
PSY SAC Assessment Rubric / Survey 2016-17 
 
(This is an almost-final draft of the survey.  It was cleaned-up and composed into a Qualtrics 
survey.)  
 
The Psychology Dept wants to find out how well our students understand correlations and 
what they mean in the popular media.  Please answer these questions based on your current 
knowledge and do not try to look up the answers.   You will not have enough time to look up 
the answers to all these questions.  We are more interested in an honest picture of what our 
students know about correlations so that we can do a better job of teaching about 
correlations.  
 
For each of the following questions, please choose the correct statements.  SOME 
QUESTIONS HAVE ONLY ONE CORRECT ANSWER, AND SOME HAVE MORE THAN ONE 
CORRECT ANSWER.   Choose the option(s) you think are correct.  If you don’t have any idea 
which statements are correct, please be honest.   (You’ll still get credit for answering the 
question.)  
 
Have you studied correlations before in another class? 

• Yes, a lot 
• Yes, a little 
• No, not at all 
• I can’t remember whether or not I have studied correlations 

 
Basic knowledge questions -- (5) 

1.   A correlation 
• is a statistical relationship between two events or variables 
• is evidence that one variable/event caused or influenced another variable 
• can range between 0.00 and 10.00 
• can range between -1.00 and +1.00 
• I have no idea which of the statements are correct.  

 
2.  A correlation that is close to zero means that  

• there is little to no statistical relationship between the variables or events being studied  
• a third variable is causing or influencing two other variables 
• the variables increase and decrease together, for example, the more hours a person 

studies for a test, the higher their score on the test 
• the variables have an inverse relationship (like a seesaw), for example. the more hours a 

person spends partying before a test, the lower their score on the test 
• I have no idea which of the statements are correct.  

 
3.  A spurious correlation occurs when 

• a third variable is causing or influencing two other variables 
• two events or variables may have a strong statistical relationship, but there is no 

influential or causal relationship between them -- it is a genuine coincidence 
• the direction of the correlation is “backwards” from what the research originally 

expected 
• the correlation provides special evidence that one variable/event caused or influenced 

another variable 
• I have no idea which of the statements are correct.  

 



4.  A negative correlation means that 
• there is no relationship among the variables or events being studied - the variables are 

not related to each other in any way 
• The correlation will have a negative sign (-) in front of the number  
• the variables increase and decrease together, for example, usually the more hours a 

person studies for a test, the higher their score is on the test 
• the variables have an inverse relationship (like a seesaw), for example. Usually the more 

hours a person spends partying before a test, the lower their score is on the test 
• one event or variable is creating a separate bad outcome or event, for example, the 

more alcohol people drink before driving, the more likely it is that they will have a car 
accident  

• I have no idea which of the statements are correct.  
 
5.  Please choose which of the following statements is/are correct about correlations.   

• A strong correlation could mean that one variable/event “A” is causing or influencing 
another variable/event “B”. 

• A strong correlation could mean that one variable/event “B” is causing or influencing 
another variable/event “A”.   

• A strong correlation between “A” and “B” could mean that a third variable “C” is 
causing or influencing both “A” and “B” separately.  

• A strong correlation between “A” and “B” could be a coincidence. 
• A strong correlation between “A” and “B” is evidence that “A” is definitely causing “B” 

to happen.  
• I have no idea which of the statements are correct.  

 

Applied Knowledge questions -- (5) 
 
6.  Several psychological studies over the years have demonstrated that student self-esteem 
and academic performance are positively correlated.   Recently, an article in a popular 
magazine for parents cited this research and told parents that they needed to make sure that 
their children got the message every day that “they were special” so that their children’s self-
esteem would improve and they would get good grades in school.   Is this magazine article 
correctly interpreting what this correlation means? 
 

• 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. 

• No, because a correlation between two variables doesn’t indicate the direction of the 
influence.  It could be that getting good grades leads to students feeling better about 
themselves.  This would mean that the path to higher self-esteem would be to teach 
students better study skills. 

• No, because it could be that there is a third variable influencing both self-esteem and 
academic grades.  Maybe a variable like socioeconomic (social) status leads to both 
higher self-esteem and better grades.   

• No, because the article has misunderstood this type of correlation.  The research shows 
that the higher a student’s self-esteem is, the lower their grades are.  This advice is 
going to lead students to make poor grades.   

• I have no idea whether or not the article is correct in its interpretation of the correlation.  
 



7.  You learn that there is a strong positive correlation between male baldness and length of 
marriage, that is, the longer a man is married, the more likely he is to be bald.  What could you 
reasonably conclude from this finding? 

• Marriage is so stressful that it causes men to lose their hair. 
• It is a random coincidence that probably has no logical explanation.     
• A third variable, age, is creating the correlation.  (The more years a man has been 

married, the older he must be, and older men are more likely to be bald.)   
• A positive correlation means that the men who are married longer are less likely to be 

bald.  Men who want to keep their hair should stay married.   
• I have no idea what to conclude from this finding.  

 
8.  Interestingly enough, there is a strong positive correlation from the years 1999-2009 
between the number of films that Nicolas Cage appeared in that year and the number of 
people who drowned in a swimming pool that year.  (This is true.)  What could you reasonably 
conclude from this correlation? 

• For some reason, the years that had more Nicolas Cage movies had fewer swimming 
pool deaths. 

• Watching Nicolas Cage in movies makes people who can’t swim jump into pools.   
• It is a random coincidence that probably has no logical explanation.  
• There has to be some connection between the two events since there is strong 

correlation.  
• I have no idea what to conclude from this correlation.  

 
9.  For the last decade, researchers have found a correlation between longevity and amount of 
education, leading to such article titles as “If You Want to Live a Long Life, Stay in School” 
(Newsweek, March 2016).  How can we interpret this finding? 

• The more years of education a person has,  the longer they tend to live. 
• The less years of education a person has, the shorter they tend to live. 
• A possible explanation is that higher levels of education are usually associated with 

higher incomes, and people who make more money have better access to health care.   
• A possible explanation is that people with higher levels of education tend to engage in 

healthier habits, such as not smoking. 
• I have no idea how to interpret this finding.  

 
10.  You read an article in another parenting magazine that there is a negative correlation 
between playing (non-educational) video games and school performance.  What does this 
mean? 

• A negative correlation means that there is no relationship between the two, and parents 
can quit worrying about the amount of time their child plays video games.  

• It means that, on average, the more time children spend playing (non-educational) video 
games, the worse their grades tend to be.  

• It could mean that the worse a child’s grades are, the more they tend to play video 
games to distract themselves. 

• It could mean that there is a third variable, such as socioeconomic (social) status, that 
is influencing how much children study and how much they play video games.   

• I have no idea what this correlation means.  
 

 

 
 



Overall, how confident are you of the answers you selected? 
• I felt very confident of all, or most of, my answers. 
• I felt somewhat confident of most of my answers.   
• I felt sure about some of them, but not sure about others. 
• I guessed on most of the questions.  
• I guessed, or I answered “I have no idea”, on most or all of the questions.   

 


