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2016-2017 Assessment Update for:

School of Psychology: Doctor of Philosophy

Program Purpose

The purpose of the Ph.D. program in the School of Psychology is to train scientists for employment in industry,
government, and academe.

Responsibility and Implementation Process

The data required to assess this program results from faculty rating forms (such as the Dissertation Quality
Assessment Instrument; Lovitts, 2007) of theses and other capstone projects and performance evaluations of . . ..
The data are obtained on an individual basis, typically when the student reaches a milestone (prelims, Ph.D.
defense). There are no set schedules for the collection of the data, except for the end-of-year graduate student
evaluation meeting. Within this meeting graduate students are assessed by the whole faculty within their area of
specialization with regard to course work, research, and departmental activities. The graduate coordinator is
responsible for obtaining the data, maintaining the data set, and analyzing and reporting them. The Graduate
Policy Committee (3 faculty members, one student), which meets at least once a semester, and reports to the
graduate coordinator is responsible for suggesting and implementing changes based on the assessment results.
Minor changes are implemented by the graduate coordinator. Major proposed changes are always discussed and
voted upon in full faculty meetings.

Operational Objectives
The operational objectives are:

1. Students will demonstrate advanced knowledge in the field of psychology and in their subfield of
specialization.

2. Students will demonstrate the knowledge and skills necessary to critically review and evaluate a relevant
body of psychological literature.

3. Students will demonstrate knowledge and skills to conduct fully independent research at a high level of
proficiency.

Objective 1: Advanced area knowledge

Graduates will be able to demonstrate advanced general knowledge of concepts and theories in both
general psychology and their specific area of concentration (industrial/organizational psychology,
engineering psychology, cognitive aging, quantitative psychology, or cognition and brain science), as
evidenced in their ability to articulate this knowledge and to use it effectively to inform their research
questions.

Method 1: Item on DQAI
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“Theory’ is a specific item on the Dissertation Quality Assessment Instrument, taken from Lovitts (2007;
Making the Implicit Explicit: Creating Performance Expectations for the Dissertation, Stylus Publishing).
This instrument is filled out after each PhD defense by the committee and signed by the Chair, based on the
dissertation document. The item is scored on a 4-point scale (1=unacceptable, 2=acceptable, 3=very good,
4=outstanding), using criteria explicitly outlined in Lovitts (2007). Given that we expect our students to go
beyond demonstration of a basic level of competence, we expect 100% of students to score 3 or above on
this measure.
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Results of Item on DQAI:

For 2016-2017, we have DQAI Theory data for three students. Every student scored a
perfect 4. These scores are at the level where we want them: 3 or higher. This directly
demonstrates that students are competent in the domain of core knowledge and can apply
this knowledge in ‘creative’, ‘critical’, and ‘original’ ways. Mean for 2014-2015 was 3.25; for
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2015-2016, mean was 3.7.

Action/Improvement Summary for Learning Objective Advanced area knowledge :
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We see no obvious trend in the data (for better or for worse), and so no action is required for the
time being, over and beyond careful monitoring.

Objective 2: Review/Critique Psychological Literature

Graduates will demonstrate the ability thoroughly and critcally review the psychological literature within their
field of interest, and communicate the findings from these readings effectively, both in oral and written form.

Method 1: Preliminary exam

The ability of Ph.D. graduates to critically review the psychological literature is formally assessed using the
preliminary exam. In this exam, students review a large body of literature within their field of interest
(typically about 100 articles or papers), and write a comprehensive, 50-70 page critical review paper, take a
formal in-class exam, typically with a take-home portion, and/or present their findings during an oral
defense. We use the following rubric, adapted from Lovitts (2007; Making the Implicit Explicit: Creating
Performance Expectations for the Dissertation, Stylus Publishing), designed to tap into the ability to
critically review a relevant body of literature. This instrument is filled out after each PhD defense by the
committee and signed by the chair of the committee, based on the dissertation document. The item is scored
on a 4-point scale (1=unacceptable, 2=acceptable, 3=very good, 4=outstanding), using criteria explicitly
outlined in Lovitts (2007). We expect all students to score a 2 or higher, indicating at least acceptable skill
in reviewing the literature.
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Results of Preliminary exam:

For 2016-2017, we have DQAI Preliminary Exam data for eight students. Range for Theory was 3 to

4, mean was 3.4. These scores are at the level where we want them: 3 or higher. This directly

demonstrates that students are competent in the domain of core knowledge, as evidenced by their skill
in ‘critical[ly] review[ing] the relevant literature’, in such a way that they ‘demonstrate’ that they ‘can

use the material, apply it to a problem, and develop hypotheses’. This is the first year we are

collecting these data, so no historical trends are available.

Method 2: 2 item on the DQAI

‘Introduction’ and ‘Literature Review’ are specific items on the Dissertation Quality Assessment

Instrument, taken from Lovitts (2007; Making the Implicit Explicit: Creating Performance Expectations for
the Dissertation, Stylus Publishing), designed to tap into the ability to critically state the research problem
in the student’s research project and review the literature pertaining to it. This instrument is filled out after
each PhD defense by the committee and signed by the chair of the committee, based on the dissertation

document. The item is scored on a 4-point scale (1=unacceptable, 2=acceptable, 3=very good,

4=outstanding), using criteria explicitly outlined in Lovitts (2007). Given that we expect our students to go
beyond demonstration of a basic level of competence, we expect 100% of students to score 3 or above on

each of the items.
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Quality levels
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Results of 2 item on the DQAI:

For 2016-2017, we have DQALI Introduction data for three students. All students scored a perfect 4.
These scores are at the level where we want them: 3 or higher. This directly demonstrates that
students are competent in the domain of core knowledge, making ‘a persuasive case for [their] study’
and ‘exhibit depth and breadth of understanding’. Mean for 2014-2015 was 3.7; for 2015-2016, mean
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was 3. We see no obvious trend in the data (for better or for worse).

For 2016-2017, we have DQALI Introduction data on three students. All students scored a perfect 4.
These scores are at the level where we want them: 3 or higher. This directly demonstrates that
students’ literature reviews are ‘creative, incisive, and comprehensive’ and ‘show critical thinking
about the literature’. Mean for 2014-2015 was 3.8; for 2015-2016, mean was 3.5. We see no obvious
trend in the data (for better or for worse).

Action/Improvement Summary for Learning Objective Review/Critique Psychological Literature:

Currenlty, students are performing within the goals set for this assessment, and there are no clear hisotrical
trends. Consequenctly, no action seems to be needed over and beyond careful monitoring.

Objective 3: Ability to conduct independent research

Graduates will demonstrate that they can conduct independent research in the field of psychology at a
professional level. This includes being able to explain, use, and apply statistical principles and
techniques so as to design and interpret (and to assist others in designing and interpreting)
psychological experiments, as well as efficient communication about results.

Method 1: Journal or Conference Publications/Presentations

The School encourages students to publish their research in peer-reviewed journals and to
present at regional, national, and international conferences. We expect each student to publish at
least two peer-reviewed papers while a student in the program. Data are collected by the
graduate coordinator using the department’s annual end-of-year evaluation, for which the student
and their advisor fill out a form containing, among other things, this data point, as well as through
the Institute’s exit surveys.

Results of Journal or Conference Publications/Presentations:

The institute’s exit survey (for the year 2016) shows that our 8 graduating students presented on
average (i.e., per person) 6 papers at conferences on campus, and 6.6 papers at external conferences.
Students indicated to have on average 5.0 papers published or accepted for publication, with an
average of 0.63 under review.

The following graph presents the historical trends:
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We see a more or less flat line for external presentations, and an increasing trend for on-campus
presentations, as well as a flat regression line for number of peer-reviewed papers. We do note that
our individual goal was not met this year: In 2016, 3 graduating students published fewer than 2
papers. This is a reason for concern, warranting at least a discussion in a Faculty Meeting.

In 2016-2017, our students (n = 57) published a total of 34 peer-reviewed papers (0.6/person), 14 of
which were first-authored, as well as an additional 28 non peer-reviewed papers (0.5/person).
Students also presented a total of 68 papers at conferences (1.2/person). Looking only at students in or
past their fourth year (i.e., past MS level), we find an average of 0.9 peer-reviewed papers/person.
This is the first year we collected these data, and so we have no historical trends to present.

Method 2: External Awards Won by Students

External awards and funded grants by graduate students demonstrate the ability to design (and in some
cases conduct) independent research. We do not have explicit expectations for individual students, but we
expect the program to have at least a few of these each year. These data are collected as a response to a
departmental email sent out for this explicit purpose at the end of each academic year. Data are compiled
and reviewed by he graduate coordinator.

Results of External Awards Won by Students:

External awards won by students:

- NSF Doctoral Dissertation Research Improvement Award ($12,000_
- NSF PETRA Conference Doctoral Consortium Award ($1800)

- 2017 APA Student Conference Travel Award ($300)

- 2017 APF Ungerleider/Zimbardo Travel Scholarship ($300)
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- Two students received a 2017 Human-Robot Interaction Conference Student Volunteer Award ($476.15)

- 2016 Emerald Group Publishing and the Higher Education Teaching and Learning Association (HETL)
Outstanding Doctoral Research Award ($1,500)

- 2016 Georgia Gerontology Society Virginia M. Smyth Scholarship ($3,000)

- 2 students received a 2017 Elder Health Scholarship from the Residential Care Facilities for the Elderly
Authority of Fulton County

Method 3: Alumni placement

The placement of alumni is an important indicator of success of the program. Excellent placement
is a function of many factors, but the School thinks it reasonable to assume that the proven
capability to conduct outstanding independent research is likely the main reason for hiring a PhD
graduate. We expect 75% of our graduates to find employment within the field of their study within
one year of graduation, either within academia or industry. Data are collected at the end of the
student’s tenure in the program and — if possible — through follow-up surveys. Data are compiled
and reviewed by he graduate coordinator.

Results of Alumni placement:

All 8 PhD graduates in 2016 found employment, 5 in academia (assistant professor
positions at Georgia State, Idaho State, the University of Georgia, and California State;
postdoctoral researcher at UC Berkeley), and 3 in industry (GTRI, Coca-Cola, and FMP
Consulting).

Method 4: Two items on the DQAI

Two items on the DQAI, namely 'Results/data analysis' and 'Discussion and conclusion' are directly relevant
to the two objectives mentioned under independent research. The Dissertation Quality Assessment
Instrument, taken from Lovitts (2007; Making the Implicit Explicit: Creating Performance Expectations for
the Dissertation, Stylus Publishing), is filled out after each PhD defense by the committee and signed by the
chair of the committee, based on the dissertation document. The item is scored on a 4-point scale
(1=unacceptable, 2=acceptable, 3=very good, 4=outstanding), using criteria explicitly outlined in Lovitts
(2007). Given that we expect our students to go beyond demonstration of a basic level of competence, we
expect 100% of all students to score 3 or above on each of these items.
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Results of Two items on the DQAI:

The three students for whom data are available for the Results/data analysis item all scored
a perfect 4, indicating ‘creative, proper, and defensible se of statistics’ and the use of
‘cutting-edge methodology’, and exceeding the School’s goal. In 2014-2015, the mean was
3.6; in 2015-2016 it was 3. No clear historical trend emerges.

The three students for whom Discussion/conclusion data are available scored either a 3 or
4, with a mean of 3.7, indicating a very good grasp of what a scientific discussion is, thus
meeting the School’s goal. In 2014-2015, the mean was 3.5; in 2015-2016 it was 2.5. No
clear historical trend emerges from these data.

Action/Improvement Summary for Learning Objective Ability to conduct independent research :

For the most part, the students met the School's goals. One exception was publication rate: In 2016, three of
our eight graduating students published fewer than 2 papers. This is a reason for concern, warranting at
least a discussion in a Faculty Meeting. One likely venue for intervention is the yearly end of evaluation
meeting within each of the School's emphasis areas, where the faculty will encourage students in the post-
Masters stage to actively work on publishing their Masters project and any follow-up studies.

Update Author:

Paul Verhaeghen, 404-894-0963, verhaeghen@gatech.edu
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