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In 2016-17, the department of History assessed the work it does in HIS-010 as part of the 

General Education curriculum. More specifically, we assessed the World History in 

Christian Perspective GE learning outcome as part of the college’s Global Awareness 

ILO assessment. Our work supplements the GE Committee’s assessment of Thinking 

Globally in the same calendar year. 

 

We assessed our work in multiple ways, namely reviewing syllabuses, direct assessment 

of student work, indirect assessment of student learning through a focus group, and 

departmental discussion of the World History learning outcome and certification criteria. 

The following report is based on this work. Rick Pointer, Marianne Robins, Chandra 

Mallampalli, Heather Keaney, and Alister Chapman designed the assessment and 

discussed the results. We also acknowledge the help of the GE Committee, who 

undertook the syllabus review, and Tatiana Nazarenko for her leadership. 

 

Learning Outcome and Certification Criteria 

 

On January 5, 2017, the department met for a half-day workshop to discuss the World 

History student learning outcome (SLO) and certification criteria. Though several 

possible revisions of the learning outcome were considered, in the end all department 

members agreed that the current language best captures the outcome we seek for students. 

Consideration was given to how that SLO relates to the description of the Introduction to 

the Christian Liberal Arts requirement but no additional language within the SLO or the 

creation of a second SLO seemed a wise step at this point in time. Similarly, extended 

conversation took place regarding the language of the certification criteria. Here, too, the 

department concluded that the current criteria express well what the World History 

requirement should entail and no revisions are necessary.  The department also discussed 

establishing a benchmark for student learning and decided this could be done once we 

had the results from the pre and post-tests to be administered in the spring semester. 

Finally, the department spent time reflecting on our current level of satisfaction with 

student learning in the HIS-010 course. Department impressions included the following: 

reduction in the average size of HIS-010 sections has enhanced student discussion and 

made grading more manageable; faculty teaching the course are continually fine-tuning 

or in some cases, overhauling how they do the class (e.g. Dr. Mallampalli had a grant this 

year to make a number of major changes to his instruction, particularly with respect to the 

readings assigned), all with the hope of enhancing student learning; student learning 

methods continue to evolve and faculty need to be responsive to those changes; students 

get a reasonably comparable content experience in the course regardless of who teaches it 

while faculty feel sufficient freedom to tailor the course as they wish. 

 

Syllabus Review 
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The syllabus review conducted by the GE Committee revealed strong consonance 

between instructors’ stated aims for the course and the World History in Christian 

Perspective learning outcome and certification criteria. The committee identified several 

lacunae, such as missing section numbers, classroom location and so on, as well as more 

substantive issues that need to be addressed. In the latter category, we can be more 

explicit about how course goals relate to GE categories. (See Appendix A for GE 

Committee Memo and Assessor Comments.) 

 

Assessment 

1. Direct Assessment 

The department decided that the best way to test the first part of the World History 

learning outcome—“students will acquire literacy in the histories of diverse peoples 

across the globe”—was through testing their knowledge of world history at the start 

and then again at the end of the semester. We therefore collaborated to produce a 

twenty question multiple choice test (Appendix B), which we administered in four 

sections of HIS-010 at the beginning and end of the Spring 2017 semester. As well as 

the content questions, we asked a series of demographic questions to see if 

performance varied by subgroup. 

 

One hundred and forty five students participated in the pre-test. Of these, 40 

(28%) were male; 89 (62%) were female; the gender for 19 (11%) were not 

provided; and 41 (28%) self-identified as students of color. The majority 

were first-year students (30%) and sophomore (23%) followed by juniors 

(21%) and seniors (14%). Sixteen students (12%) did not declare their class 

status. One hundred and thirty one student completed the post-test. Of these, 

40 (30%) were male; 77 (59%) were female; the gender for 14 (11%) were 

not provided; and 40 (30.5%) self-identified as students of color. Thirty-nine 

first-year students constituted 30% of the sample, 29 sophomores — 22%, 29 

juniors also 22%, 23 seniors —18%. Eleven students (8%) did not declare 

their class status.      

The results of the pre-post tests showed that while 24% of students scored 

less than 50% on the pre-test, only 9% did so on the post-test. Twenty 

percent of students scored above 70% on the pre-test, but 45% did on the 

post-test. When the department disaggregated the results by class, gender, 

and ethnicity, the general trends were consistent, and the greatest gains 

occurred among students of color, where 10% scored above 70% on the pre-

test and 40% did so on the post-test.  

All the statistical tables can be found in Appendix C.  

 

We discussed the results as a department. Our responses included the following: 

 We were pleased to see that students had increased their historical literacy. 

 We were especially glad to see that the questions that saw the greatest 

improvement between the pre-test and the post-test (numbers 6, 11, 17, and 20 

all saw an improvement of greater than 20% in accuracy; see Appendix D for 

score breakdowns by question) all related to the non-Western world. This 
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strongly suggests that we are doing a good job of helping students “acquire 

literacy in the histories of diverse peoples across the globe.” 

 We would have liked to see even more students scoring more than 70% on the 

test. Indeed, the increase in mean scores—from 56% on the pre-test to 66% on 

the post-test—was discouraging. Moreover, it did not align with our 

experience of teaching the course, where students tend to do better on exams 

than these scores might suggest. We speculated on reasons why the mean 

scores were not higher, including: 

o Students may not have taken these tests, which did not count for their 

grade, seriously. 

o We may not have provided adequate time, in the end-of-semester rush, 

to allow them to do their best. 

o In an age when students can find all the information they want on their 

phones, they may be less able to or interested in retaining information. 

o The questions we asked related mostly to factual material rather than 

the broader themes, and it is the latter that we are most concerned that 

students grasp and remember. 

 We concluded that when we next assess historical literacy in HIS-010 we 

would want to refine our instrument, despite the advantages there would be in 

continuing to use the test we used this year. 

 We also wondered whether we would have received better results if we had 

administered the test in the Fall semester. Asking students to do an extra test 

that does not have a bearing on their grade is hard enough at the best of times, 

but as the end of the Spring semester comes tantalizingly close, it is especially 

difficult. 

 We would like to see more students scoring higher. As a benchmark, we 

would like 60% of students to score 70% or higher on the test. We believe that 

producing a more thematic test, communicating the importance of the test to 

students more effectively, and providing more time to take the test would help 

us achieve this benchmark. 

 

 

2. Indirect Assessment 

In consultation with the GE committee, the History department decided to conduct 

focus groups in order to assess the second part of our learning outcome: “Students 

will… reflect on the importance of world history for the Christian.” Tatiana 

Nazarenko helped us to plan these groups and trained Kyndal Vogt, our department’s 

student worker in 2016-17, to moderate the groups. As a department, we produced a 

list of questions to ask students (Appendix E). 

 

We had difficulties recruiting students to participate in these groups. We attempted to 

run two groups in early April, but did not have enough students express a willingness 

come (despite the offer of modest compensation for their time). We tried again on 

study day at the end of the semester, when we were able to form a single group of 

five students. We do not believe this was enough to form a representative sample. 
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Nevertheless, we were encouraged by what we learned from the focus group that did 

take place. (For the transcript of the conversation, see Appendix F.)  

 

Students reported that Perspectives on World History had helped them expand their 

understanding of the world. One said the course had helped them understand global 

issues “in greater detail” (p. 1). For another, the course helped them see world events 

as “real stuff that’s actually happening to real people” (p. 1). The complexities of 

Islam was an example used by more than one student to illustrate their learning in this 

respect (pp. 1-3). 

 

Students also said that the course had helped them to pay attention to and understand 

current affairs. One said they now “actively search[ed]” for news on other countries 

(p. 4). Another remarked that they now sought to understand situations before passing 

judgments, while a third recognized the importance of expecting that there would be 

“multiple sides to every story and multiple ways that different people look at the same 

event” (p. 5). This sort of attention to global affairs is part of what the instructors’ of 

the course believe should be a Christian response to a greater historical understanding 

of the world, and so we were pleased to see all the students in the focus group speak 

to this point. 

 

We also believe that studying world history should help students engage cultural and 

religious difference in the present more constructively. This was also borne out in the 

students’ comments. Comments on how students understood Islam better were 

indicative in this regard. One student spoke of the need to “understand before you get 

to that point of judgment” (p. 6). “It’s absolutely possible to have a conversation,” 

said another, “living out your faith without pushing on someone else” (p. 6). The 

course helped another student “to gain a broader understanding of.. why certain 

cultures do certain things,” even if that did not mean “completely condon[ing] them” 

(p. 11). 

 

Humility is another core virtue that we believe historical study will cultivate, and 

again student comments confirmed this. One student said they now saw how they 

could have made mistakes similar to those made by people in the past (p. 10). Others 

commented on how the course had helped them to understand how their faith is 

shaped by culture. Endo’s Silence, a book assigned in multiple sections of the course, 

helped the students to understand the cultural nature of expressions of Christianity (p. 

8). An international student reflected on the different expressions of Christianity in 

their home country and here in the US (pp. 8-9). Another student said that churches’ 

ethical positions could change “just because the culture of America changed” (p. 9). 

 

Compassion was one virtue mentioned by several students. “There are other countries 

out there that are really, really suffering and we’re here, and all we have are these 

headlines and we read it and throw the newspaper in the trash… [but] it’s really so 

much more than that because these are real people.” (p. 10). Another said that the 

course helped them understand the importance of presence with those who suffer (p. 

10).  
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We discussed the transcripts as a department. Some of our reflections were as 

follows: 

 We were pleased to see students embodying many of the core dispositions and 

virtues that we believe Christians should gain from a study of world history. 

From the evidence of this focus group, the course is helping students do more 

than simply “reflect on the importance of world history for the Christian.”  

 We noted the importance of ancillary course materials in helping students do 

this kind of reflection. 

 We recognized the limited nature of our sample, and are therefore cautious 

about any conclusions that we might draw. 

 We expressed a desire to think further on the relationship between the two 

aims of the course, as stated in the learning outcome, namely the affective and 

the informative. 

 We wondered whether we do a better job of communicating complexity than 

we do of encouraging confidence in the truth. 

 At the same time, we worried that the transcripts suggested students being too 

willing to latch onto professors’ commitments in a way that could hinder them 

in their development as critical thinkers in their own right. 

 

 

Next Steps 

The department identified several ways in which we can close the loop on this 

assessment. 

 

1. While we felt the idea of a pre-test and a post-test was a good one, we believe that 

we need to change both the test itself and the way we administer it in future. 

2. We want to explore national and international conversations among educators 

about how today’s students learn and retain information. There may be research 

that would help us know how best to teach literacy in an age of instant 

information. 

3. We are encouraged to continue with the good work we are already doing. 
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