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 Two assessments of psychology students were performed in 2007-2008. The first 

assessment was of WSU psychology students’ ACT scores.  The purpose was to assess whether 

WSU psychology students have the cognitive abilities to handle a rigorous curriculum, 

particularly one which requires a scholarly capstone course. Although the evaluation was not of 

the impact of the curriculum on students, the analysis provides data necessary to tailor an 

appropriate curriculum to the abilities of our students.  

 

 The second assessment was a survey of students in psychology classes regarding their 

beliefs about the scientific status of the discipline.  This assessment directly addresses a central 

goal of the department: To promote students learning to think like psychologists by adopting a 

scientific view of the discipline (see Knowledge under Department Goals).   

 

Study 1 

 

 The department recently discussed adding a capstone requirement to the curriculum in 

which students would be expected to complete a 20 page scholarly paper. The debate about the 

proposal centered, in part, on whether the demands of a capstone are within the cognitive 

capacities of WSU psychology students. To assess WSU psychology majors’ cognitive capacities 

we collected their ACT (American College Test) test scores. Such scores have been found to 

correlate with measures of general intelligence (Booth, 1983; Koenig, Frey, & Detterman, 2008; 

Lewis & Johnson, 1985). There is a broad consensus in educational psychology that general 

intelligence, academic skills, and reasoning ability are connected in important way (c.f., Perkins & 

Grotzer, 1997), suggesting that general intelligence may index students’ ability to benefit from a 

rigorous curriculum. Moreover, the ACT Corporation has identified benchmark ACT test scores 

which predict grades in various college classes (ACT, 2007), offering an even more specific 

assessment of students’ capacities.    

 

 The Assessment Committee examined the ACT scores of psychology majors and 

compared them to the ACT scores of psychology majors at the University of Utah, the flagship 

institution in the state, which has a well recognized and rigorous curriculum.  WSU students’ 

scores were also compared to national and state ACT test norms and to benchmark scores for 

university-level performance in Social Science, Mathematics, and Composition.    

 

 ACT Mathematics, English, Reading, and Composite scores of psychology majors were 

collected from the Office of Institutional Research from the University of Utah and Weber State 

University. Each office provided average scores, standard deviations, and sample size of 

psychology majors, which are presented in Table 1.  Table 1 also reports the ACT test 

performance of 2007 high school graduates nationally 

(http://www.act.org/news/data/07/pdf/National2007.pdf) and from Utah 

(http://www.act.org/news/data/07/pdf/states/Utah.pdf).   

 

http://www.act.org/news/data/07/pdf/National2007.pdf
http://www.act.org/news/data/07/pdf/states/Utah.pdf


Table 1:  ACT scores  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

ACT TEST       University         Averages             

   Weber   Utah   State             National 

   _________________________  ________________________ 

Mathematics 

 Mean  20.6  < 21.9   21.1   21.0 

 sd  4.40   4.50   5.6   5.1 

 N  228   240   22,008   1.3 M 

English           

 Mean  21.6  < 23.1   21.3   20.7 

 sd  4.94   5.14   5.7   6.0 

 N  228   242   22,008   1.3 M 

Reading  

 Mean  23.1  < 24.2   22.2   21.5 

 sd  5.56   5.46   5.8   6.1 

 N  221   242   22,008   1.3 M  

Composite           

 Mean  21.8  < 23.1   21.7   21.2 

 sd  4.19   4.06   4.6   5.0 

 N  228   242   22,008   1.3 M 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

  

 Separate t-tests revealed that University of Utah psychology students had higher ACT 

Mathematics t(468) = 3.16, p < .01, English t(468) = 3.23, p < .01, Reading t(461) = 2.15, p < .05, 

and Composite t(466) = 3.31, p < .01 scores.  The standard deviations were homogeneous and no 

school had a consistently higher standard deviation than the other.  The findings suggest that 

although different in means, there good deal of overlap between the distribution of scores.   

 

 Weber State psychology students’ Mathematics, English and Composite scores were no 

different from State and National averages.  However, their Reading scores were higher than the 

State t(22,227) = 2.30, p < .05 and National t(1,300,219) = 2.90, p < .001 averages.  University of 

Utah students ACT scores were higher than state and national averages (all ts > 2.07, p < .05).  

 

 The ACT Corporation benchmarks are empirically derived minimum scores on an ACT 

test that indicate a 50% chance of obtaining a B or higher or about a 75% chance of obtaining a C 

or higher in corresponding credit-bearing college courses. The relevant courses for the present 

analysis include English Composition (benchmarked by ACT English score of 18), Algebra 

(benchmarked by ACT Mathematics score of 22) and Social Science (benchmarked by ACT 

Reading score of 21). WSU psychology students have significantly higher scores than the ACT 

benchmark Reading score, t (227) = 11.00, p <.001 and English score, t (220.0) = 5.62, p<. 001, 

but significantly lower score than the benchmark Mathematics score t (227.0) = -4.80, p < .001.   

 

 The findings suggest that although not performing at the same level as psychology majors 

at the University of Utah, Weber State psychology students; ACT scores are no different than 



national and state-wide averages. Weber State’s open enrollment policy likely explains why WSU 

students’ scores are no different than the state average.  The benchmark data suggest that WSU 

psychology majors are above minimal standards in reading and composition skills, but below such 

standards in mathematics.  Clearly a range of capstone classes should be offered which are all 

rigorous and demanding but do not all require advance mathematics-related skills, likely tapped 

by research capstones and some senior seminars.    

 

Study 2 

 

 To assess WSU psychology students’ beliefs about the scientific nature of the discipline, 

they were asked to complete the Psychology as a Science (PAS) questionnaire (Friedrich, 1996).  

The questionnaire was shown to have good measurement reliability, with internal consistency 

(Cohen’s Kappa) scores ranging from .7 to .8.  Also, the scale was shown to have measurement 

validity. For example, Friedrich reported that Research Methods students at the end of the 

semester scored higher (M=5.55 on a 7-point Likert scale, reflecting a stronger belief in 

psychology as a science), than the same students at the beginning of the course (M=5.30) and 

different students from an introductory psychology course who were tested at the end of the 

semester (M=5.11). 

 

 The present study assessed students’ beliefs about the scientific status of psychology as a 

function of their Year in School (Freshman, Sophomore, Junior, and Senior) and Major Status 

(Potential or Actual Major, Potential or Actual Minor, and Neither Potential nor Actual Major or 

Minor).  If the psychology curriculum impacts students’ beliefs about the scientific nature of the 

discipline, we would expect both Year in School and Major Status to predict PAS score. 

Specifically, we would expect higher PAS scores among upper- than lower-division students and 

among majors than non-majors.   

 

 A total of 438 participants completed the PAS questionnaire (see Appendix) during the 

first 6 weeks of classes in the Spring 2008 semester. To insure the sampling of students from all 

Years in School (freshmen to seniors) and Major Statuses, the questionnaire was distributed to a 

range of classes.  The distribution of participants by classes is presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2:  Distribution of Students by Classes 

_________________________________________________________ 

 

Courses   Frequency Percentage 

   _____________________ 

 

 1000-level   176  40.2%    

 2000-level   50  11.4% 

 3000-3499-level   127  29.0% 

 3500-3999-level   77  17.6% 

 4000-level or above   8  1.8% 

TOTAL   438  100% 

_________________________________________________________ 

 



 The distribution of participants by the two independent variables is presented in Table 3.  

Students’ Major Status was determined by their answers to two questions on the PAS 

questionnaire.  Participants were asked whether they were a psychology major, minor, or neither a 

psychology major nor minor and (if they were neither) whether they were planning to become a 

psychology major, minor or neither a psychology major nor minor.  Students who were 

psychology majors and those who were planning to become a psychology major were placed into 

the Potential or Actual Psychology Major group.  Students who were psychology minors and 

those who were planning to become a psychology minor were placed into the Potential or Actual 

Psychology Minor group. Participants who were neither psychology majors nor minors and were 

not planning on becoming so were placed into the Neither Potential Nor Actual Psychology Major 

or Minor group. 

 

Table 3:  Distribution of Students by Major Status by Year in School. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

   Potential or   Potential   Neither Potential TOTAL 

   Actual   or Actual   nor Actual Major 

    Major    Minor   or Minor   

 ____________________________________________________________ 

 

Freshmen 25 21  97  143 

Sophomore 32 12  44   88  

Junior  44 26  33  103 

Senior 57 18  21   98 

TOTAL 158 77  195  430 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Cohen’s Kappa for the 15 PAS items was .83, which indicates a very reliable test. 

Students’ PAS scores were positively correlated with the number of psychology courses taken, r 

(N = 414) = .21, p <.001.  This finding suggests that the more psychology courses to which WSU 

students are exposed, the more they come to believe that psychology is scientific.   

 

 A more systematic analysis of the impact of the curriculum on PAS scores was performed 

by subjecting the scores to a 4 (Year in School) by 3 (Major Status) ANCOVA, with sex and 

number of psychology classes as covariates.  Sex was treated as a covariate because there were 

fewer female (N=26) than male (N=51) Potential or Actual Minors, whereas the other categories 

revealed fairly equal distributions of males and females.  The number of psychology classes was 

treated as a covariate because senior majors had substantially more courses than other groups.  

 

 Results revealed a main effect of Year in School, F (3, 396) = 3.80, p < .05, and Major 

Status, F (2, 396) = 18.74, p < .001.  As can be seen in Figure 1, Bonferroni post-hoc tests 

revealed that Potential or Actual Majors had significantly higher PAS scores than the other two 

groups, and that Seniors had significantly higher PAS scores than Freshmen. Taken together, these 

findings suggest that those particularly interested in the discipline (majors) and those who are 

more advanced in their university career (seniors) have the strongest beliefs in the scientific nature 

of the discipline. 



Figure 1:  PAS scores by Year in School and Major Status 
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Appendix 1:  PAS Questionnaire 

 

1) Current Course #  1000  2000  3000  3500  4000 

 

2) Location Online  Campus:           Weber  Davis 

 

3) Sex  Male  Female 

 

4) Age  18-22  23-27  28-32  33-37  >37 

 

5) Year in School  Freshman  Sophomore  Junior  Senior 

 

6) Are you a… a) Psychology major b) Psychology minor c) Neither 

 

7)  If c, are you planning to become  a) Psychology major b) Psychology minor c) Neither  

 

8) How many of the following psychology courses have you taken: 

1000-2000 level  a)  one  b) two   c) three d)  four  f) five 

3000-3500 level   a)  one  b) two   c) three d)  four f) five 

3600-3999 level  a)  one  b) two   c) three d)  four f) five 

4000-level and higher  a)  one  b) two   c) three d)  four f) five 

 

For the following questions please indicate your response by circling a number that accurately 

describes how you feel in regards to whether you agree with the statement or disagree with the 

statement [ 1(strongly disagree) 2 3 4 5 6 7(strongly agree)] 

 

A psychology course is an important part of any person’s college education  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

The different areas within psychology seem very unrelated to each other 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

  

An undergraduate degree in psychology should be a Bachelor of Science rather than a Bachelor of 

Arts degree 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

It’s just as important for psychology students to do experiments as it is for students in chemistry 

and biology 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

An introductory psychology course should cover as broad a range of topics as possible 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

  

Research conducted in controlled laboratory settings is essential for understanding everyday 

behavior 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 



  

Even though each person is unique, it is possible for science to find general laws explaining 

human behavior 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

  

Carefully controlled research is not likely to be useful in solving psychological problems 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

  

Our ability as humans to behave in any way we choose makes our attempts to predict behavior 

ineffective 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

  

Psychological advice given in popular books and magazines is often as useful as more research-

based claims 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

  

Studying specific examples of how psychology is used is the most interesting part of a psychology 

course 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

  

Governments funding of experimentation is as necessary for expanding what we know about 

psychology as it is for gaining knowledge in areas like chemistry and physics 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

The study of psychology should be seen primarily as a science 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

  

Courses in psychology place too much emphasis on research and experimentation 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Psychology courses should spend time covering various job possibilities for people with 

psychology degrees 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Psychological research can enable us to anticipate people’s behavior with a high degree of 

accuracy 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Psychologists working as counseling professionals don’t need to be so concerned with research 

findings 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Psychological theories presented in the media should not be trusted unless they are supported by 

experiments 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 



 

Psychology will never be a true science because its predictions of individual behavior are  seldom 

exact or certain 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

Students get little benefit from learning about procedures for conducting psychology experiments 

 1 2 3 4 5  6  7 

  


