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During the 2020-2021 academic year, the psychology department evaluated an important
learning outcome associated with the core methodology courses PSY 121 – Method and Tools
and PSY 299 – Research Seminar. Assessment included faculty review of student writing
samples to determine whether students in these courses are meeting the learning outcome of
effective written communication. Additionally, given the department’s dedication to promoting
equity and inclusion per the current strategic plan, we also assessed the accessibility of our
courses designated as Experiential Learning Opportunities in Psychology (ELOPsy). This aspect
of the assessment involved comparing enrollment rates between traditional students and those
who transferred to TCNJ late in their academic careers. Assessment was a department-wide
effort. However, a committee of three full-time faculty members was appointed to evaluate the
data and write up the results for this report.

Assessment of Written Communication Outcome in Core Methodology Courses

We first assessed students’ written communication skills across the two core methodology
courses, PSY121 – Method and Tools and PSY299 – Research Seminar. Faculty who taught
these courses in Fall 2019 shared deidentified copies of their students’ final papers across 5
sections of PSY121 (taught by 2 full-time faculty members and 2 adjunct faculty members) and
5 sections of PSY299 (taught by 4 full-time faculty members). We then randomly selected four
papers from each class using excel’s random number generator and randomly assigned these
papers to one of three full time faculty reviewers, ensuring that no faculty member reviewed a
paper from their own section of a course.

A total of 32 papers (16 from PSY121 and 16 from PSY299) were reviewed and scored using a
rubric that assesses writing skills across 4 broad themes: 1) context and purpose, 2) content
development, 3) sources and evidence, and 4) disciplinary conventions. The rubric is provided in
Appendix A. Students were assigned a score for each theme that ranged from 1 to 4. Appendix B
lists scores for all 32 students. Per the rubric, a score of 0 indicates that the student did not meet
the benchmark, 1 indicates benchmark level performance expected of students in PSY121, 2 or 3
indicates milestone-level skills expected of students in PSY299, and a score of 4 indicates
capstone-level skills that some students may meet by graduation.

Appendix C shows average scores for students in PSY121 and PSY299 and breaks down
PSY121 scores based on whether students were taught by adjunct faculty or full-time faculty. On
average, scores for students in PSY299 were higher than scores for students in PSY121 and
PSY121 students displayed benchmark-level written communication skills across all areas,
regardless of whether they were taught by full-time or adjunct faculty. Although scores for
students taught by full-time faculty were slightly higher than those taught by adjunct faculty, we
did not have sufficient power to test whether this difference was statistically significant. On
average, PSY121 students displayed benchmark level scores. Only two PSY121 students did not
meet expectations in some areas, while twelve PSY121 students exceeded expectations in some
areas. On average, PSY299 students displayed milestone-level scores, with four PSY299 not



meeting expectations in some areas and five PSY299 students exceeding expectations in some
areas.

Assessment of Accessibility of ELOPsy Courses for Transfer Students

During the 2020-2021 assessment, the psychology department also assessed whether transfer
students participated in the psychology department’s experiential learning courses at the same
rate as non-transfer students. The office of Institutional Research and Analytics provided
enrollment data for all psychology majors who graduated in 2019 and 2020 (N = 258), broken
down by transfer (n = 61) and non-transfer (n = 197) status. We compared enrollment for the
following ELOPsy courses: PSY 390 and 492 (Collaborative Research: Lab Learning), PSY
391/393 (Independent Study/Research), PSY 396/496 (Senior Honors Thesis I/II), and PSY
399/499 (Internship) (see Appendix D). In general, 67.8% of students participated in at least one
ELOPsy course. Participation in collaborative lab learning (PSY390/492) made up the majority
of ELOPsy enrollments (65.1%), while fewer students enrolled in ELOPsy courses that required
one-on-one faculty mentorship: 12.0% completed an internship (PSY399/499), 6.6% completed
independent study/research (PSY 391/393), and 3.9% completed a senior honors thesis
(PSY396/496). Transfer and non-transfer students appear to enroll in ELOPsy courses at the
same rate. Although transfer students had slightly lower rates of participation in collaborative
research labs compared to traditional students, this difference was not statistically significant, X2

(1, N = 258) = 3.09, p = .079.

Summary and Conclusion

Assessment during the 2020-2021 academic year showed that students in the psychology
department’s core methodology courses, PSY 121 Methods and Tools and PSY 299 Research
Seminar, are meeting the learning outcome of effective written communication. Although
students in PSY 121 met expectations for writing regardless of whether they were taught by
full-time or adjunct faculty, the department might consider gathering more data to determine the
need for adjunct faculty to attend more to their students’ written communication skills.

Findings comparing transfer and non-transfer students’ participation in ELOPsy suggest that
transfer students may be less likely to participate in collaborative research labs than non-transfer
students. Lower enrollment in ELOPsy courses by transfer students may be because some core
courses, which must be completed in sequence, are prerequisites for the experiential courses. In
light of these findings, the department may consider making changes to the core methodology
sequence to increase the accessibility of ELOPsy courses for transfer students.

The focus of this assessment was on the learning outcome of written communication and
accessibility of ELOPsy courses. The psychology department has one final assessment left in the
current assessment cycle. The 2021-2022 academic year’s assessment will focus on assessing
oral communication skills of students completing capstone courses (PSY 4XX). The psychology
department will complete a self-study in the 2022-2023 academic year and welcome an external
reviewer to campus in the spring of 2023. We plan to create a new strategic plan in the fall of
2023 and design our new assessment cycle alongside this work.



Appendix A
Written Communication Rubric

Written communication refers to the development and expression of ideas in writing in such a way that
responds to the needs of the audience. The following rubric organizes writing skills into four broad themes
essential to writing effectively in psychology. A more detailed list of skills that fall into each theme is provided
on the next page of this rubric. The ability to communicate effectively in writing develops through iterative
experiences across the curriculum. Students in Psy121 are expected to meet benchmark level performance (a
score of zero can be assigned to any work sample or collection of work that does not meet the benchmark).
Students in Psy299 and 300-level courses are expected to demonstrate milestone-level skills. Some students
will demonstrate Capstone level skills by graduation. 

Capstone Milestone Benchmark
4 3 2 1

Context and Purpose:
Includes considerations of
audience, purpose, and the
circumstances surrounding
the writing task(s)

Demonstrates a thorough
understanding of
context, audience, and
purpose that is
responsive to the
assigned task(s) and
focuses all elements of
the work. 

Demonstrates adequate
consideration of
context, audience, and
purpose and a clear
focus on the assigned
task(s) (e.g., the task
aligns with audience,
purpose, and context). 

Demonstrates
awareness of context,
audience, purpose,
and to the assigned
tasks(s) (e.g., begins
to show awareness of
audience's
perceptions and
assumptions). 

Demonstrates minimal
attention to context,
audience, purpose, and
to the assigned tasks(s)
(e.g., expectation of
instructor or self as
audience).

Content Development:
Explores and represents the
topic in relation to its
audience and purpose

Uses appropriate,
relevant, and compelling
content to illustrate
mastery of the subject,
conveying the writer's
understanding, and
shaping the whole work.

Uses appropriate,
relevant, and
compelling content to
explore ideas within
the context of the
discipline and shape
the whole work.

Uses appropriate and
relevant content to
develop and explore
ideas through most of
the work.

Uses appropriate and
relevant content to
develop simple ideas in
some parts of the work. 

Sources and Evidence:
Substantiates claims with
evidence credited to
original sources, presented
clearly, and synthesized
into a cohesive theme or
idea.

Demonstrates skillful use
of high quality, credible,
relevant sources to
develop and support
ideas.

Demonstrates
consistent use of
credible, relevant
sources to support
ideas that are situated
within the discipline
and genre of the
writing.

Demonstrates an
attempt to use
credible and/or
relevant sources to
support ideas that are
appropriate for the
discipline and genre
of the writing.

Demonstrates an
attempt to use sources
to support ideas in the
writing.

Disciplinary Conventions:
Uses formal and informal
rules inherent in the
expectations for writing in
the field of psychology

Demonstrates detailed
attention to and
successful execution of
psychology conventions
regarding organization,
transitions, section
headings, grammar,
punctuation, and
spelling, APA style, and
visual elements, etc.

Demonstrates
consistent use of
important psychology
conventions regarding
organization,
transitions, section
headings, grammar,
punctuation, and
spelling, APA style,
and visual elements,
etc.

Follows expectations
of psychology
conventions regarding
organization,
transitions, section
headings, grammar,
punctuation, and
spelling, APA style,
and visual elements,
etc.

Attempts to use a
consistent system for
basic organization and
presentation.



Appendix B

Paper
ID

Context
Purpose

Content
Development

Sources
Evidence Conventions Average

Score Class Instructor

1 1 2 2 2 1.75 121 Full-time

3 3 3 3 4 3.25 121 Full-time

5 2 1 2 2 1.75 121 Full-time

13 2 1 1 1 1.25 121 Full-time

14 2 1 1 1 1.25 121 Full-time

15 1 0 1 0 .50 121 Adjunct

16 1 1 1 1 1.00 121 Adjunct

17 1 0 0 1 .50 121 Adjunct

19 3 3 2 2 2.50 121 Adjunct

20 2 2 1 1 1.50 121 Adjunct

22 1 2 2 1 1.50 121 Full-time

23 1 1 1 2 1.25 121 Adjunct

25 2 2 3 2 2.25 121 Adjunct

26 1 2 1 2 1.50 121 Full-time

29 1 1 1 1 1.00 121 Adjunct

30 2 2 3 3 2.50 121 Full-time

2 3 3 3 2 2.75 299 N/A

4 2 3 3 4 3.00 299 N/A

6 4 4 4 3 3.75 299 N/A

7 3 2 3 2 2.50 299 N/A

8 1 2 2 1 1.50 299 N/A

9 4 4 4 4 4.00 299 N/A

10 4 3 3 4 3.50 299 N/A



11 4 3 3 3 3.25 299 N/A

12 2 1 1 3 1.75 299 N/A

18 3 3 3 3 3.00 299 N/A

21 1 2 2 1 1.50 299 N/A

24 3 2 2 3 2.50 299 N/A

27 1 2 1 2 1.50 299 N/A

28 2 2 3 3 2.50 299 N/A

31 3 2 3 3 2.75 299 N/A

32 2 2 2 2 2.00 299 N/A



Appendix C

Mean scores with error bars showing 95% confidence intervals across each area of written
communication by course (upper graph) and by PSY 121 instructor (lower graph):



Appendix D

Enrollment rates across ELOPsy courses for transfer and non-transfer students who graduated in
2019 and 2020 (error bars represent the 95% CI)


