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Comparing Correlation survey post-performance W2018 to Sp2018    
Report:  June 2018 
 
Synopsis:  The Psy SAC continued its’ 2017-18 investigation into student understanding of 
correlations in Psy 201 classes as discussed in the June 2017 LAC Assessment Report.  In 
that report, it was noted that student participation varied wildly by faculty member, and that 
there were problems with the instrument that made some questions impossible to answer.  The 
assessment instrument was improved for use in 2017-18 and was administered as a pre- and 
post-test for Winter 2018; Psy 201 faculty were encouraged to incentivize student participation 
to increase the response rate.  Results from W2018 were shared with the SAC, and Psy 201 
faculty for Spring term were asked to pay particular attention to those concepts that students 
demonstrated low-to-moderate performance.   
 
W2018 pre-test (n) = 662 students (34 sections) somewhat skewed distribution SAC-wide 
due to a handful of non-participating faculty, but otherwise usable 
W2018 post-test (n) = 555 students (34 sections), somewhat skewed distribution SAC-wide 
due to a handful of non-participating faculty, but otherwise usable  
Sp2019 post-test (n) = 263 students (26 sections), non-representative of SAC due to a high 
response rate from eight sections (four faculty) and low-to-zero response rate for the remaining 
18 sections (11 additional faculty members).    Those eight sections / four faculty accounted for 
approximately 72% of the 263 responses.    
 
Conclusions:   
1) It appears that changes to instruction have substantially improved students’ definitional 
understanding of correlations, although these results cannot be assumed for the entire SAC. 
Student performance relative to applied understanding of correlations, although improved in 
Sp2018, did not reach satisfactory levels.  Indeed, it appears that students sometimes had 
higher performance levels prior to instruction.  (See questions #6 and #7) 
 
2) As noted last year, it is not effective for participation to be perceived as optional for 
students, with the onus on faculty to encourage or incentivize student participation.  Despite 
encouragement and framing participation as “an expectation”, not all faculty are willing to 
encourage or incentivize participation, or to dedicate time in class to participation in the survey, 
and regardless of incentives and encouragement, not all students are willing to participate.  
Indeed, it may be that some instructors did not inform their students of the activity.   
 
After trying for two years to obtain full faculty-student participation voluntarily, it is apparent that 
in order to collect representative data, we must use course-embedded artifacts for 
assessment, and that use of the artifact must be enforced by the support of the Dean.  This will 
be brought to the SAC in Fall 2018 and discussed as part of the larger issue of participating in 
the GedEd guided pathways program.     
 
3) The content of our inquiry (understanding correlations) will be examined for overall 
importance to our program.  We need to step back and think about what we want students to 
know.  The topic of correlations is taught for a very small amount of time (typically less than 
one class period), and the SAC needs to examine whether this topic represents what we really 
want to know about our students’ ability to think critically.  If it is, then we need to devote more 
time to it within the course.  



4)  The Psy SAC will be reviewing and updating all our CCOGs in the upcoming year.   With 
regard to Psy 201 and 202, we will undergo a complete examination of the learning outcomes, 
course content, and description.  We will be using the “Understanding by Design” (aka 
‘Backward Design’) model to rebuild all of our CCOGS.   We anticipate that this redesign will 
lend itself to more effective and useful Assessment Projects.   In particular, we anticipate that 
Psy 201 and Psy 202 will become GedEd courses from Social Sciences.    
 

 

Results of PSY SAC “Understanding Correlations” Assessment Project across  
Psy 201 Winter and Spring terms 2018        ( = correct option) 
 

1. A correlation… 

# Answer 
W2018 
Pre  % 

W2018  
Post % 

Sp2018  
Post % 

1 
   is a statistical relationship between 

 two events or variables 
45.92% 59.64% 68.44% 

2 
shows that one variable/event caused  

or influenced another variable 
11.93% 10.81% 7.22% 

3 can range between 0.00 and 10.00 1.81% 0.72% 1.14% 

4 does all of the above 39.43% 27.21% 20.15% 

5 does none of the above 0.91% 1.62% 3.04% 

 Total 100% 100% 100% 

 

2. A correlation that is close to zero means that… 

# Answer  Pre % 
W2018 
Post % 

Sp2018 
Post % 

1 a third variable is causing or influencing two other variables 5.44% 2.70% 2.66% 

2 
   there is little to no statistical relationship between 

 the two variables 
70.85% 75.32% 84.03% 

3 there is a very strong relationship between the two variables 10.57% 11.71% 7.98% 

4 any of the above could be correct 10.57% 6.85% 3.04% 

5 none of the above are correct 2.57% 3.42% 2.28% 

 Total 100% 100% 100% 

 

 

 

https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/understanding-by-design/


 

3. A negative correlation… 

# Answer Pre % 
W2018 
Post % 

Sp2018 
Post % 

1 
means there is no relationship among the variables or events 

being studied 
32.63% 25.41% 20.15% 

2 is very rare and that’s why it is referred to as negative 6.34% 2.52% 3.42% 

3 
means that one variable is causing a bad outcome to  

another variable 
53.47% 47.39% 36.50% 

4   will have a negative sign (-) in front of the number 7.55% 24.68% 39.92% 

 Total 100% 100% 100% 

 

 

4. Which of the following statements is/are correct about a strong correlation? 

# Answer Pre % 
W2018 
Post % 

Sp2018 
Post % 

1 
A strong correlation could mean that variable “A” is causing 

or influencing another variable “B”. 
18.13% 21.26% 15.97% 

2 
A strong correlation could mean that one variable “B” is 

causing or influencing another variable “A”. 
5.14% 4.68% 4.18% 

3 
A strong correlation between “A” and “B” could mean that a 

third variable, “C”, is causing or influencing  
both “A” and “B” separately. 

8.31% 7.21% 11.03% 

4     All of the above are correct. 63.14% 58.56% 59.70% 

5 None of the above are correct. 5.29% 8.29% 9.13% 

 Total 100% 100% 100% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

5. Several major psychological studies have found a positive correlation between 
students’ self-esteem and academic performance. Based on these findings, a popular 
parents’ magazine recently wrote an article encouraging parents to tell their children 
every day that “they were special” so their children’s self-esteem would improve and 
they would get good grades in school. Did this magazine article correctly interpret the 
meaning of this correlation? 

# Answer Pre % 
W2018 
Post % 

Sp2018 
Post % 

1 
Yes, this article has correctly interpreted the correlation. Parents 

who want their children to do better in school should work to 
improve their children’s self-esteem. 

32.48
% 

26.31% 26.24% 

2 
  No, because a correlation doesn’t indicate the direction of the 
influence. It could be the other way around -- that getting better 

grades leads to higher self-esteem. 

55.44
% 

60.00% 60.84% 

3 
No, there is no way to tell what the relationship between  

self-esteem and grades is. 
9.21% 11.35% 10.65% 

4 
No, because the article has misunderstood this type of correlation. 

The correct interpretation is that students with  
higher self-esteem have lower grades. 

2.87% 2.34% 2.28% 

 Total 100% 100% 100% 

 

 

6. For the last decade, researchers have found a positive correlation between how long 
a person lives and the amount of education they have. In publicizing this, headlines say, 
“If You Want to Live a Long Life, Stay in School". Which of the following statements 
is/are correct? 

# Answer Pre % 
W2018 
Post % 

Sp2018 
Post % 

1 
The more years of education a person has,  

the longer lifespan they tend to have. 
18.28% 14.41% 11.41% 

2 
The less years of education a person has,  

the shorter lifespan they tend to have. 
1.96% 2.52% 1.52% 

3 
A possible explanation is that people with higher levels of 

education tend to engage in healthier habits, such as not smoking. 
23.72% 34.41% 35.74% 

4    All of the above are correct statements about this conclusion. 46.68% 40.54% 41.44% 

5 None of the above are correct statements about this conclusion. 9.37% 8.11% 9.89% 

 Total 100% 100% 100% 

 

 



 

 

7.  You read an article in another parenting magazine about a negative correlation 
between playing violent video games and school performance. What does this mean? 

# Answer Pre % 
W2018 
Post % 

Sp2018 
Post % 

1 
It means that there is no relationship between the two variables, 

and parents can quit worrying about the amount of time their 
child plays violent video games. 

13.60% 14.41% 17.11% 

2 
    It means that, on average, the more time children spend 

playing violent video games, the worse their grades tend to be. 
82.78% 80.72% 77.19% 

3 
It means that, on average, the more time children spend playing 

violent video games, the better their grades tend to be. 
2.27% 3.60% 3.80% 

4 
It means that, on average, students who make higher grades  

tend to play more violent video games. 
1.36% 1.26% 1.90% 

 Total 100% 100% 100% 

 


