
UTQAP Cyclical Review: Final Assessment 
Report and Implementation Plan 

1. Review Summary

Programs Reviewed: Psychology, M.A., Ph.D. 

Division Offering Programs: Faculty of Arts & Science, Department of Psychology 
Commissioning Officer: Dean, Faculty of Arts & Science 

Reviewers (Name, Affiliation): 1. Professor James M. Olson, Department of
Psychology, University of Western Ontario

2. Professor James W. Pennebaker, Regents
Centennial Chair of Psychology, Department of
Psychology, University of Texas at Austin

3. Professor Christopher Sears, Department of
Psychology, University of Calgary

Date of Review Visit: June 14-15, 2018 



Previous Review 

Date: OCGS Review 2009-10 

Summary of Findings and Recommendations 

Graduate Programs 

The reviewers observed the following strengths: 
• Highly talented graduate students
• Low numbers of students who withdraw from the PhD program
• Surveys shows that students are generally very satisfied with their courses
• “Apprenticeship” model is working well and is appropriate for the program

objectives
• Graduate exams are working well as assessment measures

The reviewers identified the following areas of concern: 
• Stipend issues were identified as follows:

o Some students were living and working below the poverty line
o Students must take on additional teaching work to meet basic needs,

which negatively impacts productivity and research engagement
o Low stipends affect the competitiveness of the department to attract top

quality students

The reviewers made the following recommendations: 
• Increase the graduate stipend level

Faculty/Research 

The reviewers observed the following strengths: 
• Excellent reputation as world-class researchers
• Publication record of faculty from all three campuses is comparable to other

top Psychology departments
• Faculty provide high quality supervision and teaching to graduate students

Administration  

The reviewers observed the following strengths: 
• Library resources are beyond adequate
• Newly created graduate Chair (“fourth Chair”) is working well and should

receive full support from the Chairs and relevant Deans at all three campuses



The reviewers made the following recommendations: 
• Consider options for hosting events on UTSC and UTM campus, as well as

communication technologies that would allow UTSC and UTM students to 
electronically attend events at St. George campus  

Current Review: Documentation and Consultation 

Documentation Provided to Reviewers 
Terms of Reference; Self-Study; Appendices, Faculty CVs. 

Consultation Process 
The reviewers met with the Dean, Faculty of Arts and Science; Vice-Dean, Academic Planning 
and Strategic Initiatives; Graduate Chair; Graduate Director; Perception, Cognition and 
Cognitive Neuroscience area STG faculty; Social, Personality and Abnormal area STG faculty; 
Biology and Behaviour area STG faculty; Developmental area STG faculty; Tenure-track STG 
faculty; Chairs of STG cognate departments: Department of Geography and Planning, Tri-
campus Graduate Chair, Department of Psychology, & Department of Cell and Systems Biology; 
STG Psychology undergraduate Chair and Acting Chair; UTM Psychology Graduate Chair; UTM 
faculty members; UTSC Psychology Graduate Chair and Incoming Chair; UTSC faculty members; 
UTST status-only faculty; STG administrative staff; and STG graduate students. 

Current Review: Findings and Recommendations  

1. Graduate Program

The reviewers observed the following strengths: 

• Objectives
o Graduate programs fit well with the University mission and department’s

academic plan
• Admissions requirements

o Similar to other psychology programs in Ontario, making the programs
competitive with direct peers

o Standards are sufficiently rigorous meaning students enter with appropriate
skills to complete the programs

• Curriculum and program delivery
o Effectively meets program learning outcomes and degree level expectations
o Good communication with students regarding program requirements
o PhD “Outside Project” is excellent

• Quality indicators – graduate students



o Graduates find good employment in academia and outside of academia  
o Very good time to completion for master’s and doctoral students  

 

The reviewers identified the following areas of concern:  

• Admissions requirements 
o Faculty are competing against each other for students because multiple faculty 

are permitted to make offers to the same student  
o Difficult for faculty to recruit and admit international students due to quota 

limits  
o Faculty in the Biology and Behaviour area are concerned that they may be losing 

some students to the Department of Cell & Systems Biology (CSB) because of: 
 the lower program requirements for the MSc at CSB   
 CSB does not require applicants to complete the GRE  
 CSB has greater financial support for their students  

• Curriculum and program delivery 
o Inadequate number of courses offered each year: 

 students have very little selection in some topic areas  
 difficult for department to structure program because faculty only teach 

every a graduate course every four years; when they do get to teach they 
want to offer a course in their own area, rather than teach required 
courses    

 students cannot plan their program from year to year because courses 
are only announced annually  

 most courses are offered at the St. George campus, even if the instructor 
is from UTM or UTSC   

o While “Outside Project” is an excellent initiative, it has become resource and 
time intensive to offer  

• Student engagement, experience and program support services  
o Not all graduate students teach a course during their program, most St. George 

TA positions are marking roles and do not involve teaching  
o Need for more exposure to non-academic careers  

 Students who are not interested in academic careers report feeling 
marginalized and unsupported  

• Student funding  
o Financial support was identified in the last review as perhaps the most important 

issue facing the department, and while funding levels have improved, funding 
levels are still of concern   
 Students report that funding has a serious impact on morale and stress  
 Some students take out large loans, and even take on “secret jobs” 

because they are warned not to take on extra paid work  



o Students noted that the tuition fees in later years remained the same as in
earlier years when they required more faculty support

The reviewers made the following recommendations: 

• Admissions requirements
o Simplify graduate student recruitment processes to avoid competition
o Explore options to push for expanding number of international graduate

students
o Consider if there can be greater flexibility in requirements to help combat the

competition with CSB
o Reviewers supported the plans to introduce a direct-entry PhD

 MA admissions are already very competitive and most MA students
continue on to the PhD

 Measures need to be in place so that the department can still address
quality issues with students who may not be meeting the expectations of
the PhD program; perhaps introduce a terminal master’s degree for
students who are not able to complete the PhD program

• Curriculum and program delivery
o Strongly recommend improvements to course offerings:

 provide faculty more frequent teaching opportunities
 consider increasing size of graduate courses
 explore if team teaching is feasible
 consider moving to 2-3 year course planning cycle to assist students and

administration with program planning
 encourage more graduate course offerings on UTM and UTSC campuses

by investing in state-of-the art video-conferencing technologies; this can
help alleviate travel burdens on faculty and students

o Continue to offer the “Outside Project” with new criteria that set project time
and scope boundaries

• Student engagement, experience and program support services
o Increase in-class teaching opportunities for graduate students, e.g., leading

tutorial sections or serving as guest lecturers
o Expand research, training, and internship opportunities for students to highlight

career opportunities outside of academia
 Consider if the “Outside Project” could be completed in a non-academic

setting for students interested in non-academic careers
 If possible, name a faculty member responsible for monitoring

presentations and events on non-academic careers that would be of
interest to psychology graduate students

• Student funding
o Department must seeks ways to increase student funding

 Consider changing policy which prevents supervisors from topping up
their students’ funding



o Department should request that the University consider tuition fee reductions
for students in upper years

2. Faculty/Research

The reviewers observed the following strengths: 

• Overall quality
o Highly productive faculty in terms of publications, grants, and international

recognition
o Healthy distribution of gender and faculty rank at all three campuses

• Research
o Diverse range of research topics and methods
o Faculty using cutting edge research techniques
o Large research funding acquisitions and successful in being awarded Canada

Research Chairs, Early Research Awards, and other faculty prizes
o Many collaborations among department faculty, and strong interdisciplinary

research across the University
o Faculty provide students with many research collaboration opportunities

The reviewers identified the following areas of concern: 

• Faculty
o Current practice only requires faculty to teach one graduate course every four

years
o Junior faculty are at a disadvantage in terms of graduate student recruitment
o Pre-tenure faculty mentoring often pairs junior faculty with much more senior

faculty, which junior faculty felt was not the best match

The reviewers made the following recommendations: 

• Faculty
o Increase opportunities for graduate teaching, including allowing faculty to teach

a graduate course each year or every other year
 Also encourage graduate students from cognate units and advanced

undergraduates to enrol in the department’s graduate courses
o Explore options for pairing junior faculty with mentors who are closer in career

stage

3. Administration

The reviewers observed the following strengths: 

• International comparators



o Programs are seen as among the best in the world

The reviewers identified the following areas of concern: 

• Relationships
o Morale is higher among faculty at the St. George campus than at UTM and UTSC

 Some UTM and UTSC faculty said they felt like “second-class citizens” and
some St. George faculty felt they were unfairly blamed for decisions
made by central administration

 The department website does not equally feature all three campuses
• Organizational and financial structure

o There are several factors causing tension in the tri-campus model, which is seen
as “remarkably complicated”:
 Imbalances of resources, travel times, and teaching demands among

faculty and students
 Organization, function and varying perceptions of the “four chair” model;

many UTM and UTSC faculty perceive that St. George does not take the
fourth Chair role seriously

 Implications of the University’s long-term plan to make St. George
campus more graduate focussed and UTSC and UTM more
undergraduate focussed

o Each campus department is under the budgetary wing of their respective
campus, while the graduate programs have one graduate Chair heading all
graduate programs from across three campuses; this divide may be leading to
many of the organizational tensions

o Graduate administrator has heavy workload with over 180 students across three
campuses

o Overall, faculty were satisfied with space, but there were some concerns raised
over the time to complete renovations as part of new faculty’s start-up
packages, especially at UTSC

The reviewers made the following recommendations: 

• Relationships
o Increase communication and transparency regarding decision-making
o The central administration should make the UTM campus shuttle free for faculty

and establish a similar shuttle to UTSC
• Organizational and financial structure

o Rethink the structure and function of the tri-campus model. The reviewers
present two options to consider:
 Keep the four Chair model but rename the graduate lead “Coordinator of

the Graduate Program” and provide detailed position descriptions for
personnel from across all campuses



 Return to the previous structure where the St. George graduate Chair is
also the Chair of the graduate programs at all three campuses

o Establish a half-time administrator position to support the department
• Long-range planning and overall assessment

o While the department has been quite successful in grant acquisition, the
reviewers recommended additional efforts be explored including:
 An aggressive funding program that might include external advisory

committee of graduates, local business people, and other community and
university donors

 Exploring partnership options with businesses, agencies, start-ups, etc.
 The support of an administrator could assist with funding opportunities



2. Administrative Response & Implementation Plan

















3. Committee on Academic Policy & Programs (AP&P)
Findings

The Committee on Academic Policy and Programs (AP&P) concluded that the Decanal 
response adequately addressed the review recommendations.

4. Institutional Executive Summary
The reviewers praised the communication to students regarding their program requirements 
and the healthy time-to-completion for both the master’s and doctoral degrees. The reviewers 
commented on the strength of the programs, indicating they are very competitive against their 
peers and amongst the top psychology programs in the world. The reviewers were also 
impressed with the employment outcomes of graduates who consistently secure work in 
academia and other relevant fields. The reviewers recommended that the following issues be 
addressed: revising the current approach to graduate student recruitment, which can result 
faculty competing with each other for students, and which limits the amount of support faculty 
can offer to students; improving graduate course selection and possibly allowing a more 
structured program, including having faculty teach more frequently at the graduate level, and 
offering and supporting enrolment in graduate courses on all three campuses; providing 
support for alternative career paths and teaching opportunities for graduate students; moving 
towards a direct-entry PhD program, in part because this might facilitate more offers to the 
best students from around the world; better support of pre-tenure faculty through changes to 
mentoring and timely start-up renovations; and addressing “tension between the campuses” 
and encouraging “frank discussions among faculty and administrators at all three campuses” on 
a number of issues related to tri-campus faculty and student experience, and program 
administration and planning. The Dean’s Administrative Response describes the Faculty, unit 
and programs’ responses to the reviewers’ recommendations, including an implementation 
plan for any changes necessary as a result.  

5. Monitoring and Date of Next Review
The Dean’s office will monitor the implementation of recommendations, with, at minimum, a 
brief report to the Office of the Vice-Provost, Academic Programs, midway between the year of 
the site visit and the year of the next site visit. The year of the next review will be the 2025-
2026 academic year. 

6. Distribution
On May 17, 2019, the Final Assessment Report and Implementation Plan was posted to the 
Vice-Provost, Academic Programs website and the link provided by email to the Dean of the 
Faculty of Arts and Science, the Secretaries of AP&P, Academic Board and Governing Council, 
and the Ontario Universities Council on Quality Assurance. The Dean provided the link to the 
Chair of the Department. 
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