The NRC Assessment of Doctoral Programs
Short Description

The National Research Council, which conducted assessments of doctoral programs in 1983 and 1995, proposes to conduct a new study, the purposes of which are to:

· Help universities improve their doctoral programs through benchmarking.

· Expand the talent pool through accessible information, easily available to potential doctoral students, about doctoral programs.

· Benefit the nation’s research capacity by improving the quality of doctoral programs and their students.

The study will be a marked departure from earlier studies.  Although it will proceed primarily through questionnaires to universities, programs, faculty, and students (for a few fields), it will gather information about quantitative variables that are related important factors such as:

· Scholarly productivity and impact of program faculty

· Effectiveness of doctoral education

· Research resources

· Demographic characteristics of students and faculty

· Resources available to doctoral students

· Characteristics of the doctoral program.

These data, collected under uniform definitions; will be used to construct a large web-resident database for about sixty fields of study, thus permitting comparisons of programs within a university and across universities.  The database will be constructed so that it can be updated regularly.

Uses of data

Analyses using the database will be informative to a variety of users:

· Students will be able to look within their field at the characteristics of available doctoral programs.  They will be able to compare attrition and completion rates, time to degree, research productivity of faculty, size of program, and program specializations.  Such data should help them match their own preferences to program offerings, while at the same time encouraging programs to improve in those areas where they feel it would be useful to do so.

· Programs will be able to compare themselves to peer programs and then focus on measurable ways to improve.  They may also use the data to assist in strategic planning and to focus their resources.  A publicly available, updatable data set will give incentives for continuous improvement.

· University administrators.  Most university departments undertake periodic self-studies and undergo periodic review; a sound, comparable database across the research universities can provide a valuable starting point for review of doctoral programs.  Even in the most highly reputed universities, individual programs may rest on their laurels while programs elsewhere are improving.  The study will provide a verifiable basis for such observations.  Perhaps most importantly, collecting the correct kind of information will lead to programs to think about their performance from the students’ point of view.

· Research sponsors.  Although graduate education is not the primary mission of most research funders, graduate students are key personnel in the research enterprise.  This study will make it possible to examine the educational effectiveness of programs alongside research resources and scholarly productivity.  Better practices and information may make graduate study more attractive to smart students who have many attractive alternatives.
What about rankings?

The project will produce rankings based on variables identified as significant through field-by-field surveys.  In addition, the database will permit a variety of approaches to ranking doctoral programs across numerous dimensions.  Rankings can be constructed using weighted averages of a subset of measured characteristics.  Derivation of the weights needs to be transparent and easily explained or such rankings would appear capricious.  At least two approaches will be made available by the project for constructing weighted averages to produce rankings of various types:
· One approach will derive weights of measured characteristics for a field from a stratified sample of faculty, drawn at random within each stratum.  The views of this representative sample will be used to derive weights relevant for the field.  Rankings will be constructed, and this information for each field will be made available with the database.

· A second approach that will be used is to provide software for users permitting them to construct customized indices using their own weights for their own subset of measures and applied to a chosen set of programs.  Although this approach might appear chaotic, it could result in informative discussions in which priorities, represented by differential weights, are made explicit and justified.

Conclusion
This new approach is flexible and can be tailored to each university’s needs.  It encourages use of the data, analysis, and timely updating.  It provides data that are useful in demonstrating accountability while providing incentives to doctoral programs for continuing improvement.  Rankings will be based on specific criteria that are recognized to be valid in each field.

