
FINAL 
As published in Academic Plan 2015-2020 
 

Page 1 of 5 
 

Review of the M.A., M.S. in Sociology 
45.1101 

 
Context and overview.  The M.A., M.S. in Sociology program is housed in the Department of Sociology and 
Anthropology within the College of Arts and Sciences. The department also offers a B.A., B.S. in Sociology; B.A., 
B.S. in Anthropology; M.A., M.S. in Anthropology (which replaced the M.A., M.S. in Archaeology in 2014); 
minors in anthropology, gerontology, and sociology; and the Graduate Certificate in Social Aspects of Aging. The 
M.A., M.S. in Sociology program is designed to provide students with both quantitative and qualitative research 
skills and in-depth knowledge of theory and substantive areas of sociology. Some students in the program pursue a 
plan of study to prepare them for advanced research positions or doctoral study. Other students enroll in the applied 
community and economic development sequence (ACED) administered jointly with the Adlai Stevenson II Center 
for Community and Economic Development. ACED prepares students for careers with non-governmental 
organizations, domestic and international development agencies, and non-profit organizations. ACED has been 
recognized nationally for its work with Peace Corps Master’s International participants.  
 
Self-study process.  The sociology graduate program committee met periodically throughout the 2013-2014 
academic year to strategize and plan the self-study process. The committee collaborated with the Graduate School to 
administer a survey of program alumni in spring 2014. Sociology graduate faculty provided additional programmatic 
information requested by the committee. During summer 2014 the graduate program coordinator and department 
chairperson drafted the program review self-study report. The sociology graduate program committee subsequently 
reviewed and commented on the draft. The report was then made available to all faculty members.  

Program curriculum. The M.A., M.S. in Sociology program requires 38 credit hours including core courses in 
social statistics, sociological theory, quantitative research design and analysis, and qualitative research design and 
analysis. Students also complete a professional seminar designed to introduce students to the faculty and to graduate 
work in sociology. Students selecting the applied community and economic development (ACED) sequence 
complete its core courses in economics, political science, and sociology in addition to the sociology program core 
courses. These students also complete an 11-month professional practice experience with the Peace Corps or a 
domestic community-based organization and complete either a thesis or a capstone research project. Students who 
do not select the applied community and economic development sequence complete a thesis as their capstone 
experience. 

Program or unit faculty.  All courses in the M.A., M.S. in Sociology program are taught by tenure-line faculty 
members, each of whom holds a doctoral degree. The 19 tenure-line sociologists in the department teach three 
courses per semester, contribute to scholarship, and perform service to the discipline as well as service at the 
department, college, and/or university level. Sociology faculty members are productive in terms of scholarly 
publications and professional presentations and have received numerous awards for teaching and research, both 
within and external to the University. Several faculty members also serve as editors of academic journals, and 
several have held leadership roles in regional, national, and international professional societies. Sociology faculty 
members regularly involve students in research and facilitate student presentation of research at professional 
meetings.  
 
Program goals and quality indices. The three main goals of the M.A., M.S. in Sociology program are to equip 
students with quantitative and qualitative reasoning skills, problem-solving abilities, and a firm theoretical grounding 
in domains of sociological interest; to promote integration of those skills through a rigorous capstone writing 
experience (a thesis or a research project); and to facilitate professional socialization of students into the discipline. 
Faculty has identified four measures of program quality: credentials of incoming students, scholarly 
accomplishments as a reflection of faculty quality, faculty interaction with students including student involvement in 
research and publications or professional presentations, and quality master’s theses reflecting effective integration of 
sociological theory, research methodology, data analysis and presentation, and writing skills.   

Student learning outcomes assessment plan and process. The student learning outcomes assessment plan for the 
M.A., M.S. in Sociology program is a work in progress. Currently students are assessed by evaluating research 
proposals and data analysis in core courses, research papers in graduate seminars, and the master’s thesis or capstone 
research project, which is evaluated independently by three faculty members. The graduate program coordinator 
conducts exit interviews with program graduates, and results of the university-wide alumni survey are regularly 
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consulted. The sociology graduate program committee regularly considers alterations to the curriculum and program. 
One change made since the last program review is the addition of a required graduate professional seminar to help 
incoming students succeed in the program and understand support resources available to them.  

Specialized accreditation.  There is no formal accreditation process for graduate sociology programs in the United 
States. 
 
Responses to recommendations resulting from the previous program review. As a result of the 2006 review of 
the M.A., M.S. in Sociology program, the Academic Planning Committee recommended that the program continue 
to implement and refine program goals and the program planning process; track program alumni and students who 
do not finish the program; and maintain an assessment plan clearly tied to student learning outcomes. Since 2006 
program faculty has developed a new strategic plan for the department and its programs. Through the planning 
process the department has established faculty hiring priorities. Those priorities have guided the department in hiring 
teacher-scholars with expertise in content areas and methods deemed particularly important to the future of the 
program. While the assessment plan for the program continues to evolve, plan implementation has resulted in 
information extremely useful for improving the program. Tracking alumni continues to be a challenge. While 
sustained contact between graduates and faculty has provided valuable information regarding alumni successes, 
developing a more systematic system for tracking alumni is planned for the next program review cycle. Program 
faculty implemented several initiatives since the last program review to help students complete the program in a 
timely manner. The department has added a graduate professional seminar to the curriculum and has increased 
support for student participation in professional meetings. Recognizing that some students in the applied community 
and economic development sequence struggle with time to degree largely because of the required 11-month field 
experience, the graduate program committee has developed more specific guidelines to help these students through 
the thesis process.  
 
Changes in the academic discipline, field, societal need, and program demand. For social science programs, 
changes in perspectives and direction are inevitable. The curriculum of the M.A., M.S. in Sociology program at 
Illinois State has been modified in recent years to incorporate new and emerging emphases in the discipline, 
including globalization, Latin American studies, medical sociology, gerontology, and demography. A 2005 
report from the American Sociological Association encourages building curricula to prepare students as public 
sociologists.” Students in the applied community and economic development sequence complete a curriculum 
that does exactly that. Students complete an 11-month internship in a community agency to prepare for careers in 
community service. The number of community-based jobs available to them upon graduation has not diminished 
in recent years and is likely to remain stable during the next program review cycle. A 2011 report published by 
the American Sociological Association states that mastery of research skills in master’s-level sociology programs 
is closely related to job satisfaction in the field. Accordingly, the core curriculum of the M.A., M.S. in Sociology 
program at Illinois State strongly emphasizes the development of research skills.  

Major findings of this program review self-study.  The M.A., M.S. in Sociology program is strong, and its future 
is promising. Enrollment continues to exceed enrollment in many comparator programs in Illinois. Grade point 
averages of newly-admitted students have significantly increased since the last program review, and Graduate 
Record Examination scores have matched or exceeded averages across all graduate programs at Illinois State from 
fall 2009 to fall 2013. By requiring extensive training in both research methodologies and theory and by requiring a 
thesis, the curriculum reflects the highest educational standards of the American Sociological Association. A 
particular point of pride among program faculty is that the program is the only master’s-level sociology program at 
Illinois public universities that requires a thesis. The program is renowned as being one of only two sociology 
master’s degree programs in the United States linked to the Master’s International Program of the Peace Corps and 
is one of only three master’s-level sociology programs in Illinois associated with the Peace Corps Fellows 
Program. Graduates of the M.A., M.S. in Sociology program continue to express overwhelming satisfaction with 
the program. Most work in business, government, or social service positions, and many have earned doctorates and 
are employed at institutions of higher education worldwide. While the program continues to attract students from 
groups traditionally underrepresented in the field, the percentage of minority students in the program is lower than 
the average across all master’s-level sociology programs in the United States. 

Initiatives and plans for the next program review cycle. Five foci for the next program review cycle have 
emerged from this self-study process.  The student learning outcomes assessment plan has been effective in 
documenting student learning and identifying potential areas of improvement, but the plan needs formalization. In 
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addition, more effective tracking of graduates and their successes is needed. A revised hiring plan should be 
developed to build on department strengths when selecting new faculty members. Faculty should continue efforts to 
reduce time to degree for students in the applied community and economic development sequence. Involving more 
sociology faculty members in teaching graduate seminars deserves consideration.  
 
Review Outcome. The Academic Planning Committee, as a result of this review process, finds the M.A., M.S. in 
Sociology to be in Good Standing. 
 
The Academic Planning Committee thanks the program for a complete and forward-looking self-study report. 
 
The committee commends faculty for developing and maintaining a program unique in its dual research and 
applied orientations. For students intending to pursue employment involving advanced research or to apply for 
doctoral study, the program offers a rigorous research-oriented plan of study culminating in a thesis. 
Approximately 25 percent of students choosing this option ultimately enroll in a Ph.D. program. For students 
interested in a career of service to communities through the non-profit sector, the program offers the applied 
community and economic development sequence (ACED) in collaboration with the Adlai Stevenson II Center for 
Community and Economic Development. The ACED curriculum includes an 11-month field internship with a 
community agency for students with prior experience in the Peace Corps or some other community development 
context. Students entering the program without that experience receive a Peace Corps placement. The M.A., M.S. 
in Sociology at Illinois State is one of only two sociology master’s degree programs in the United States linked to 
the International Program of the Peace Corps in this manner. Illinois State consistently ranks among the top ten 
Peace Corps Master’s International schools nationwide based on enrollment.  
 
The committee recognizes faculty for their numerous teaching awards and for their leadership contributions to the 
discipline at the national and international levels through professional service and substantial scholarly 
productivity. The committee also recognizes successful efforts of the faculty to obtain external funding, totaling 
$1.07 million since the last program review.  
 
Recognizing that the majority of graduate assistants in the program serve as teaching assistants and therefore play a 
significant role in teaching undergraduate students in the department, the committee commends the program for 
encouraging its teaching assistants to enroll in college teaching courses offered by the department and the School of 
Teaching and Learning and to participate in teaching workshops offered by the Center for Teaching, Learning, and 
Technology.  
 
The curriculum reflects the gold standard of master’s-level sociology programs as recommended by the American 
Sociology Association. The curriculum includes a strong emphasis on research, as all students write three or four 
research proposals during their program, all students choosing the research-oriented plan of study complete a 
thesis, and all ACED students complete either a thesis or a capstone research paper. 
 
The committee commends faculty members for their extensive analysis of time-to-degree for ACED students, 
resulting in the addition of a capstone research paper option to reduce their time to degree.  
 
The Academic Planning Committee recognizes faculty efforts to refine its approach to student learning outcomes 
assessment since the last program review. Some elements of a revised assessment program have been developed 
and implemented. However, the program has not yet formalized a new and comprehensive assessment plan. 
Accordingly, the committee asks program faculty to compile a new student learning outcomes assessment plan that 
replaces the plan approved by the faculty in 2001-2002. Assistance with compiling the new plan is available 
through University Assessment Services. The committee asks the Department of Sociology and Anthropology to 
submit the new plan to the Office of the Provost on behalf of the program by December 1, 2015. The committee 
also asks faculty to implement its new assessment plan during the 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 academic years and to 
document results of its efforts in a second follow-up report to the Office of the Provost. The committee asks the 
department to submit the second report by October 1, 2018.  
 
Recommendations. The Academic Planning Committee makes the following recommendations to be addressed 
within the next regularly scheduled review cycle. In the next program review self-study, tentatively due October 1, 
2022, the committee asks the program to describe actions taken and results achieved for each recommendation. 
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 Working with Enrollment Management and Academic Services and with the Graduate School, establish and 
implement a plan to increase enrollment in the program as well as the percentage of students self-identifying 
with populations traditionally underrepresented in the program; elements of the plan should include program 
enrollment capacity, ideal capacity with enrollment targets and reasons for them, and recruitment strategies to 
achieve and maintain enrollment targets. 

 
 Develop a faculty hiring plan to guide replacement of faculty members who will likely leave the program 

during the next program review cycle due to retirement, in doing so engaging department faculty in a 
discussion of the appropriate balance between breadth and depth of the curriculum. 
 

 Design and implement a systematic program of regular communication with program alumni to collect and 
maintain data on alumni perceptions of the program and on alumni successes in employment and advanced 
education. 
 

 Explore options for providing more faculty members opportunities to teach graduate seminars. 
 

 Continue to utilize data collected through program assessment to make program improvements and document 
how that has been addressed.  
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