
CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, CHICO 
DEPARTMENT OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES  
SPECIFIC INDICATORS OF SUCCESS 

 
 Date: 2008 
Student Learning Outcomes 
SLO1. Students can identify the historical and cultural sources and describe the basic beliefs and practices of a 

given world religious tradition. 
SLO2.  Students can illustrate such concepts as ritual, myth, doctrine, ethics, philosophy, and material religious 

culture by describing and comparing examples of each.  
SLO3.  Students can explain how religion shapes and has been shaped by other cultural systems in history.  
SLO 4.a. Students can use methods employed by the discipline of religious studies to analyze religion, literary, 
philosophical, or scholarly texts. 
SLO 4b: Students can identify and assess major theories and methodologies in the study of religion. 
SLO5.  Students can engage in reasoned dialogue about religion. 
SLO6a.  Students can make clear, well organized, and substantive written presentations. 
SLO6b. Students can make clear, well organized, and substantive oral presentations. 
SLO 7. Students can produce a research project that demonstrates facility with traditional and electronic 
religious studies resources, and the usage of appropriate scholarly style and citation formats. 
 
Learning Outcome(s) Assessed in AY 2007-08:  
SLO1. Students can identify the historical and cultural sources and describe the basic beliefs and practices of a 

given world religious tradition. 
SLO5.  Students can engage in reasoned dialogue about religion. 
SLO6a.  Students can make clear, well organized, and substantive written presentations. 
 
Assessment Results: 

Student 
Learning 
Outcome 

Sample and 
Sample Size 

Measure Benchmark Majors’ Average 
Score 

Percent of 
Majors 
Achieving 
Benchmark 

Factual 
knowledge of 
beliefs/practices 
(SLO 1) 

All majors in 
RELS 100 (6 
students), 
RELS 204 (2 
students), 
RELS 207 (3 
students) 
(11 total) 

Embedded 
assessment: 
multiple 
choice exam 
questions 

80% or 
higher score 
on the 
multiple 
choice 
questions 

RELS 100: 90% 
(19/21 questions 
correct) 
RELS 204: 85% 
(8.5/10 questions 
correct) 
RELS 207: 100% 
(10/10 questions 
correct) 

RELS 100: 
100%   
RELS 204:  
83%,  
RELS 207: 
100%,   
AVERAGE of 
all 3 classes: 
90.9%  

Reasoned 
dialogue 
(SLO 5) 

All majors in 
RELS 482 (11) 

Rubric 
applied to 
final paper 

Score of 2 
or above on 
a 3-point 
scale 

92.3% (2.77 out of 3) 100% (11 out of 
11) 

Writing (SLO 6a) All majors in 
RELS 212 (5) 
All majors in 
RELS 482 (11) 

Rubric 
applied to 
final paper 

Score of 38 
or better on 
a 50 point 
rubric (for 
RELS 212); 
Score of 3 
or better on 
a 4 point 
scale (for 
RELS 482) 

90% (45 out of 50);  
82.5% (3.3 out of 4) in 
RELS 482 

100% (5 out of 
5); 81.8% (9 
out of 11) for 
RELS 482 
AVERAGE of 
both classes: 
88.8% 
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Course key: 
 
RELS 100: Judaism, Christianity, Islam 
RELS 110: Asian Religions 
RELS 180: Introduction to Religious Studies 
RELS 205: Judaism 
RELS 207: Christianity 
RELS 212: Hinduism 
RELS 213: Buddhism 
RELS 281: Library Research Methods in Religious Studies 
RELS 322: Religion in America 
RELS 332: World Religions and Global Issues 
RELS 343: Wealth, Power and Justice in World Religions 
RELS 347: Cross-cultural Environmental Ethics 
RELS 375: Women and Religion 
RELS 480: Theory and Criticism of Religion 
RELS 482: Seminar in Religious Studies 
 
Analysis / Interpretation of Results 
 
The results of each SLO were reported to the department at a series of two departmental assessment meetings, 
during which we discussed what the outcomes told us about the strengths and weaknesses of the program and 
explored ways we might improve student learning based on the data from these assessment.  Below, each SLO 
is discussed individually. 
 
SLO 1: Factual knowledge of the beliefs and practices of  (a) religious group(s): 
 
The assessment seems to suggest that majors are doing well on SLO1, understanding of basic beliefs and 
practices of different world religious traditions. Students in all three classes met and exceeded the benchmark of 
success set by the department, and overall we are pleased with student success in this SLO. Majors also did as 
well as or better than the GE students in all three classes; for example, in RELS 204, non-majors averaged 
8.5/10 while majors averaged 10/10; in RELS 207, non-majors averaged 7.6 out of 10 while majors averaged 
7.6/10.  In RELS 100, non-majors averaged 19/21 while majors averaged 18.9 out of 21. 

 
While all three instructors assessed students this SLO using multiple choice tests, they actually differed 
somewhat in methodology. The RELS 204 and 207 instructors both looked at multiple choice questions from 
one specific exam, and in their reports they analyzed how students performed on different types of questions 
(e.g.  conceptual v. analytical questions) and each made suggestions about how student performance on specific 
types of questions might be improved by pedagogical changes. The RELS 100 instructor used sample questions 
from three separate tests and noted student improvement over time, especially among majors. 

 
Overall the department is pleased with student mastery of factual knowledge. During our discussion of these 
results at our departmental assessment meeting, we decided that although we seem to be doing well with this 
SLO, we will reassess it again in two years to be sure that our majors are still mastering these basic building 
blocks for our field, and that we will continue to articulate high expectations for our majors in attaining factual 
knowledge of religious beliefs and practices in our classes. 

 
SLO 5: Reasoned Dialogue about religion 
 
The average score of majors was 2.77 out of 3 on this assessment, so overall the majors seem to have been 
meeting the definition of reasoned dialogue as spelled out in the rubric. However, the faculty who were 
assessing this SLO decided that the rubric itself had flaws and needs to be reworked. Although for the most part 
the assessors scored all of the papers similarly (within .5 of each other), there were two papers that were scored 
quite differently. Upon discussion, it became clear that there was a potential contradiction in the way the rubric 
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itself defined the SLO. Faculty Member A believed that “awareness of multiple perspectives or points of view” 
was the most essential component of the SLO, while Faculty Member B believed that “shows an ability to 
bracket the writer or presenter’s belief/ideological system” was the most essential component of the SLO.  
 
After extensive discussion, the two faculty members decided that the issue was more than an ambiguous rubric; 
the SLO itself needed clarification by the department. At the departmental assessment meeting, we had a wide-
ranging discussion about some central concepts in our discipline relating to the issue of whether it is ever 
possible to bracket one’s own perspective, and how that related to the specific goals we wanted students to 
achieve with respect to this learning outcome. Although this was an extremely fruitful discussion, there was still 
enough disagreement among the faculty that we decided to set up a committee to examine precisely what we are 
looking for in this SLO and to draft a new rubric to be used in the future when this SLO is reassessed. 
 
SLO 6 a: Students can make clear, well-organized, and substantive written presentations 
 
On first glance, it appears that student writing in an intermediate-level course (RELS 212) is better than student 
writing at the advanced level (RELS 482), since a higher percentage of students met the benchmark for success 
in the former then the latter.  However, the assignments were quite different. The assignment in RELS 212 was 
a 3-4 page paper on a focused topic; the assignment in RELS 482 was a 12-15 page research paper on a topic 
related to the seminar theme, but students had much more choice in what they would actually write about.  Our 
discussion at the departmental assessment meeting concluded that students in our major don’t have enough 
experience writing longer papers. Students in the major seem to be doing well in basic writing skills when it 
comes to short papers, so we discussed the possibility of adding longer papers in some of intermediate majors 
(non-GE) courses such as RELS 265, RELS 301, RELS 365 and RELS 322.  We also talked about assigning 
more papers that required students to select their own topics, since there was a consensus that part of the 
problem in writing seminar papers was the self-directed nature of the assignment. 
 
The next time we assess writing, we plan to assess in some of those intermediate classes that do require longer 
papers and compare those outcomes to that of the seminar. We will also assess other intermediate classes with 
shorter guided written assignments for comparative purposes. 
 
 

Assessment Data for SLO 1, Knowledge of basic beliefs and practices (RELS 100): 
 
Assessment Method: Review of multiple choice test data.   
6-8 questions were selected from each of the three exams in the class: one tested knowledge of 
Judaism, one Christianity, and one Islam. The class size was 40 students, and there were 6 majors in 
the class. The analysis was performed by the class instructor. 
 
Results: 
Judaism exam 
Test Question % of all students scoring 

correct 
% of majors scoring 
correct 

1 89.7 100 
2 89.7 100 
3 89.7 50 
4 71.8 66.6 
5 100 100 
6 97.4 83 
7 82.1 83 
 
Overall average percentage of correct answers, Judaism exam:  
 All students: 88.6% 
 Majors: 70% 
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Christianity exam 
 
Test Question % of all students scoring 

correct 
% of majors scoring 
correct 

8 89.4 100 
9 89.4 100 
10 100 100 
11 100 100 
12 94.7 100 
13 86.8 100 
Overall average percentage of correct answers, Christianity exam: 
 All students: 93.4% 
 Majors:  100% 
 
Islam exam 
 
Test Question % of all students scoring 

correct 
% of majors scoring 
correct 

14 92.5 100 
15 90 100 
16 97.5 100 
17 87.5 100 
18 90 100 
19 90 100 
20 100 100 
21 97.5 100 
 
 
Overall average percentage of correct answers, Islam exam: 
 All students: 90.6% 
 Majors: 100% 
 
Overall performance: 
Students scored  an average of  19/21 on these questions (90.7%). Majors scored an average of  
18.9/21 on these questions (90%). 
 
 

Assessment Data for SLO 1, Knowledge of basic beliefs and practices (RELS 207): 
 
Assessment Method: Review of multiple choice test data.   
 
10 questions were selected from the 25-question multiple choice section of the Fall 2007 final exam.  
These questions measured knowledge of key concepts (6 questions), events (2 questions), and figures 
(2 questions). (See attached instrument.) 
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Results:          
Test question  Concept, Event, or Figure      % scoring correct % majors scoring correct 
1 C 92 100 
2 F 41 33 
3 F 86 66 
5 E 92 100 
6 C 69 66 
15 C 83 66 
16 C 58 100 
18 E 86 100 
23 C 50 100 
25 C 92 100 
 
Overall performance: 
Students scored an average of 7.6 on these 10 questions.  The three majors in the course scored an 
average of 8.3. 
Assessment Data for SLO 1, Knowledge of basic beliefs and practices (RELS 204):  
10 questions 
1.  76.36 % answered correctly 
2.  80.00% 
3.  92.73% 
4.  92.73% 
5.  85.45% 
6.  90.91% 
7.  61.82% 
8.  90.91% 
9.  92.73% 
10.  94.55% 
Total average for 10 questions: 85.82% 
Average score for RELS majors for 10 questions: 100% 
 
Assessment Data for SLO 5, Reasoned Dialogue about religion (RELS 480) 
Assessment Method: rubric applied to final papers 
 
Student Faculty #1 score (3 

point scale) 
Faculty #2 score(3 
point scale) 

Average score 

1 3 3 3 
2 2.5 1.5 2 
3 3 3 3 
4 3 3 3 
5 3 3 3 
6 2.5 1.5 2 
7 3 3 3 
8 3 2.5 2.75 
9 3 2.5 2.75 
10 3 3 3 
11 3 3 3 
 
Average score for majors was 2.77.  
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Assessment data for SLO 6 a, clear and well-organized written presentations  
(RELS 212) 
 
Method of Assessment: Final papers were assessed by the instructor using the following 
rubric: 
 
Features Being Assessed Weight Average Score 

of Majors 
Command of Topic: Essay addresses the assignment, 
demonstrating considerable research and relates 
creatively to the topic and course concepts 

1-10 9.2 

Development of Argument: Essay shows careful and 
thoughtful development of ideas in a cogent and 
sequential manner. There is little vagueness. 

1-10 8.8 

References: Essay uses quotes and references in a 
judicious manner. Citations are properly done and 
references are used to improve the quality and add 
ideas to the paper. 

1-5 4.4 

Organization: Paper is well thought-out, clearly 
organized with an introduction, supporting 
paragraphs, and conclusions. It is edited thoroughly. 

1-10 9 

Grammar: Essay employs good grammar. Sentences 
use proper syntax and are structured clearly. 
Appropriate words are used to convey ideas. 

1-10 9 

Spelling: Essay has proper spelling and few 
typographical errors. 

1-5 4 

TOTAL 50 points 45 
 
Assessment data for SLO 6 a, clear and well-organized written presentations  
 
(RELS 480) 
 
Method of Assessment: 
Review of final papers in the Spring 2008 Senior Seminar in Religious Studies.  These were research 
papers, 12-15 pages in length, reflecting culminating work in the seminar.  Students were given an 
extensive research guide early in the semester, and received feedback on proposals, bibliographies, 
and rough drafts.  In theory, then, these papers are polished final drafts.  Eleven papers were 
submitted.  All were independently reviewed three members of the Religious Studies Department 
faculty, including the course instructor, and assigned a score of 1 (low) to 4 (high), using the attached 
rubric. 
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Student Assessor 1 Assessor 2 Assessor 3 Average 
1 3 3 3 3 
2 2.5 2 2 2.16 
3 4 4 3.5 3.8 
4 4 4 4 4 
5 4 4 3.5 3.8 
6 1.5 2 1.5 1.67 
7 4 4 3.5 3.8 
8 4 3 3.5 3.5 
9 3 3 3 3 
10 3 4 3 3.6 
11 4 4 4 4 
 
 
Overview of Results 
Reviewers’ assessments of the papers were quite congruent; no more than one-half point difference 
separated the three scores on each paper.  According to the rubric for this objective, the writing in a 
paper receiving a score of 3 “generally fulfills the assignment’s purpose.”  We therefore consider the 
nine papers scored at or above this level to indicate satisfactory writing proficiency, and are pleased 
that five of those nine received at least two scores of 4.   
 
Assessment Methodology Used: 
 
We assessed SLO1, “Students can identify …the basic beliefs and practices of a given world religious 
tradition,” in three classes (RELS 100, RELS 204 and RELS 207) using embedded assessments. In all three 
cases, the assessment tool used was a selection of questions taken from a multiple choice exam, either the 
midterm or final exam for the class. In all cases, the sample size was the number of majors in the class (6, 2, and 
3, respectively).  Because in all cases embedded assessment was used, the instructor for the class evaluated 
student performance and established a benchmark for student performance, though in every case the benchmark 
was set at 80% correct answers or higher. Majors performed extremely well in all three classes, answering 
between 83% and 100% questions correctly. 
 
The second SLO we assessed was SLO 5, “Reasoned dialogue about religion.” Since the departmental seminar  
topic in the spring semester related directly to this SLO (the theme was “Religious Pluralism in America”) and 
because it had a large concentration of majors (11 of 13 students), we decided to use the final papers from this 
class (RELS 480)  to assess this SLO.  Seminar papers were evaluated by two members of the department 
(neither of whom was the instructor for the course) using a rubric developed in consultation with several faculty 
members. The assessors determined that all eleven papers met the benchmark for this SLO. The benchmark was 
defined as an average score of  2 or better on a 3-point scale from the rubric. 
 
The final SLO we assessed for the academic year 2007-2008 was  SLO 6,  “Students can make clear, well-
organized and substantive written presentations.” This SLO was assessed in two classes: an intermediate level 
class (RELS 212, “Hinduism”) and the senior seminar, RELS 482 (which is also the departmental writing 
proficiency class), since the department wanted to get a sense of  student writing at different levels in our 
program. We used an embedded assessment to assess this SLO; each instructor created a writing rubric that was 
used to assess finals papers in the class. In RELS 212, the instructor evaluated student writing by himself, using 
a 50-point rubric; in RELS 482, the instructor and two other faculty members each independently assessed the 
assigned papers using a 4 point rubric. There were 5 majors in RELS 212 and 11 majors in RELS 482. The 
benchmark for each class was set at 75% or higher; in other words, students were judged to have met this SLO 
if they received a score of 38 or higher for the 50-point scale in RELS 212, or a 3 or higher for the 4 point scale 
in RELS 482 
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A general note on assessment methodology: the department of religious studies has a small number of majors 
(39 as of Spring 2008), and it is quite common for a class to have few or no majors in it. The main exception to 
this is the senior seminar, which is required of majors. For that reason, the seminar is used extensively for our 
assessment data (for example, two of the three SLOs we assessed in AY 2007-2008 were based on the senior 
seminar), but even then our sample sizes remain numerically small. In the future we plan to address this issue 
by assessing multiple classes simultaneously for the same SLO. 
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