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Context 

2-year masters program in Experimental Psychology

Year 1: Formal written proposal of empirical (experimental) thesis + 
proposal presentation to faculty committee

Year 2: Collect data, analyze, write up final thesis
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Student Learning Outcomes

1. Students will develop knowledge and skill in research 
design.

2. Students will develop scientific writing skills

Challenges 

1. Students work very closely with advisors on drafts of thesis

2. Sometimes students do not pass their proposal meeting with 
committee
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Solution: Create a Proposal Exam
One hour, closed book exam, two weeks before proposal meeting:

In no more than two single-spaced pages, answer the following:

• What is the research question you are asking?

• What prior empirical work or theories led you to your research question? 
• How does your research question address a gap in this prior empirical or 

theoretical work?

• How does your design allow you to investigate your research question(s)?

• What will participants or animal subjects in your study do?
• How will you measure the variables in your study?

• What do you expect the results of the experiment to be and how will those 
results help answer your research question?

What We Do With the Proposal Exam

• Faculty committee votes pass/fail. 
• If pass → proposal meeting

• If fail→more work, re-take exam

• Assess student learning outcomes
1. Students will develop knowledge and skill in research design.

2. Students will develop scientific writing skills
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Rubric Created for Assessment Purposes

Analytic Goals

1. As faculty, can we reliably use the rubric?

2. How are students performing?

Method

3 faculty members applied rubric to 11 proposal exams taken between 
May 2016 and September 2017
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Results: Qualitative Faculty Reporting

• General satisfaction

• It aided in assessing whether students ready to defend proposal 
before committee

Problem

• Not all students who pass proposal exam go on to pass full
proposal defense

Quantitative Analysis: Reliability 

Inter-rater Reliability using Intra-Class Correlation Coefficient (ICC)

ICC for scientific thinking items: 0.73 (moderate to good reliability)

ICC for writing item: 0.24 (poor reliability)

Koo & Li (2016)
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Quantitative Analysis: Student Scores

Conclusions & Action

• Scientific  thinking items have adequate reliability, writing item does 
not

• Students showing effective scientific thinking skills

• Need to re-work writing portion of rubric
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