
EPC Report on the 1997-98 Assessment of General Education Requirement 3 - 
Social Sciences  

During the 1997-98 academic year, the GER 3 program became the first of the New 
Curriculum General Education programs to be assessed. The assessment is intended to 
reveal whether or not the GER 3 courses are a sufficient introduction to the social 
sciences, and whether or not the GER 3 program requires modification.  

The General Education Requirement-Social Sciences (GER 3) sets the following criteria:  

GER 3 courses will expose students to the methodology, foundational concepts, theories, 
assumptions, uses, and limitations of present modes of inquiry in the social sciences; and 
to the analysis of social phenomena and/or the assessment of public policy alternatives. 
Social science is defined as the application of empirical methods (construed broadly) 
and/or mathematics to the description, explanation, or prediction of human behavior. 
"Human behavior" is taken to include social action and interaction, and psychological 
phenomena. Courses in non-human behavior may satisfy GER 3 if they deal in 
substantial ways with human behavior.  

The GER 3 working group used two different assessment methods to determine if the 
current GER 3 courses, taken as a whole, satisfy these criteria. (1) They evaluated 
portfolios supplied by the faculty teaching the GER 3 courses; and (2) they analyzed 
questionnaires administered to students and faculty in GER 3 courses.  

Two members of the working group evaluated each portfolio according to how it satisfied 
seven criteria:  
1. Knowledge of Basic Ideas  
2. Knowledge of Theories  
3. Knowledge of Methodologies  
4. Knowledge of Underlying Assumptions  
5. Apply Empirical Methods  
6. Analyze Social Phenomena  
7. Consider Policy Implications  

In 86% of the courses Criterion 1 (which is most clearly identified with standard 
introductory social science courses) was evaluated as "clearly" satisfied by both judges. 
In an additional 12% of the courses, Criterion 2 was evaluated as "somewhat" satisfied by 
both judges. The results for Criterion 6 were similar: 65% of the courses "clearly" 
satisfied the criteria, and 94% satisfied it "somewhat". Most of the other criteria ranked 
lower, with 40-50% of the courses satisfying them "clearly", and 80% satisfying them 
"somewhat". In the lowest ranking of the portfolios, 67% of the courses were judged to 
satisfy Criteria 4, Knowledge of Underlying Assumptions, at least "somewhat" by both 
judges (although in a full 18%, neither judge believed they could judge this criteria based 
on the portfolio). In summary, the portfolio evaluation gave clear evidence that the GER 
3 courses are satisfying the stated criteria.  



Student questionnaires asked for ratings on nine items enumerating the GER 3 criteria, 
with answers ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (to a great extent). (Note: the numbering 
scheme used here matches the numbering on the questionnaire.)  
1. To what extent has this course:  
      a) Helped you to understand subject areas addressed by social scientists?  
      b) Helped you to understand how social scientists do their work?  
2. To what extent did you review or critique research studies?  
3. To what extent did this course introduce you to social science theories?  
4. To what extent did this course link empirical research to theory?  
5. To what extent did this course examine social phenomena or psychological phenomena 
or public policy issues?  
6. To what extent did this course examine uses of the social science approach?  
7. Extent to which this course helped you to develop skills in social science research, 
analysis and scholarship?  

The student questionnaires also asked two additional questions, which required only a 
Yes or No response. (Note: the numbering scheme used here matches the numbering on 
the questionnaire.  
3. Were methods of social science research discussed in this course?  
4. Did you conduct empirical research (e.g. analysis of data, field observations, textual 
analysis)?  

More than 95% of the courses scored an average greater than 3 on the numerically rated 
questions. For those questions which addressed research topics, the percent of courses 
with means over 3 decreased: to 87% for Link research to theory, to 81% for Develop 
skill in social science research, and to 66% for Review or critique research studies. Of the 
Yes/No questions, 82% of the students answered Yes to Discuss social science research 
methods, but only 51% answered Yes to Conduct empirical research.  

The questionnaires provided no evidence of major differences between the perceived 
success rate of different departments. For most questions, the difference among all 
departments was less than 0.3. However, the range (minimum of 2.47 to a maximum of 
3.77) was much larger for question 2 , To what extent did this course review and/or 
critique research studies. Similarly, there was an unusually large range (minimum of 3.09 
to a maximum of 3.77) for question 6, To what extent did this course link empirical 
research to theory.  

For all but one question, tenure eligible faculty received higher scores than non-tenure 
eligible faculty. The largest differences occurred in question 2 (3.40 to 2.98) To what 
extent did you review and/or critique research studies. The one question where the pattern 
was reversed was Extent to which course examined psychological phenomena, where 
tenure eligible faculty scored 3.25 versus 3.36 for non-tenure eligible.  

The faculty response to the questionnaires was similar to the response of the students. On 
average, the faculty rated most items higher than the students, although the difference 



was never more than 0.49 (Question 1a: Subject areas addressed by social scientists), and 
sometimes was as small as 0.01 (Question 2: Review or critique research studies).  

EPC Response  

The survey results from the faculty and from the students are quite similar and both 
suggest that students and faculty agree that the GER 3 courses are emphasizing each GER 
3 criterion. The portfolio studies provide evidence from the student work that the GER 3 
courses are meeting each criterion. Taken as a whole, the GER 3 courses are 
accomplishing their purpose of providing a good introduction to the social sciences.  

The GER 3 working group struggled with interpreting the GER 3 guidelines and 
developing the questionnaire. They interpreted the phrase "empirical methods" to mean 
that the GER 3 courses were to provide a "hands on" understanding of work in the social 
sciences, analogous to the laboratory work in the natural sciences. Thus, they introduced 
three rated questions and two Yes/No questions that examined the students' exposure to 
and knowledge of research. The EPC believes that it is not surprising that these questions 
received the lowest responses since research is not explicitly mentioned in the criteria, 
and the working group spent quite a few meetings trying to interpret the criteria 
paragraph.  

During a final discussion with the EPC, representatives of the GER 3 working group 
were more explicit about their reservations and questions. For example, many courses 
emphasized only a few of the GER 3 criteria, and the working group questioned how 
many criteria should each individual course satisfy. They stated that approximately 25% 
of the course syllabi clearly echoed the GER 3 criteria, while many other course syllabi 
did not explicitly recognize the GER 3 criteria at all. They were critical of the wording of 
the GER 3 criteria as being unclear, and in some cases, misguided. For example, at least 
one member of the working group believed the GER 3 courses should give priority to 
teaching substantive findings rather than to teaching about the limits and assumptions. 
Finally, both representatives agreed that if the GER 3 criteria were developed so that 
students would learn about social sciences rather than learn an example of a social 
science, then the present courses are inadequate. (By about the social sciences, we mean 
addressing such questions as whether or not social scientists share a common domain or 
set of methodologies.) These last two points are crucial, and the EPC will review all the 
background material it has available to clarify these questions. When it has taken a 
position on these two points, it will present this position to the faculty so that the GER 3 
criteria may be clarified.  

In view of this, the EPC believes that the GER Assessments should be modified, and that 
the GER program needs a clearer and more visible explanation. In future assessments, the 
working groups will be provided with more background data on the specific GER they 
are evaluating. For example, future assessment working groups will be provided with the 
relevant sections of the report to the faculty on the New Curriculum, and (once they are 
electronically available) the completed GER applications. These GER applications 
include a series of specific questions and answers that outline how each course intends to 



implement the GER criteria. After each assessment, the EPC will attempt to clarify any 
major issues that emerge, and present its recommendations to the faculty.  

However, this information must also be made more readily available to faculty and 
students. To this end, the EPC will supervise the development of GER descriptions to be 
included in the catalog, and more detailed descriptions in the form of a handbook for each 
GER. These handbooks will include the relevant pages of the report to the faculty on the 
New Curriculum, and sample GER applications that are particularly well written. The 
handbook will be posted on the web, so that it will be readily available as a guide to 
faculty developing GER courses, to students who want to know about the GER, and to 
future evaluators. Moreover, the EPC encourages faculty who teach GER approved 
courses to modify their course syllabi so that they enumerate the specific criteria of the 
GER and how they are being satisfied. 


