose passages in order to answer several of the questions.   This does not mean that we have abandoned the goal of working with students on their writing in the course.  Each instructor still assigns and grades (assessing in the good ‘ole fashioned sense) writing exercises in each section, but we have found no way of measuring written performance across sections and years that would be reliable, valid, practical for a small department to implement, and not overly intrude on the individual instructor’s autonomy in making pedagogical decisions about what sort of writing assignment to use.  We have experimented in the past with a portfolio strategy, but it failed to satisfy the just-mentioned criteria.  
The virtues of the multiple-choice instrument are that it makes it practical to assess the course based on the largest possible sample (all students), and we’ve found that embedding the instrument in the final exam motivates students to perform well.  Using the same instrument across all 7-10 sections ensures reliability across the sections, and using similar questions each year that target the same objectives ensures reliability across semesters.  We track the validity of the questions used by examining the discrimination index for each question when results are obtained.  (The discrimination index measures whether the question tends to be answered correctly more often by those students who performed better overall on the instrument than those who performed poorly.)     

Each learning objective is assessed every semester (though all the ethical theories mentioned in objective 1 are not tested by the instrument every semester).  This ensures that we have a measure of achievement for both the main goal and secondary goal each semester.   For example, the following question targeted the 4th objective (Secondary Goal):

(A) Everyone has a right to equal treatment.  (B) Affirmative action policies contend that it’s permissible to treat two equally qualified job candidates differently if one of them is a member of a recognized minority group.  

(C) Treating a minority candidate differently than another job candidate violates the non-minority person’s right to equal treatment.  (D) Violating a person’s rights is wrong.  Therefore, (E) practicing affirmative action is wrong.

In the above passage: 

a. there’s no argument here—the author is simply expressing his/her opinion.

b. an argument is being offered that has C as one of its premises.

c. an argument is being offered with E as its conclusion.

d. both b and c 

Definition of Success: We consider a course goal to have been met when the cumulative mean score on questions targeting its associated objectives is 70%.  
(5) What are the assessment findings? How did you analyze them?
The following table summarizes the assessment data collected from sections of Ethics and Society, first by performance on the six course objectives and then by performance on the goals associated with those objectives.
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Clearly students did well on measures of the objectives associated with our secondary goal of critical reasoning.  This is especially encouraging since it continues an upward trend over the past few years in the performance on these objectives.  Though improving student’s reasoning is only a secondary goal in this course, we have been working recently years on how to efficiently make progress on that front by devising modules on reasoning to be covered early in the course, and it appears that our efforts have had some positive impact on student performance.  
Performance on the objectives associated with the main goal of the course was more uneven.  As can be seen from the table, the lower mean score on this goal is primarily attributable to lower performance on objectives 2 and 3 (especially 3).  Scores on the second objective have tended to be consistently a little lower than we’d like over the past few years.  Questions targeting this objective ask students to utilize some more general theoretical characterizations to group several similar theories together, the idea being to help students to recognize the broader patterns of ethical reasoning that get expressed in slightly different ways in particular theories.  Working at these more abstract levels is simply more difficult for students, so to some extent, the slightly lower scores on this objective might be something we continue to see.  
The substantially lower scores on the third objective were more surprising and not in line with previous years.  A closer look at the performance on those questions targeting this objective suggest that the problem is somewhat localized.  That is, there were two questions on the instrument targeting this objective.  Students did fine on one of them (76%), but bombed on the other (26.3%).  The latter question was a question new to the instrument.   Checking the discrimination index for this question didn’t resolve the issue.  In some sections the question discriminated between good and bad students, and in others it did not.  This suggests that the question itself was not wholly the problem.   

(6) What conclusions were drawn and what decisions were made as a result? How were stakeholder groups involved?
The only firm conclusions drawn are to continue on our present course with how we are working with students on their critical reasoning.  

Student performance on objectives 2 and 3 is something we’ll need to take up with instructors of Ethics and Society.   Again, it may be that given the nature of the 2nd objective, we will continue to see a similar pattern of performance on the part of students.  Nevertheless, there has been considerable turn-over in our part-time pool of instructors, so we will also need to make sure to re-check both the consistency and quality of approach to the relevant material.   

Performance on objective 3 will also require discussion before we can draw any conclusions about whether any changes are in order.   We need to confirm whether the relevant material was being covered in all sections, and if so, discuss more effective ways of teaching it.  

We post our assessment goals and objectives on our website, and share data once it is compiled and analyzed at faculty meetings.  Since this material was just compiled and analyzed here at the beginning of the semester, it has not yet been shared with faculty stakeholders.   Individual instructors of Ethics and Society will receive both the data from their sections as well as the cumulative data.   The cumulative data will then be shared and discussed at our next faculty meeting.   Student stakeholders are involved at a more general level.  During an exit survey upon graduation, we gain their feedback on our goals, objectives, and the instruments used to assess student performance.
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