
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
  

 
 

 
 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  

 
  

  
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

External Review, Department of Psychology 
University of Hawai’i-Hilo 

Don Fowles 

Dates of visit to campus:  October 5-6, 2009 
Review submitted October 14, 2009 

Reviewer’s Background 

Most of my professional career has been as a faculty member in the Department of Psychology at the 
University of Iowa.  The U of Iowa is a Big Ten university and is a heavily research-oriented 
“Research 1” university that is a member of the American Association of Universities.  It is not a rich 
university—for the most part we are in the bottom half of the Big Ten.  The department has something 
like 1400 majors and about 32 full-time faculty and, like UH-Hilo, generates a large number of student 
semester hours from non-majors.  Although I believe that in general teaching is well done in our 
department, research productivity is by far the most important criterion for promotion, salary increases, 
and prestige.  The University of Iowa most certainly is not a small liberal arts college with a strong 
emphasis on teaching. 

My own educational background as an undergraduate at M.I.T. and a graduate student teaching fellow 
and tutor at Harvard, though not in small liberal arts colleges, exposed me to small classes in 
institutions that placed a great emphasis on undergraduate education. At both of those institutions 15-
page term papers and essay exams were standard in psychology courses.  Thus, I have some experience 
with a teaching-intensive educational context. 

I should mention that, although I was fortunate to receive an outstanding education, I came from a low 
SES background that was anything but privileged.  As a result, I resonate strongly with the mission of 
UH-Hilo to provide educational opportunities to students from lower SES backgrounds.  

Before beginning the review, I would like to emphasize that in a two-day visit I was not able to 
become an expert on the College or even the Department, nor was I able to check the information I 
thought I heard in various discussions.  Often what I learned was based on a report by a single person.  
All too often I became aware of a question too late—in some cases even after the visit—to obtain an 
answer.  Thus, I apologize for any misinformation in my summary of what I learned.  Also, although I 
will make recommendations for some changes, I know far too little about the circumstances that exist 
to know whether any or all of them are feasible.  I count on the faculty and administration to evaluate 
the recommendations on the basis of more complete information. 

Institutional Context 

UH-Hilo began as a two-year branch campus of UH-Manoa and then became a four-year degree 
granting institution.  From the outset it was conceptualized as a small liberal arts college with small 
classes.  The current web site states that the average class size is 22.  The mission has been the 
extremely valuable one of providing educational opportunities at an affordable cost especially to the 
young people of the Big Island.  To that end, the admission requirements are described in the web site 
as “moderately selective” and the admission requirements appear to be a high school GPA of 3.0 based 
on a reasonably demanding curriculum or a college GPA of 2.0 for transfer students with 24 SH of 
credits.  During the past 10 years enrollments have increased substantially. 
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Originally and for many years, teaching appears to have been the sole function of faculty.  At some 
point in the fairly recent past, research began to be emphasized and currently constitutes a significant 
expectation for the faculty and a basis for evaluation for promotion and tenure.  One faculty member 
referred to “teaching and research” institutions such as UH-Hilo—reflecting the balance between 
teaching and research.  However, everyone seems to be clear that teaching is, in some sense, still the 
more important mission.  In terms of evaluation of faculty, a common statement was that “the bar is 
higher for teaching than for research,” meaning that the standards are higher for teaching.  

A recent development is the Department of Psychology’s development of a “Distance Learning” 
curriculum that permits some students to complete a bachelor’s degree in psychology completely via 
internet or web-based courses.  Support for this endeavor is very strong among both faculty and 
administration.  

Another recent development is the addition of a master’s degree program in Counseling Psychology to 
the department’s curriculum.  At the time it was initiated, it was only the third master’s degree on 
campus.  The focus is quite applied and, consistent with the overall institutional mission, the goal is to 
provide training for badly needed clinical services for the state of Hawai’i.  Support is strong for this 
program.  

The department has always been one of the largest majors on campus (currently stable at around 280).  
Additionally, the department generates a large number of student semester hours (SSH) from non-
majors who take psychology courses.  On that basis alone, it is viewed as one of the most important 
departments on campus.  The addition of the Distance Learning curriculum and the MA program in 
Counseling Psychology has only added to their prestige with the administration.  

In spite of the department’s obvious success in fulfilling the missions of the institutions, there are 
significant problems and ways in which they could better fulfill those missions.  Those include modest 
support for research, ambiguities and possibly problems of validity in evaluation of faculty for tenure, 
difficulties in providing courses so that students can complete their degrees without summer school, 
and possibly insufficient attention to research experience and advanced writing skills. 

Findings 

Research Support 

Once I read that the teaching load is three courses per semester, I expected that there would be little 
research productivity on the part of faculty.  I was, therefore, surprised to find that quite a few faculty 
publish frequently and are passionate about their research.  I was even more surprised after discovering 
how modest is the infrastructure to support research.  The laboratory space is extremely modest, there 
appears to be no departmental shop to provide support for constructing and maintaining research 
equipment, and there is no department-level IT support for computers and computer-related equipment.  
On the other hand, one faculty member felt there is reasonable support for research and also mentioned 
pretty good assistance with grants, internal seed grants, travel money to conferences, and access to all 
books and journals in the U of Hawai’i system.  Assuming this report to be generally true, UH-Hilo 
clearly is doing what it can to support research.  Nevertheless, overall it appears to me that the faculty 
who seriously pursue research are doing so with a substantial handicap, inasmuch as their competition 
has many advantages they do not have.   
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To illustrate this point, I will describe the institutional support for research in my own department at 
the U of Iowa (which I emphasized above is not a wealthy state university).  The department has the 
typical two courses per term teaching load characteristic of research-oriented state universities (elite 
private universities have a still lower teaching load).  A number of years ago, the Dean agreed to 
reduce our teaching to three courses per year in recognition of the extensive exposure to research that 
we provide to undergraduate majors.  Adequate laboratory space is viewed as a necessity and incoming 
faculty receive substantial “start-up” funding to purchase equipment and get their research started and 
make their grant applications competitive.  For new Assistant Professors the teaching load is reduced 
by one course, allowing them (in view of the three course/year load) to have the fall term off.  New 
faculty are eligible for summer salary fellowship for at least one summer.  In the fourth or fifth year (at 
the faculty member’s choosing) they receive a sabbatical leave for a semester.  

The U of Iowa Department of Psychology has a machine shop with one highly-skilled full-time senior 
staff (sometimes with a helper or two) and an IT shop with two very skilled, full-time senior staff plus 
multiple undergraduate computer science students employed on an hourly basis.  The department has a 
site license for SPSS-X.  The department-wide graduate program provides a significant number of 
graduate students to work with faculty on research and graduate student teaching assistants for all large 
courses.  Given the imbalanced emphasis on research, we tend not to assign term papers and tend to 
use multiple choice exams, which are machine-scored by the university’s Examination and Evaluation 
Service.  The smaller number of courses mean that young faculty have fewer new course preparations 
than at UH-Hilo.  All faculty have up-to-date personal computers, a personal LaserJet printer in their 
offices, and free photocopying for teaching. At a department level there is secretarial support for tasks 
that can be farmed out and a 75%-time advisor handles all tactical advising (e.g., fulfilling 
requirements, choice of courses, registration)—leaving faculty to advise on career choices and other 
strategic issues.  

Again, the point here is that the faculty in the Department of Psychology at UH-Hilo who attempt to 
mount an active research program are at a substantial disadvantage.  When they attempt to obtain 
research grants, they are competing with researchers who have the above advantages to make 
applications stronger.  This disadvantage has a major impact on time.  In addition to the greater 
number of courses to teach, faculty at UH-Hilo have to do for themselves many tasks that are 
facilitated at other state universities.  There is a cumulative effect.  Young faculty who succeed in 
obtaining grants have even more resources to conduct their research and, consequently, build more 
impressive publication records that make their future applications even stronger.  Thus, research-active 
faculty are to be commended on their achievements in spite of disadvantages. 

I was also surprised to find that there are few incentives to conduct research other than the possible 
contribution to promotions.  I did not hear of any reductions in teaching (below three courses per term) 
for research productivity or for training undergraduates in research.  Similarly, I was told that there 
have been no salary increments in recognition of research—i.e., the union contract encourages merit 
pay raises on top of the contractual raises but that such merit raises have not occurred.  In my 
department at the U of Iowa scholarly publications and research grants are a major factor in our salary 
increases, creating a strong incentive to intensely pursue research.  

Tenure and Promotion Evaluation 

The ambiguity regarding criteria for tenure is a significant problem.  None of the assistant professors 
could articulate the criteria for tenure—especially for scholarly activity.  Three factors appear to 
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contribute to this problem.  First, the increased emphasis on research has added a research component 
to the evaluation, yet the changes are too recent for faculty to be clear about the implications and 
standards.  Second, because of the small numbers of faculty in the department, there are very few 
recent tenure decisions to establish precedent.  Third, tenure decisions are made at the level of the 
Division of Social Sciences rather than the Department (due to the small number of senior faculty in 
the past).  As a result, psychology faculty tenure is being decided by faculty who are not even in their 
discipline.  

As noted above, there does appear to be a widespread view based on experience that student ratings of 
teaching constitute almost the sole basis for teacher evaluation and that “the bar is high.”  I was told 
(by a “usually reliable source”) that the tenure and promotion committees rely heavily on student 
ratings.  Further, in one instance in the College tenure was denied because a faculty member’s overall 
average ratings were 0.20 below the college average.  If this decision was prototypical, it has serious 
implications for the tenure process.  

I was able to obtain very little information about the requirements for promotion to full professor, quite 
possibly again because there have been relatively few precedents.  One faculty assured me that faculty 
have been promoted without a record of scholarly publications.  

During my visit I received a document entitled “Tenure and/or Promotion Guidelines, College of Arts 
and Sciences.”  It was only on the trip home that I had time to read it.  On the whole, it seems a 
relatively clear conceptualization of the criteria.  It explains that in view of the primary mission of 
providing a quality liberal arts education, “excellence in teaching is a critical standard.”  The 
University’s Perceived Teaching Effectiveness survey must be administered and the results “provide a 
basis for uniform evaluation of faculty based on student responses” (italics added).  But it also notes 
that student feedback is only part of the teaching evaluation process and urges faculty to “submit other 
forms of evidence—e.g., peer evaluations, curriculum development, digital websites, etc.—to support 
their teaching effectiveness, and that the Division (or Department) Personnel Committee (DPC) and 
the Division (or Department) Chair (DC) give substantial credence to these other sources of evidence” 
(italics added).  There follows a list of materials that might be included in a candidate’s dossier.  
Among those listed are the following: 

• Reports of peer evaluations on the basis of classroom observations, teach teaching, or invited 
lectures 

• Evidence of curricular developments and new courses 
• Instructional materials including syllabi and representative assignments 
• Samples of student work, with or without instructor comments 
• Evidence of student awards in the instructor’s subject area 
• Evidence of impact on students, including evidence of students’ postgraduate success 
• Evidence of the supervision of students in research/creative scholarship 

Please consult the original document for a complete list. 

Clearly this document embraces a much broader range of sources of evaluation than student ratings, 
but it appears that the faculty and the tenure and promotion committees may not have received the 
message.  From my perspective, there is an explicit overemphasis on student ratings (“a basis for 
uniform evaluation of faculty”) that is counterproductive, but otherwise the document represents a 
legal basis for a more valid and broadly-based evaluation of teaching.  If teaching truly is central to the 
mission of UH-Hilo, then it is important enough to evaluate validly.  I will address this question more 
fully below under recommendations. 
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On the Scholarship side, the same document has a quite reasonable summary of the criteria 
(“established program of research,” “impacts their discipline nationally and internationally,” etc.).  A 
key statement is, “In general, refereed or juried products have greater weight than non-refereed on non-
juried ones, and international and national contributions have more weight than regional or local ones.” 
A clear implication is that publications in national journals that are refereed constitute a basis for 
tenure.  There is no mention of “premier” or “top-tier” journals.  This feature reflects the highly 
reasonable recognition that faculty do suffer a disadvantage in mounting a research career and values 
their publications as long as they are refereed.  There is no mention of the number of publications that 
are required for tenure.  That is reasonable, as no one ever makes criteria that explicit—in part because 
the evaluation combines judgments of quality and quantity and thus is more complex than counting a 
fixed number of publications.  Nevertheless, I was advised that two publications per year (a total of 
12?) would be safely above threshold, and at another time I had the impression that one publication per 
year or a total of six might be enough.  Few people mentioned grants as a basis for evaluation. 

Other than a lack of full awareness of this view, the criteria for scholarship seemed reasonable with 
one exception.  I was told that the only way to obtain evaluations of research from outside reviewers is 
to request them oneself and submit any or all of them.  It is not possible to have the tenure and 
promotion committees to obtain outside reviews.  The obvious problem with this approach is that the 
letters are not credible.  First, the faculty member has total control over who writes the letters.  Second, 
the faculty member can select only the positive evaluations for submission.  Such a positive bias limits 
the impact on the evaluating committee.  These outside reviews are an important basis of evaluation by 
experts in the candidate’s field of research, and they constitute an important protection for the 
candidate against biased or ill-informed evaluations.  In our system at Iowa we request letters from 
three experts selected by the candidate for tenure and three selected by the review group.  

Teaching and Curriculum Needs 

The teaching obligations of the department are noted above:  the undergraduate curriculum, the 
Distance Learning (DL) major, and the graduate program in Counseling Psychology.  I was told that 
the DL curriculum involves offering three courses per term “on load”—i.e., counted toward the faculty 
member’s six course load for the year.  Also, five faculty (B. Kim, Frueh, Herman, Higa-McMillan, 
and S Kim) have primary responsibilities to the Counseling curriculum but are to teach one 
undergraduate course per semester.  Professor Frueh currently is Chair of the Social Sciences Division 
with administrative duties that reduce his teaching.  Undergraduate course offerings appear to be 
dichotomized into small writing intensive courses capped at 20 students and larger courses capped at 
35 students except on “extreme occasions” when they allow 50 students to enroll.  Classrooms are said 
to be similarly dichotomized, although I think the larger classrooms may hold 50 students.  

The DL program started in the fall of 2002.  It requires that student have completed a two-year A.A. 
degree or equivalent and PSY 100 in order to be eligible.  They cannot be currently enrolled as on-
campus students at UH-Hilo.  The curriculum is only routinely available to a “cohort” of students who 
signed up at a given point in time and are completing the curriculum together over a two-year period.  
The courses are capped at 35 students and there are 33 students in the cohort at present.  Courses other 
than psychology can be obtained from other on-line sources (e.g., UH-West Oahu). There is great 
enthusiasm for this mechanism as a way to provide inexpensive education and degrees to students 
unable to attend classes on campus.  

From my perspective there are several issues concerning the DL program.  First, the cap on the 
enrollment and the cohort concept means that it is limited to 35 students every two years.  That may be 
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valuable, but it looks more like a pilot project than a major educational program.  Second, I heard no 
discussion of quality control or evaluation.  I have no expertise in this type of education, but my 
impression is that nationally there is great skepticism about the quality of completely on-line degrees.  
I wonder if anyone is examining that issue.  Third, precluding on-campus students seems strange on 
the face of it. That is dictated by the caps, but it is difficult for on-campus students to understand, and 
it precludes occasional cost-effective completion of a course without being on campus.  Fourth, no one 
mentioned how exams are made secure (but I failed to ask).  When I taught a continuing education 
class, arrangements were made for proctored exams for all students at a school near where they lived.  
Since the student is required to verify residency with a local University Center in Kauai, Maui, or West 
Hawai’i, I imagine the examinations are proctored there, but if not there should be some form of 
security. 

I do not have a precise count of faculty, but based on the catalog listing and other information, in 
addition to the five Counseling Program faculty the faculty include Azari (on leave when I visited but 
listed for future teaching), Brown, Coutant, Dixon, Pack, Ramos, Skorikov, and Yudko.  Brian Uldall 
is a temporary Assistant Professor and Becky Thurston is an Instructor. 

Given my experience in a state university, I was astonished to learn that there are no large lecture 
courses—even PSY 100 is taught in multiple, enrollment-capped classes.  To some extent this 
circumstance is driven by the lack of availability of larger classrooms.  It is also driven by the absence 
of teaching assistants to help with the additional work required for larger classes and an assumption 
that writing assignments preclude larger classes.  On the other hand, Table 3 in the Self-Study seems to 
indicate that there were no writing assignments at all in PSY 100 classes.  

On more than one occasion in conversations with various administrators, the question was raised as to 
whether the department adequately meets its obligations to undergraduates in terms of offering enough 
classes for them to fulfill the college requirements.  Specifically, there is a concern that undergraduates 
must attend summer school in order to complete their degree.  Needless to say, attending summer 
school adds greatly to their costs as well as precluding a summer job.  As a result of this concern, I met 
with an undergraduate class and asked them about their experiences as majors.  Embedded in my 
questions was one about summer school.  There was very strong agreement among the students that it 
is true—they are forced to attend summer school and do feel it is a serious burden.  Several indicated 
that, although they enjoy small classes, they would prefer larger classes that are available than smaller 
classes with enrollment caps that preclude them.  One student said that even the need to have a specific 
course in the last semester of the senior year in order to graduate was insufficient to gain access to a 
class. 

The students had a number of other comments worthy of note.  Generally, they praised the teaching, 
saying that the faculty were strongly engaged in teaching, knew the material well, and were effective 
teachers.  One student commented that there are “two or three” faculty who should not be teaching, 
because they do not put out the effort required with the result that the courses are out of date.  I did not 
ask for a show of hands, but I believe two or three other students nodded in agreement and none 
dissented. I would take this assertion as a possibility to be considered rather than a finding.  However, 
one faculty member offered a similar evaluation of his/her colleagues—i.e., that there are faculty who 
are minimally engaged in teaching and not at all in research. In looking over the faculty list, I cannot 
identify any faculty who seem to match that portrayal.  

Several students complained that every course spent about a month at the beginning of the semester 
repeating material from PSY 100 with the first exam being based on this material.  They found it 
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boring and wasteful.  The students reported that they know which faculty give easy grades.  When I 
asked if the exams in the other classes required them to learn the material and fairly assessed their 
knowledge, they said yes without any reservation.  Several students had been dismayed to learn that 
they could not take a Distance Learning course.  One student said she had to come across the island to 
take a single course on campus, because she could not register for a DL course.  Another commented 
that she understood that a different section of 214 Research Methodology than the one she was in had 
“a lot less work.” 

The department’s Self-Study included the following statement: “The major weaknesses of the 
Department are a disproportionate number of A grades in some courses and a tendency to have 
students evaluated strictly on multiple choice exams” (italics added).  Given the strong emphasis on 
writing and the caps in enrollment, the latter report is quite surprising—especially if “strictly” means 
that there are no term papers.  It is likely that “strictly” refers to exam-based evaluation and that term 
papers or other writing tasks are assigned (see Table 3 in the Self-Study).  If so, the use of multiple 
choice exams to protect the faculty member’s time might well be justified.  However, if it means that 
the course is capped at 35 students and that there are minimal writing assignments, the enrollment cap 
may not be justified.  If there are enrollment caps without significant writing assignments, they are 
difficult to defend and result in inefficiencies in meeting curricular needs. 

Finally, in spite of all the talk about writing intensive classes, I did not hear of any assignments of a 
15-page term paper on a scholarly topic.  I heard that writing is difficult for many because English is a 
second language and I heard about shorter papers, sometimes based on students’ experiences rather 
than a more scholarly topic.  Other than PSY 213 Research Methodology, it was not clear to me that 
undergraduates have the experience of learning how to write longer, scholarly papers.  I may well be 
wrong on this point, because I did not ask everyone and did not pursue this question as thoroughly as I 
might.  If I am correct in thinking that such writing experiences are either absent or quite infrequent, it 
is a notable weakness of a curriculum that represents a small liberal arts college approach and has 
capped enrollments in all courses.  If there is a problem of assigning such papers generally, it would be 
desirable to have some graduated approach in which such papers are assigned in the most advanced 
courses. 

The comment in the Self-Study about grade inflation was followed by a discussion with statistics 
presenting the distribution of A, B, and C grades.  The range of A grades was from 40% to 45% in 
PSY 100 (Intro), PSY 213 (Statistics), PSY 312 (Testing Sequence), PSY 321 (Personality) and from 
52% to 56% in PSY 214 (Methods), PSY 320 (Developmental), and PSY 350 (Cognitive).  In the 
discussion of this topic, the Self-Study acknowledges “a disproportionate number of A grades . . . 
which might reflect that the rigor of the courses has decreased,” says that “the majority of the 
department feels concern over possible grade inflation,” and reports that “some of UH-Hilo majors 
who have been accepted into the Masters in Counseling Psychology Program at UH-Hilo are 
unprepared to do graduate work despite the fact that they attained high GPAs.”  They also note that the 
three required core courses (100, 213, and 214) are included in this list. 

I strongly agree with their concerns.  Grades are the coin of the realm in the Academy.  They are 
supposed to communicate the degree of mastery of a subject.  Grades of A are supposed to be honor 
grades indicating a high degree of mastery, and they should only be awarded when a student has shown 
that degree of mastery.  To understand the consequences, consider two possible situations.  First, the 
vast majority of instructors give A grades only to the top 20% of students but a small number of 
faculty give them to over 50% of students.  When others see those inflated grades, they will believe the 
student has achieved more than s/he has.  The consequence will be that other students are at an unfair 
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disadvantage when evaluated on the basis of their grade point average.  Additionally, those students 
with inferior mastery will not perform as expected later and will undermine the reputation of UH-
Hilo’s graduates and the meaning of a GPA from UH-Hilo.  In the second situation, all faculty 
embrace the easy curve and award A grades to the top 50%.  The consequence will be that a GPA of 
4.0 will only mean that the student is in the upper 50% of the class at UH-Hilo.  The outside world will 
no longer view A grades as meaningful at UH-Hilo and will no longer evaluate any student positively 
on the basis of her/his GPA—debasing the value of a degree and high GPA from UH-Hilo.  This issue 
is perhaps even more important at UH-Hilo with its modest selectivity of admissions.  Those students 
among the undergraduates who are truly excellent need a way to document that excellence to the 
outside world.  A debased degree undermines their ability to do so. 

The Self-Study comments that the department needs to recruit faculty to ‘teach physiological, behavior 
genetics, psychoneuroimmunology and other areas that require “wet” labs.’  I did feel that biology is 
underrepresented in the departmental offerings.  There is an ever-increasing integration of psychology 
and biology in many areas, making it important for psychologists in the future to be strongly 
biologically literate.  Also, the department would benefit from hiring a mainstream human cognitive 
psychologist, given the importance of cognitive psychology nationwide.  Thus, a case can be made for 
preference for these areas in future hires. 

Finally, I learned that all faculty provide advising to students.  It would be more efficient and effective 
to designate one person to do all the tactical advising as described above for my own department.  One 
reason we did that is that faculty often do not know the college rules and requirements well and do not 
track changes in those rules and requirements.  Consequently, they spend time relearning the rules each 
semester and are more likely to give poor advice.  We also use senior undergraduates as “peer 
advisors.”  Needless to say, the better senior students have an excellent understanding of the 
requirements, as well as of the curriculum. 

Counseling Psychology Program 

The Master of Arts in Counseling Psychology program was established in 2005 with approval and 
support of the Hawai’i State Legislature and the University of Hawai’i System.  It is a 60 semester 
hour program that meets the curricular requirements for licensure as a Mental Health Counselor in 
Hawai‘i. The program currently is the only one in the University of Hawai’i System that is designed to 
train Mental Health Counselors at the master’s degree level.  There was considerable praise for 
Professor Kim, who as Director had effected the change from provisional to established status for the 
program last year—i.e., making it a permanent graduate program. 

Although there have been some difficulties in reaching the full complement of five faculty for the 
Counseling Program, those will have been overcome as of January when Professor Sunyoung Kim 
arrives.  The faculty have very good credentials.  In anticipation of the visit I had some concern that 
the graduate program might not emphasize a science-based approach to clinical practice, but that 
concern was not well-founded.  In general the program emphasizes a science-based approach and the 
two newest faculty have a very strong background in this area.  Another faculty member referred to 
two of the senior faculty in the Counseling Program as superstars. 

The major—and important—need is to fill the position of Program Coordinator.  As described in the 
Appendix to the departmental self-study (A SELF-STUDY TO MOVE FROM PROVISIONAL TO 
ESTABLISHED STATUS), this position “was envisioned to be the main source of administrative and 
clerical support for the director,” who receives only a one-course reduction for his duties as Director. 
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In particular, this M.A. level staff person is needed to develop, manage, and monitor the quality of 
practicum placements and to handle admissions and other student matters.  If the Director is to serve as 
Director, teach five courses per term, and maintain scholarly activity, there needs to be a Program 
Coordinator.  Presumably the Coordinator’s salary would be significantly lower than the Director’s, 
making it more efficient to pay a staff person than to reduce the Director’s teaching load to compensate 
for these administrative duties.  

Practicum placements for the second-year graduate students (approximately two days per week in the 
fall term and full-time in the spring term) are adequate but not ideal.  In some cases students must 
commute a significant distance for practicum, as there are not enough established practicum sites in 
Hilo or nearby.  At some sites the supervisors are not licensed, in which case the faculty provide 
supplemental supervision in the department.  These arrangements are certainly to be expected for a 
program that has just started and that is situated in small community with only modest clinical 
facilities.  Having a Program Coordinator to develop contacts with additional sites and monitor the 
quality will be of considerable help.  Hopefully, over time the program’s graduates will be staffing 
some potential practicum sites and will be able to provide high quality supervision.  

The nascent program has encountered a significant difficulty in terms of seeking accreditation.  It was 
designed to meet accreditation criteria of CACREP (Council for Accreditation of Counseling and 
Related Educational Programs).  However, as of July 1, 2009, CACREP adopted new standards that 
preclude hiring faculty who are counseling psychologists or clinical psychologists.  Rather, all faculty 
must have degrees in counselor education.  This restriction makes CACREP completely inappropriate 
as a source of accreditation.  Professor Kim says that the primary alternative is MPAC (Masters in 
Psychology Accreditation Council).  MPAC’s mission is perfect for the program:  “to accredit 
academic programs in psychology, which promote training in the scientific practice of professional 
psychology at the master’s level. Although programs may vary in the models of training utilized, a 
commitment to science-based training in all aspects of psychology is emphasized.”  The only problem 
is that MPAC is new and has accredited a relatively small number of masters programs.  Professor Kim 
is investigating possible accreditation through MPAC. At present it appears to be the only viable 
opportunity for accreditation, and it is likely that MPAC will become more strongly established with 
each passing year. 

As with the rest of the department, there is a shortage of space and other types of support.  The 
students mentioned a lot of things that needed to be better and/or things they would like to have.  They 
said the SPSS software was not working and that there is little IT support.  The one printer available to 
all students does not work.  Laboratory space is deficient and there is little support for student 
laboratories.  They reported a shortage of test materials for them to use in the assessment course (I was 
not sure there was a problem, however).  There is access to a copy machine only in the library (none in 
the psychology building).  They also would love to have a room in which to study and to “hang out” 
together as a cohort.  

Overall, the program is doing impressively well considering how recently it was started and how 
limited are the resources. 

Recommendations 
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Although these recommendations are necessarily listed individually, I view them as a package because 
they are inter-related.  Specifically, the course credits freed up in the first recommendation make 
possible the implementation of other recommendations. 

1. Initiate larger lecture classes where student enrollment justifies them 

Although there is much to be said for small classes, there is no need for ALL classes to be capped at 20 
or 35. In the 2 year plan of courses to be offered that I received, 14 sections of PSY 100 are to be 
offered over the two fall 2009 to spring 2011 academic years.  The marginal value of those small 
courses all in PSY 100 is small compared with the utility of using the faculty time for other teaching. I 
did not get a count of how many students are involved.  If it is 50 students per section, then it would be 
350 per year, whereas if capped at 35 students per section, it would be 245 students per year.  The 
large lecture hall UCB 100 seats 130 students or 260 per year if used once each term.  Thus, if the 
smaller estimate applies, the PSY 100 enrollment could be handled with one large lecture course per 
semester.  That represents a savings of 10 courses over the two year period or five a year to be used for 
something else.  Along the same lines, over the two years twelve sections are scheduled for PSY 320 
Developmental Psychology and nine for PSY 322 Social Psychology.  Depending on whether 35 or 50 
students per section applies, these represent from 210 to 300 per year for Developmental Psychology 
and from 158 to 225 per year for Social Psychology.  Based on these numbers it is possible that two 
sections per year of PSY 320 and certain that two sections per year of PSY 322 would suffice if UCB 
100 could be used.  That constitutes a potential savings of 13 courses.  Adding the ten courses for PSY 
100, there is a potential savings of 23 courses over two years!  Even if an additional large lecture were 
offered each year for PSY 100 and PSY 320, there would be a savings of 19 courses over the two year 
period.  Perhaps the third lecture class each year may be desirable in order to ensure availability of the 
courses to all students. 

I make this recommendation based on some assumptions, which are critical.  Dean Hirokawa said that 
he would provide money to hire graders (on an hourly basis) for large psychology courses in order to 
offset the greater burden on faculty due to the large number of students.  He also offered to give credit 
for more than one course in the case of larger classes.  For example, if the credit were 1.5 courses, then 
teaching the course twice would reduce the six course load per year to five.  I am not sure, but I believe 
the offer was an either/or offer—either hire graders or provide extra course credit—but that is a detail 
to be worked out.  It is obvious that if hiring graders on an hourly basis permits a savings of 19 courses 
over two years and allows all students to register, hiring graders is an unusually sound investment. 
The money for these graders could be conceptualized as additional support for the department to offset 
the burden of providing so many SSH of contact for non-majors. 

If there are other courses that need to be enlarged in order to meet student needs, the small lecture hall 
Wentworth 1 seats 90 students and can be made available.  

2. Create a course for an Honor’s Teaching Assistant or some equivalent 

At the U of Iowa we have a specific course entitled “Honor’s Teaching Practicum” for which senior 
undergraduates register for credit if they are invited to TA for a class.  Both Dean Hirokawa and I have 
had very positive experiences with these TAs.  Typically they will have achieved a top score in the 
same class with the same instructor in a previous semester.  Almost universally, they attend class and 
hold office hours, and they conduct some type of study session before examinations.  During office 
hours they could provide tutoring to especially disadvantaged students.  In the present context with 
students for whom English is a second language, they could read first drafts of term papers and offer 
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suggestions as to how to improve the English.  The extent to which they can handle or even grade 
exams depends on the college and departmental policies.  A frequent report from undergraduates is that 
they are more comfortable with an undergraduate TA than a graduate student or faculty member—i.e., 
undergraduate TAs are well received by students in the class.  The benefits to the TA are finding out 
that they learn the material much better when they have to teach it, seeing a course from the other side 
of the desk, adding a formal recognition of their academic excellence to their résumé, having frequent 
contact with a faculty member, and (in consequence) having the possibility of a richer letter of 
reference from that faculty member.  These students typically place a great value on their education 
and have a positive view of contact with a faculty member.  They also appreciate having their ability 
recognized. 

Assuming that it is not appropriate for the undergraduate TA to grade papers and exams, I would hope 
that a combination of hired (psychologist) graders and undergraduate TAs would eliminate the usual 
burdens of a large course for a faculty member.  If not, perhaps extra credit for teaching would be in 
order, or perhaps a combination of graders, TAs, and teaching credit is optimal. 

3. Create an Honor’s Program and give teaching credit for providing research experience 

The Self-Study notes that many undergraduates obtain research experience by working on research 
with faculty.  Drs. Brown, Coutant, Herman, Ramos, Skorikov and Yudko were said currently to have 
active research projects that involve undergraduate students.  In at least some cases students are co-
authors on publications and/or present the research at poster sessions at conferences.  I failed to 
ascertain whether these faculty receive teaching credit.  Almost everyone would agree that these are 
valuable experiences for undergraduates—virtually essential for admission to graduate school (even 
for a great many clinical programs) and valuable even if they seek employment without graduate study. 
Unquestionably, they are highly desirable for a liberal arts college education.  

As far as I know, students do not conduct and write up a senior thesis, yet such an experience is widely 
practiced and valued at both research universities and liberal arts colleges—usually in the form of an 
Honor’s Program, calling it an Honor’s Thesis.  It was my impression that an Honor’s Program is 
either limited or nonexistent on campus.  I recommend that Psychology take the lead in creating one.  
A high GPA would be required (especially in view of grade inflation) in order to keep the program 
selective and of a manageable size, but the core would be the Honor’s Thesis.  Psychology departments 
generally are able to mount outstanding Honor’s Programs, because we focus strongly on research and 
much of our research is of a scale that lends itself to undergraduate participation. 

If my concerns about a limited number of opportunities to write longer, scholarly term papers are well-
founded, it would be valuable to include a required Senior Honor’s Seminar or some equivalent that 
involves at least one such paper (more would be better) and would vary in content with the 
instructor—being on a topic of special interest to the instructor.  The faculty at Hilo can do a better job 
of designing this class than I can, but the point is to use the Honor’s Program to create a class of 
outstanding students and to provide them opportunities for high level writing experiences.  

If teaching credit is not already received for providing research experience, some method of credits 
should be implemented to recognize this important contribution to teaching.  For example, one might 
designate a number of faculty as “research active.”  Assuming that they regularly have undergraduates 
in their lab and that they supervise Honor’s Theses regularly, ideally they could be given credit for one 
course per year.  Alternatively, depending on the supervisory load, some might receive 0.5 course 
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credit per year and others 1.0 course credit.  This credit would recognize an extremely important 
contribution to undergraduate education.  It would also provide recognition of faculty research efforts.  
Additionally, this form of teaching should be an important component of the evaluation of teaching.  

What I like about this proposal for an Honor’s program is that it strengthens undergraduate education 
while, at the same time, providing some support and recognition of faculty research.  I also like the fact 
that it will help to credential your best students.  At Iowa we have a large number of students who are 
not terribly invested in their education, but we also have a significant number who are fully committed 
to obtaining the best education they can.  The Honor’s Program provides both educational 
opportunities for them and short-hand recognition of their academic achievements.  I hope it would 
work the same way at UH-Hilo. 

4. Make some changes in the DL program to serve more students 

There are too many uncertainties for me to make strong recommendations, but in the abstract it would 
be good to expand this program.  Dean Hirokawa suggested that it might be beneficial all around to 
have the DL courses offered by the College of Continuing Education.  He was not certain, but he 
believed that they would pay about $5,000 for each offering—comparable to summer school salaries.  
If the course is taught “on load,” the department would receive the money.  If taught “off load,” the 
faculty member would receive the money.  It probably would not make sense for faculty with active 
research to teach “off load” (due to taking valuable time away from the research), but perhaps it would 
for other faculty.  If some combination of “on load” and “off load” offerings provided more courses, it 
should open up places for students on campus or, if there were enough courses, permit a new cohort 
every year.  I would expect Continuing education to relieve faculty of some administrative details and 
to arrange secure examinations.  I think it is typical to restrict the number of on-line courses that on-
campus students can take for credit. 

I was advised that some faculty teach several summer school courses each summer and are paid 
something like $5,000 per course.  To the extent that the changes recommended here negate the 
opportunities for summer teaching and to the extent that faculty have time for this “off load” teaching, 
payments to faculty by Continuing Education would provide opportunities for faculty to earn 
additional money by offering DL courses.  Faculty could teach one DL course per term “off load” for 
pay during the fall and spring semesters and perhaps more than one during summer school.  If this 
scenario works out, it would increase the DL offerings significantly. 

I have some skepticism as to whether the caps at 35 students in DL classes are necessary.  It all 
depends, of course, on how the course is structured and how much time that structure demands from 
the faculty member.  At least one person (whom I thought was highly credible) told me that the DL 
courses were prized because they do not take as much time as regular courses.  I am not so concerned 
that faculty might have the benefit of a light load—something of a virtue at times, especially with a 
three courses per term teaching load—but it is worrying to preclude needy students from taking the 
classes.  Perhaps the caps could be removed or raised and a grader hired to handle very large resultant 
enrollments, if needed, on a case by case basis.  

Again, I want to emphasize that I do not feel I understand the mechanics of the DL program well 
enough to know what might work.  The major point is that the faculty should take a look at this 
program to (a) ensure that there is quality control and (b) enlarge the offerings in some way. 

5. Broaden the evaluation of teaching and reduce reliance on student ratings 
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Many years ago in my department a new faculty member teaching a large undergraduate course gave 
an extremely high percentage of A grades.  He also told the students how smart and wonderful they 
were (perceived warmth of personality is a predictor of high ratings).  He received very high ratings 
from the students.  Our collective view was that he had manipulated the ratings—i.e., that they were 
not a valid indication of excellent teaching. 

I once saw a paper that involved a serious examination of student ratings as a function of the grade 
distribution in each course.  It was written by one of our psychology colleagues at either U Washington 
or U Oregon.  His empirical finding was that all instructors who gave high grades received high 
ratings, but the ratings for instructors who gave a more typical grade distribution were quite variable.  
In effect, ratings can be bought with easy grade distributions, but it is possible to get high ratings even 
with more appropriate grade distributions.  He looked at the findings the way an economist would and 
suggested that there is high utility for students to get high grades with minimal effort and that they 
reward faculty with high ratings under those conditions.  

There is also anecdotal evidence to suggest a potential gender bias.  Several female faculty have told 
me that undergraduates (especially females) expect female faculty to be more nurturing than male 
faculty.  One quoted a graduate student as making this view explicit to her, “You have not been giving 
me enough praise.  If you were male, I would not expect it, but I do expect it from a female mentor.” 
In one college that relied very heavily on student ratings of teaching for raises and promotions, there 
was even reason to believe that (largely female) students came to use ratings of teaching as a way to 
punish faculty.  Combining those two perspectives leads to the possibility that students could punish 
female faculty who demand much from them educationally with low ratings.  As a male, I have no 
first-hand experience with this issue, but it is chilling to think of it as a potential problem. 

There is widespread agreement that these student ratings provide a major basis for the evaluation of 
teaching in the College. As noted above, the Tenure and/or Promotion Guidelines require these ratings 
and says that they “provide a basis for uniform evaluation of faculty based on student responses.”  I 
mentioned above an anecdote in which tenure was denied because a faculty member’s overall average 
ratings were 0.20 below the college average.  Combined with the “higher bar” for teaching, this 
standard implies that almost half the teachers in the College will be denied tenure on the basis of the 
student ratings.  Even if that standard of 0.20 below average is not applied routinely, the use of these 
comparative ratings means that many faculty will be denied tenure on the basis of being “below 
average” to varying degrees, depending on the review committee. 

Consider the implications of this approach.  If a college creates a system in which something like 40% 
of assistant professors will not be tenured because they are noticeably below average on student ratings 
of their teaching, there is likely to be an impact on grade distributions.  It is a witless assistant 
professor who will fail to think that an easy curve, combined with the noncontingent praise made 
possible by that curve, might contribute to tenure.  Even for tenured faculty, to the extent that student 
ratings of teaching are the basis for evaluation in a “teaching college,” there is some incentive to 
demand less effort from students and to give higher grades. I argued above that the cost of grade 
inflation to the institution is high. 

Additionally, to create a system in which 30-40% of assistant professor hires will be deemed failures 
because of the inherent logic of using comparative data for evaluation is simply unfair.  It says that no 
matter how successful the College is in hiring outstanding teachers and no matter how excellent is their 
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teaching in absolute terms, 30-40% will be fired! That outcome is both unfair and costly.  It is difficult 
for me to understand why any institution would want to embrace such a method of evaluation.  

The contrast with my home university is striking.  I talked with a former Provost, who said he could 
recall only one case in which tenure was denied because of poor teaching.  As noted at the outset, 
research productivity is the critical basis of evaluation for us.  That is a major difference, because 
publications (and grants) are fully public.  Although in any assessment there is error and room for 
political spin by friends or enemies, the quality of publications has an external reality and visibility that 
is reasonably easy to evaluate.  In addition, we ask for outside reviews by experts in the field, which 
protects the faculty member from any negative bias within the department (or the College from any 
positive bias).  Finally, the evaluation is based on absolute standards of excellence in research in which 
it is technically possible for all faculty to meet the criteria.  We would be delighted to have all junior 
faculty tenured because they meet absolute criteria for tenure.  The evaluation of teaching lacks these 
public features and is inherently more difficult and ambiguous.  Relying on student ratings risks a 
completely invalid or modestly valid assessment, as argued next, and the comparative standard 
precludes tenure for all (no matter how good). 

Possibly the most fundamental reason for being concerned about student ratings is their questionable 
validity.  They are students’ perception of teaching.  It seems obvious that the “true” or valid 
indication of excellent teaching is how much students learn. If this how-much-students-learn 
definition of excellence is accepted, it has major implications for student ratings.  From a psychometric 
perspective, student ratings can be seen as an attempted assessment of effective teaching, but the true 
criterion is how much the students learn.  Any assessment needs to be shown to be valid if it is to be 
used.  My impression is that there is relatively little evidence that student perceptions of teaching are 
strongly correlated with how much students learn and thus have limited validity as indicators of 
excellence in teaching.  To the extent that the validity is limited and the College evaluation for tenure 
regresses strongly on student ratings, tenure decisions fail to support the College’s goal of excellence 
in teaching and are unfair to faculty being evaluated. 

These weaknesses of student ratings are relatively widely recognized and in recent years there has been 
an attempt to broaden the base of evaluation.  One relevant concept is the “teaching portfolio” in which 
many types of evidence (such as those enumerated in the College Tenure and/or Promotion Guidelines) 
are brought to bear.  Since the College Tenure and/or Promotion Guidelines are completely compatible 
with this approach, I recommend that the department adopt procedures consistent with the College’s 
policy.  (Perhaps I should say that the Department should lobby to have tenure and promotion 
committees act in accordance with College policy on the evaluation of teaching, since the Department 
does not actually conduct promotion reviews at present.  I was advised that they are likely to 
implement their own reviews in the near future, which would be a helpful development.) 

Ideal assessments of how much students learn are so difficult and costly as to be essentially 
impossible.  For example, it would be nice to have a standardized test with national norms for the 
material in each course to use every semester.  That assessment would provide a comparison with 
national norms, which could provide an absolute measure of excellence of teaching, as well as a 
comparison with other courses.  I mention this option just to indicate how different it is from student 
ratings.  Fortunately, there are approaches that can be taken that, although not as good as an external 
examination, at least move in the right direction. 

The starting point should be an examination of the syllabus, lectures (PowerPoint or printed) or some 
other indication of classroom coverage, and exams and term paper assignments.  I have heard 
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anecdotes of teachers who teach material almost irrelevant to what should be taught and yet receive 
high ratings by students.  It is common nationwide to hear comments about faculty whose teaching is 
frozen in time.  Such an examination of course content should provide recognition of faculty who have 
developed and implemented a course that covers high level, up-to-date material—surely an important, 
and necessary, step toward excellence in teaching.  On the other hand, if this inspection reveals that 
outdated, inappropriate, or simplistic material is being presented, student ratings are irrelevant.  

Various products of teaching can be used as outcome measures.  In regular courses there are answers to 
exam questions and term papers.  Although unwieldy to evaluate, they are an indication of what 
students actually learn.  In the research context, an Honor’s Thesis, poster presentations, and any other 
document to which the student contributes significantly are potential evidence of excellence in 
teaching.  Faculty can attend classes and rate the teaching.  The College Tenure and/or Promotion 
Guidelines mention these and other bases for evaluation, such as developing a new course, publications 
on teaching, etc.  

The important point is that student ratings should be treated as only one modest contributor to 
evaluating excellence in teaching.  This is easy to say, but difficult to implement.  The standardization, 
ease of collecting data, and precise quantification of student ratings creates an illusion that we have 
measured teaching excellence to the second decimal point.  Even when additional data are collected, 
there is a strong tendency to begin with student ratings and treat the other evidence as something that 
might “save” a faculty member with low ratings—implicitly accepting high ratings as indicating 
excellence in teaching without any other evidence and low ratings as indicating poor teaching.  
Imagine an approach in which there are the following categories: (1) student ratings, (2) evidence that 
the course uses a high quality recent text and assigns primary source materials, (3) examinations 
require students to master the material, (4) examination performance indicates a high level of 
achievement, (5) term papers indicate outstanding writing achievement, (6) supervising a large number 
of students in research, (7) students present research posters at conferences, (8) developed a new, badly 
needed course, (9) publishes articles on teaching effectiveness, and (10) faculty peers attend classes 
and rate teaching as excellent.  Next, imagine that each of these categories contributes 10% to a total 
score.  The outcome of such an evaluation would be very different from implicitly viewing student 
ratings as almost completely valid measures of teaching excellence. 

The major points here are that (a) student ratings in the context of grade inflation in a given course are 
suspect, (b) student ratings should be treated as only an imperfect indicator of teaching excellence 
along with other imperfect indicators and that the assessment of teaching should be broadened to 
conform to the College Tenure and/or Promotion Guidelines, and (c) tenure evaluations should be 
based on absolute criteria for teaching excellence in which it is logically possible that all faculty 
achieve threshold.  

6. Department Needs 

Many department needs are summarized in the Self-Study.  These statements appeared fully valid to 
me.  

Final Comments 

I have strived to make these recommendations as revenue neutral as possible, due to the current 
financial crisis.  My hope is that the number of course credits saved in the first recommendation (19-23 
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over two years) would be enough to provide teaching credit for research supervision (e.g., 4-6 per 
year), a Senior Honor’s seminar (1 per year), and credit for teaching larger courses (0-3 per year).  That 
hope will not be fulfilled if the low numbers apply to courses saved and the high numbers to credits for 
new courses, but at least there could be a move in a positive direction.  

A key question is whether the faculty would find supervising an Honor’s thesis a positive enough 
contribution to their research to offset the cost in time of supervising the written document.  Generally 
that has been true in our department at Iowa.  This supervision is the rate-limiting step for the Honor’s 
program.  If each of six faculty supervised only one thesis per year, the program would be limited to 
that number of graduates each year.  On the other hand, if more than six faculty participate (e.g., some 
of the Counseling Program faculty), a larger number of Honor’s Graduates would be possible.  In any 
event, the number of Honor’s students and the amount of teaching credit that can be provided will need 
to be worked out. 

In our Department with 1400 majors and 32 faculty, we graduate about 30 Honor’s students (with 
thesis) each year.  Many more students qualify for Honor’s based on their GPA, but some are not even 
aware of their qualification and do not participate.  More to the point, a large percentage of our 
undergraduates work for income in stores around town for up to 30 hours per week.  That demand on 
their time prevents them from pursuing a thesis.  Without the thesis, they cannot graduate with 
Honor’s.  On a pro-rated basis our 30 theses with 1400 majors is comparable to six theses with 280 
majors at Hilo—i.e., an Honor’s program with six graduates per year would be a meaningful program.  

If the Senior Honor’s Seminar were limited to Honor’s students and if there are only six Honor’s 
students per year, the enrollment would be too small to be meaningful.  The goal is to provide high 
level writing experiences for the academically stronger students who would most benefit from them.  
Possibly that could be done without calling it an Honor’s Seminar by just having a minimum GPA 
requirement.  Or possibly it would make sense to have an Honor’s degree with and without thesis.  Of 
course, this writing opportunity may already be available in the department and I just failed to learn 
about it.  If so, this course is not necessary. 

Whether this senior seminar would “cost” an extra course credit for faculty depends on whether 
another course could be dropped.  That is, if 20 students take a senior seminar and do not take another 
course, then that course could be dropped.  The obvious problem is that the impact on enrollment in 
other courses will be distributed across electives and may not be enough that any given elective course 
could be skipped for one semester. 

Finally, I emphasize again that the above recommendations are suggestions for the faculty and 
administration to consider and implement as they deem desirable and practical.  The three that I think 
are most important are the switch to large lecture courses, recognition of research supervision as 
important teaching, and a change in the evaluation of teaching.  The use of large lecture courses frees 
up faculty to teach in ways that offer greater benefits than multiple sections of the same course.  
Research experience is universally viewed as a desirable capstone aspect of a psychology major.  The 
change in the evaluation of tenure should increase the validity of the assessment of teaching and 
eliminate sole reliance on a method of evaluation that inherently means a large portion of faculty are 
deemed poor teachers no matter how excellent is their teaching in reality.  
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