
Human Nature and Ethics Knowledge Area Assessment Report (AY 2012-13) 

 

In the AY 2012-13, the Philosophy Department undertook to assess the outcomes for its two core 

courses, PHIL 1001: Philosophy of Human Nature and PHIL 2310: Theory of Ethical Theory, 

which together comprise the Ethics and Human Nature Knowledge Area of the University Core 

of Common Studies (UCCS).  This report concerns the assessment of the knowledge area 

learning (KA) outcomes pertinent to PHIL 1001, which was undertaken in the Fall of 2012, and 

those outcomes pertinent to PHIL 2310, which was undertaken in the Spring of 2013.    

  

University Core of Common Studies Outcomes:  
At the completion of the Core of Common Studies, the graduate is able to: 

1. Apply the perspectives, concepts and traditions of multiple disciplines to personal, 

professional, intellectual, and societal challenges. 

2. Communicate in modes appropriate to various subjects and diverse audiences. 

3. Pursue an integration of knowledge into a comprehensive, transcendent vision of life. 

4. Act as responsible members of the global human family, with knowledge of, and 

respect for, individuals and cultures in their diversity 

 

Knowledge Area Learning Outcomes 

According to the Learning Outcomes of the Human Nature and Ethics knowledge area, at the 

completion of core studies (PHIL 1001 and 2310) the student will be able to: 

1. Assess views of human nature in various philosophical traditions, including classic Greek 

and Catholic philosophical traditions. 

2. Argue for one of the major ethical theories over another in terms of philosophical 

cogency and practical outcome. 

3. Use philosophical reasoning to develop the student’s own position on central issues in  

human nature and ethics, for example, the relation between mind and body, the problem 

of freedom and determinism, the spiritual and affective dimensions of human life, the 

extent of human knowledge, the justification of moral judgments, and the elucidation of 

moral norms. 

 

Relationship between Core of Common Studies and Knowledge Area Learning Outcomes  

The Learning Outcomes of the knowledge area are integrated: 

1. The first knowledge area outcome will contribute to the first UCCS outcome: by 

assessing various views and perspectives on human nature, the student will be able to 

apply these perspectives, concepts and traditions to personal, professional, 

intellectual, and societal challenges. 

2. The second knowledge area outcome will contribute to the second and fourth UCCS 

outcomes: by arguing for one of the major ethical theories over another in terms of 

philosophical cogency and practical outcome, one both communicates in a mode 

appropriate to all rational agents and one is enabled to act as a responsible member of 

the global human family. 

3. The third knowledge area outcome will contribute to the third and fourth UCCS 

outcomes: by using philosophical reasoning to develop the student’s own position on 

central issues in human nature and ethics, one thereby pursues an integration of 
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knowledge into a comprehensive, transcendent vision of life and one is enabled to act 

as a responsible member of the global human family. 

 

The department has mandated the course objectives for PHIL 1001 and PHIL 2310 in order that 

students may, in a sequenced fashion, learn the requisite skills for the Ethics and Human Nature 

knowledge area.  Those for PHIL 1001 are as follows:  

 

PHIL 1001 Course Objectives  

By the end of the course, 

1. The student will be able to state and provide reasons for basic positions concerning 

the 

relation between mind/soul and body, including the positions held by representative 

classical and Christian thinkers 

2. The student will be able to state and provide reasons for basic positions concerning the 

nature and possibility of knowledge, including positions held by representative classical 

and Christian thinkers. 

3. The student will be able to state and provide reasons for basic positions concerning the 

nature and possibility of freedom as it relates to human choice, including positions held 

by representative classical and Christian thinkers.  

4. The student will be able to state and provide reasons for basic positions concerning 

fundamental features of human sociality, including positions held by representative 

classical and Christian thinkers.  

5. The student will be able to state and provide reasons for the position held by a significant 

thinker from outside the Western tradition on one (or more) of the following problems: 

the relation between mind/soul and body; the nature and possibility of knowledge; the 

nature and possibility of free human choice; fundamental features of human sociality.  

6. The student will be able to compare and contrast the philosophers’ positions studied in 

the course.  

 

The department understands these courses to be sequenced in such a way that the first course 

(PHIL 1001) satisfies outcomes one and three and the second course (PHIL 2310) satisfies two 

and three, in the following manner:   

 

Relationship between PHIL 1001 Objectives and Knowledge Area Learning Outcomes  

Although the six course objectives are closely interconnected: 

1. Course objectives 5 and 6 will mostly satisfy the first KA outcome: by reflecting on how 

human nature has been conceived and comparing these different views, students will be 

able to assess the views of human nature in various philosophical traditions. 

2. The second KA outcome does not apply to this course. 

3. Course objectives 1 through 4 will mostly satisfy the third KA outcome: by analyzing and 

criticizing the basic components of human nature, students will use philosophical 

reasoning to develop their own positions on central issues in human nature. 

 

The department has mandated the course objectives for PHIL 1001 and PHIL 2310 in order that 

students may, in a sequenced fashion, learn the requisite skills for the Ethics and Human Nature 

knowledge area.  Those for PHIL 2310 are as follows:  
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PHIL 2310 Course Objectives  

By the end of the course, 

1. The students will be able to state and provide reasons for the basic positions of the major 

philosophical theories of Western ethics, including virtue theory, natural law theory, 

deontology, and consequentialism/utilitarianism.  

2. The student will be able to state and provide reasons for principle objections to major 

Western ethical theories, including ethical egoism and various forms of moral relativism.  

3. The student will be able to discuss a significant alternative to traditional Western ethics 

as it relates to Western ethics.  

4. The student will be able to compare and contrast positions of the ethical theories studied 

in the course.  

5. The student will be able to take and defend a position in ethics that addresses significant 

objections to the position.  

 

The department understands these courses to be sequenced in such a way that the first course 

(PHIL 1001) satisfies outcomes one and three and the second course (PHIL 2310) satisfies two 

and three, in the following manner:   

 

Relationship Between PHIL 2310 Objectives and Knowledge Area Learning Outcomes  

4. The first KA outcome does not apply to this course. 

5. Although the five course objectives are closely interconnected, objectives 4 and 5 will 

mostly satisfy the second KA outcome: by reflecting on how ethics has been conceived 

and comparing different views, students will be able to argue for one of the major ethical 

theories over another. 

6. Objectives 1 through 3 will mostly satisfy the third KA outcome: by analyzing and 

criticizing the basic components of ethical theories, students will use philosophical 

reasoning to develop their own positions on central issues in ethics. 

 

 

Assessment Plan 

The assessment plan for the Knowledge Area Learning Outcomes of the Human Nature and 

Ethics knowledge area involved assessing PHIL 1001 in the Fall and PHIL 2310 in the Spring.  

Since we offer roughly the same number of courses in Fall and Spring with a highly similar mix 

of students, it was decided that this decision would in no way influence the data set.   

 

In the Fall, the Philosophy Department offered 28 total sections of PHIL 1001: Philosophy of 

Human Nature.  We assessed the individual courses of 13 different instructors.  Though we 

asked that instructors assess only one course, it should be noted that, since most of these 

instructors taught more than one course, they were responsible for 24 of the 28 sections (85%).  

So this study is very highly representative of the courses actually offered in Fall 2012. 

  

Of the 13 courses assessed, Knowledge Area Learning Outcome 3 (Learning Objectives 1-4) was 

assessed in 7 sections (accounting for a total of 208 students), Knowledge Area Learning 
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Outcome 1 (Learning Objectives 5-6) was assessed in 6 sections (accounting for a total of 156 

stduens).  

 

In the Spring, the Philosophy Department offered 33 total sections of PHIL 2310: Ethical 

Theory.  We assessed the individual courses of 12 different instructors (one instructor failed to 

turn in the materials).  Though we asked that instructors assess only one course, it should be 

noted that, since most of these instructors taught more than one course, they were responsible for 

28 of the 33 sections (85%).  So this study is very highly representative of the courses actually 

offered in Spring 2013. 

  

Of the 23 PHIL 2310 courses assessed, Knowledge Area Learning Outcome 3 (Learning 

Objectives 1-3) was assessed in 7 sections (accounting for a total of 217 students), Knowledge 

Area Learning Outcome 2 (Learning Objectives 4-5) was assessed in 5 sections (accounting for a 

total of 150 students).  

 

Assessment Results 

Please see the attached documents with the raw data. 

 

Assessment Reflection 

For PHIL 1001: 

Means of Assessment 

The results for the means of assessment for the PHIL 1001 Course learning Objectives indicated 

that a wide variety of assessment methods were being employed both within course and across 

courses.  Given its Socratic inheritance, it is important that a majority of philosophy instructors 

(57%) are using student in-class discussion as a means of assessing student competence.    

 

Exams seem to be the preferred method for assessing all objectives, and given disciplinary 

standards, it is appropriate that essay and short answers were the preferred assessment tool.  

However, a greater percentage of instructors used papers for course objective 6 than for course 

objectives 1 through 5. This seems appropriate given that objective 6 would seem to require a 

more elaborate and careful exposition and evaluation on the part of the student. That said, one 

might have wanted to see more writing expected of students.  

 

Levels of Proficiency 

The results for the levels of proficiency for seemed to be appropriately distributed for all but one 

course objective: for most objectives, there were approximately 50% at the mean, 20% below the 

mean and 30% above the mean1. It also seemed appropriate that the more complex objectives, 

namely 5 and 6, proved more difficult, with less than 30% exceeding expectations.   

 

However, for objective 4, a full 90% either met or exceeded expectations.  One likely cause for 

this seems to be that, since instructors seemed (perhaps paradoxically) to spend less time on this 

issue than on the other issues, they were only able to cover it superficially and thus students were 

able to meet what were essentially low standards.  This raised the question of whether we are 

                                                 
1 Throughout this report, "mean" refers only to a single sentence meta-level analysis of the 

distribution of the three levels of proficiency across different objectives. 
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trying to cover too much, i.e. whether we should have three, instead of four, objectives 

associated with Outcome 3.     

 

For PHIL 2310: 

The results for the means of assessment for the PHIL 2310 Course Learning Objectives indicated 

that a wide variety of assessment methods were being employed both within course and across 

courses.  While the use of student in-class discussion as a means of assessing student competence 

was relatively high for PHIL 1001 (just over half), this number was significantly higher for PHIL 

2310, and particularly for the first three objectives (every single instructor). This is both 

consistent with disciplinary standards, since discussion is an important part of the philosophical 

heritage, and it may indicate that the sequence is helping students develop a facility with 

philosophical discussion.        

 

While exams seem to be a preferred method for assessing all objectives, as in PHIL 1001, PHIL 

2310 instructors made slightly greater use of written papers and a significant number of 

instructors used alternative assessment tools, including debates, in-class presentation and group 

projects. Given disciplinary standards, it is appropriate that essay and short answers were the 

preferred assessment tool within exams, though one might have expected more use of papers in 

PHIL 2310, especially for the more evaluative course objectives (4 and 5). However, it is 

encouraging to see instructors crafting more creative, challenging and in some cases 

collaborative assignments. This is highly appropriate given that students in the second leg of the 

sequence have more knowledge and experience from which to draw.       

 

Levels of Proficiency 

The results for the levels of proficiency for seemed to be appropriately distributed for all course 

objectives: there were approximately 55% at the mean, 20% below the mean and 25% above the 

mean. One somewhat puzzling result is that a lower percentage of students failed to meet 

expectations for the more complex objectives, namely 4 (14%) and 5 (17%). One might have 

thought that these objectives would prove more, rather than less, difficult. I note that the use of 

written papers to assess these objectives was surprisingly low, and one wonders whether students 

are being sufficiently challenged to complete these tasks in a rigorous manner.    

 

Assessment Tasks  

Given the above reflection, the executive committee has decided to undertake the following two 

tasks: (1) charge the Undergraduate Committee or some sub-committee thereof to make a 

proposal to the faculty for either formally or informally promoting the use of papers as an 

assessment tool amongst PHIL 1001 instructors; (2) form a departmental subcommittee for 

reviewing and revising the course objectives for PHIL 1001 and the long description of the 

course approved by faculty (see attached document); (3) meet again (a) to discuss the PHIL 2310 

data, both independently and in conjunction with the PHIL 1001 data, so that a more holistic 

analysis of the knowledge area can be achieved and (b) to make further recommendations to the 

faculty based on these reflections.  

 

For PHIL 2310, the executive committee has decided to undertake the following tasks: (1) 

charge the Undergraduate Committee or some sub-committee thereof to make a proposal to the 

faculty for either formally or informally promoting the use of paper assignments as an 
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assessment tool amongst both PHIL 1001 and PHIL 2310 instructors; (2) charge the 

Undergraduate Committee or some sub-committee thereof to review the PHIL 2310 course 

objectives pertaining to Knowledge Area Outcome 2, i.e. objectives 4 and 5, in light of this data, 

to reflect on appropriate assessment tools for these objectives and to report its findings back to 

the executive committee; (3) meet again to discuss the sub-committee’s proposals and 

recommendations for both PHIL 1001 and PHIL 2310 in order to make further recommendations 

to the faculty based on these reflections.  
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Master Data Chart for PHIL 1001 

 

Knowledge Area 

Outcomes 

Course 

Learning 

Objectives 

  Means of Assessment* (Check all that apply) 

At the completion 

of core studies 

(PHIL 1001 and 

2310) the student 

will be able to: 

By the end of the 

course (PHIL 

1001), the 

student will be 

able to: 

    

D
is

cu
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n

 

P
ap

er
 

H
W

 

O
th

er
   Quiz / Exam 

    
Multi-

Choice 

  Essay/ 

Short 

Ans.   TF Fill-in 

                      

Use philosophical 

reasoning to 

develop the 

student’s own 

position on central 

issues in human 

nature and ethics, 

for example, the 

relation between 

mind and body, the 

problem of 

freedom and 

determinism, the 

spiritual and 

affective 

dimensions of 

human life, the 

extent of human 

knowledge, the 

justification of 

moral judgments, 

and the elucidation 

of moral norms. 

1.  State and 

provide reasons 

for basic 

positions 

concerning the 

relation between 

mind/soul and 

body, including 

the positions held 

by representative 

classical and 

Christian 

thinkers. 

1       1         

2       1 1       

3 1 1 1 1         

4       1 1       

5       1         

6       1 1       

7 1 1   1 1 1     

Tot. 2 2 1 7 4 1 0 0 

% 29% 29% 14% 100% 57% 14% 0% 0% 

2.  State and 

provide reasons 

for basic 

positions 

concerning the 

nature and 

possibility of 

knowledge, 

including 

positions held by 

representative 

classical and 

Christian 

thinkers. 

1           1     

2       1 1       

3 1 1 1 1         

4       1 1 1     

5       1         

6       1 1       

7 1 1   1 1       

Tot. 2 2 1 6 4 2 0 0 

% 29% 29% 14% 86% 57% 29% 0% 0% 

3.  State and 

provide reasons 

for basic 

positions 

concerning the 

nature and 

possibility of 

freedom as it 

relates to human 

choice, including 

positions held by 

representative 

1       1         

2       1 1       

3 1 1 1 1         

4       1 1 1     

5             1   

  6       1 1       

  7 1 1   1 1       

  Tot. 2 2 1 6 4 1 1 0 

(Outcome 3) % 29% 29% 14% 86% 57% 14% 14% 0% 



H u m a n  n a t u r e  a n d  e t h i c s  | 8 

 

classical and 

Christian 

thinkers. 

  4.  State and 

provide reasons 

for basic 

positions 

concerning 

fundamental 

features of 

human sociality, 

including 

positions held by 

representative 

classical and 

Christian 

thinkers. 

1       1         

  2       1 1       

  3 1 1 1 1         

  4       1 1       

  5       1         

  6       1 1       

  7 1 1   1 1       

  Tot. 2 2 1 7 4 0 0 0 

  

% 29% 29% 14% 100% 57% 0% 0% 0% 

Assess views of 

human nature in 

various 

philosophical 

traditions, 

including classic 

Greek and Catholic 

philosophical 

traditions.  

5.  State and 

provide reasons 

for the position 

held by a 

significant 

thinker from 

outside the 

Western tradition 

on one (or more) 

of the following 

problems: the 

relation between 

mind/soul and 

body; the nature 

and possibility of 

knowledge; the 

nature and 

possibility of free 

human choice; 

fundamental 

features of 

human sociality. 

A 1 1 1 1         

B       1         

C       1 1       

D         1 1     

E       1         

F         1 1 1   

Tot. 1 1 1 4 3 2 1 0 

(Outcome 1) % 17% 17% 17% 67% 50% 33% 17% 0% 

  

6. Compare and 

contrast the 

philosophers’ 

positions studied 

in the course. 

A 1 1 1 1         

  B       1         

  C 1 1   1 1       

  D         1 1     

  E       1 1 1     

  F         1 1 1   

  Tot. 2 2 1 4 4 3 1 0 

  % 33% 33% 17% 67% 67% 50% 17% 0% 
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Master Data Chart for PHIL 2310 

 

Knowledge Area 

Outcomes 
Course Learning Objectives   Levels of Proficiency 

At the completion of 

core studies (PHIL 

1001 and 2310) the 

student will be able 

to: 

By the end of the course 

(PHIL 2310), the student will 

be able to: 

  

Total 

Number of 
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x

ce
ed

s 

E
x

p
ec

ta
ti

o
n

s 

M
ee

ts
 E

x
p

ec
ta

ti
o

n
s 

F
ai

ls
 t

o
 M

ee
t 

E
x

p
ec

ta
ti

o
n

s 

  

  

  

    
    

      
    

Use philosophical 

reasoning to develop 

the student’s own 

position on central 

issues in human 

nature and ethics, for 

example, the relation 

between mind and 

body, the problem of 

freedom and 

determinism, the 

spiritual and 

affective dimensions 

of human life, the 

extent of human 

knowledge, the 

justification of moral 

judgments, and the 

elucidation of moral 

norms. 

1. State and provide reasons 

for the basic positions of the 

major philosophical theories 

of Western ethics, including 

virtue theory, natural law 

theory, deontology, and 

consequentialism/utilitarianis

m.  

1 31 5 19 7 

2 32 4 19 9 

3 31 10 16 5 

4 30 6 8 16 

5 30 14 13 3 

w 32 6 23 3 

a 32 10 14 8 

Tot. 218 55 112 51 

%   25% 51% 23% 

2.  State and provide reasons 

for principle objections to 

major Western ethical 

theories, including ethical 

egoism and various forms of 

moral relativism.  

1 31 3 19 9 

2 32 4 16 12 

3 31 9 17 4 

4 30 5 11 14 

5 30 9 19 2 

6 32 5 23 4 

7 32 8 17 7 

Tot. 218 43 122 52 

%   20% 56% 24% 

3.  Discuss a significant 

alternative to traditional 

Western ethics as it relates to 

Western ethics.  

1 32 7 18 7 

2 30 6 16 8 

3 31 7 22 2 

4 30 6 14 10 

5 30 9 17 4 

  6 32 7 22 3 

  7 32 10 20 2 

  Tot. 217 52 129 36 
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(Outcome 3) %   24% 59% 17% 

Assess views of 

human nature in 

various philosophical 

traditions, including 

classic Greek and 

Catholic 

philosophical 

traditions. 

5.  Compare and contrast 

positions of the ethical 

theories studied in the course.  

A 32 7 19 6 

B 27 2 23 2 

j 31 8 20 3 

st 32 11 14 7 

luf 28 7 18 3 

F         

Tot. 150 35 94 21 

%   23% 63% 14% 

6. Take and defend a position 

in ethics that addresses 

significant objections to the 

position. 

A 32 7 20 5 

B 27 4 19 4 

  C 31 9 17 4 

(Outcome 2) D 32 8 17 7 

  E 28 4 19 5 

  F         

  Tot. 150 32 92 25 

  %   21% 61% 17% 

 

 


