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Overall Goals

• Raising awareness about specific patterns of attrition based on data 
(rather than on faculty assumptions about why or when students 
left programs) so that programs could design more effective 
interventions for their students 

• Facilitating the tracking of student outcomes through a common 
set of metrics

• Helping students better understand the concept of career and 
professional development, and providing programs that would help
them to manage their careers and prepare for a variety of job 
tracks

• Using data to examine assumptions about admissions profiles of 
students and success in doctoral programs

The Graduate School
Michigan State University 2010



Challenges

• Turnover in department leadership (chairs and graduate program 
directors)

• Faculty  resistance to addressing issues that we know affect 
completion and attrition (integration, professional development,
mentoring) but are not part of students’ “real” work (in lab, on 
research and scholarship)

• Faculty and student assumptions about why people succeed  (or 
not)

• Budget reductions—interventions are “extras”

• Time, other priorities, not knowing enough about these topics
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Solutions 

•Create sustainable programs that cut across both academic and support units on 
campus:  partnerships

•Use a “train‐the‐trainer” model to involve students and faculty in change

•Provide reliable and regular data on completion and attrition patterns

•Use data to look at underlying assumptions about the “successful” doctoral student

•Do ongoing assessments of all programs and interventions to measure effectiveness 
(completion, time‐to‐degree, placement, career satisfaction)

•Make all interventions “research” data‐driven, and share data and resources:  be 
supportive, emphasize problem‐solving (not problems)

• Link related campus initiatives (e.g., AGEP, I‐cubed, PFF)
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Sustainable CrossSustainable Cross‐‐Campus ProgramsCampus Programs

PREP programs: A Career and Professional Development 
“Curriculum” careersuccess.grd.msu.edu/prep

MSU Graduate Certification in College Teaching:
Creating Learning Communities 
grad.msu.edu/collegeteaching/

Retention programs built on NSF‐funded projects:                
AGEP, I‐cubed “CAFFE” grad.msu.edu/caffe/ 
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Goal:  assess career programs and expand their reach

Interventions:

• Use assessments (short and long‐term) to improve impact

• Get students planning professional development early:  orientation program 
(65% increase in attendance with “PREP” workshop)

Results: 

• Participation now at capacity (around 4000 students, postdoc and faculty per 
year; nearly all workshops had waiting lists as long as registrations)

• Increased participation by under‐represented groups (now attending 
programs in higher numbers than their percentage in grad population)

• Expanding capacity:  new publication (Plan Your Work), new web site, train‐
the trainer so that faculty can conduct workshops in colleges and 
departments

“PREP” Programs
Planning, Resilience, Engagement, Professionalism
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PREP—ongoing activities

• Database tracking attendance, career outcomes, and relationship 
between clusters of professional development experiences and 
career outcomes

• Career Success: interactive web site where students can create, save, 
and modify professional development plans, assess transferable skills, 
learn about and search resources, use interactive learning modules, 
view webinars, and participate in virtual grad student and postdoc 
orientations (fall 2010)  http://careersuccess.grd.msu.edu

• Through NSF I³ CAFFE grant, measure awareness, use, and impact of 
career and professional development resources and partnerships 
across campus; recruit faculty partners in colleges  
http://grad.msu.edu/caffe
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MSU Graduate Certification in College 
Teaching

Goal:  increase numbers through cross‐disciplinary cohorts

Interventions:

• Pilot cohort 1:  small group invited from partner departments to work 
together in spring 2009 attending workshops, creating e‐portfolio

• Pilot cohort 2: 2‐day institute providing all workshops, time to 
develop written materials and mentored teaching project, start e‐
portfolio; follow‐up e‐portfolio workshops in 2010‐11 academic year
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MSU Graduate Certification in College 
Teaching

Results: 

• Before grant:  15 students completed 1998‐2008

• Pilot 1:  25 students (invited from departments): half completed, 2 received 
job offers before finishing, 2 decided not to finish the certification, all others 
still revising e‐portfolio 

• Pilot 2:  80 students (capped registration so that we can provide follow‐up 
support;  95 on waiting list)

Next steps: 

• Offer 2‐day institute every year

• Cross‐institution research project with Wisconsin (CIRTL):  share some
workshops and assessments to look at effectiveness of our programs
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MSU Graduate Certification in College Teaching

“I found it extremely helpful in developing my teaching philosophy and many of the 
aspects of teaching that I am now thinking about in practice as a new professor.”

“Great use of time and I now feel as thought I have a cohort to travel through the 
program with—a community.”
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n=105

female 60.9%

underrepresented groups 32%

international 26%

natural science 29%

social science 20.3%

ag and nat resources 11.6%

humanities 14.4%

engineering 4.3%

business 2.9%

medical 2.9%
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Writing Groups
Goal:  ameliorate mid‐program attrition around significant milestones

Interventions:  English, Genetics, Neuroscience and Sociology:  train current 
ABDs to facilitate writing groups focused on a significant milestone:  2nd‐year 
paper, comp exams, dissertation proposal.  Coordinated by GS and MSU 
Writing Center.  Neuroscience conducted a writing “clinic” for peer‐reviewing 
articles before they were submitted to journals.

Results: 

• All Sociology participants passed 2nd‐year paper, most with no revisions 
required.

• Genetics dissertation proposals passed with no revisions required.

• 4 Neuroscience students published peer‐reviewed articles.

• Students and facililators reported that participants’ “writing and confidence 
level improved dramatically.”

• Both participants and facilitators felt better connected to department.
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Writing Groups

Some participant comments: 

“I feel the end result was a much easier to read and more directed proposal. My 
committee was very impressed with the proposal and passed me with no 
conditions. The writing group was very helpful with the structure and arrangement 
of the proposal.”

“the group helped me to network and meet more people in the department. The group 
really helped me prepare for the scariest part for me-- faculty feedback--by doing 
run-throughs and asking good questions. .. it helped me grow as a "colleague" 
through the discussion and editing process.”

“by the end I was able to synthesize a lot of information into a concise response, and 
felt more confident about my conclusions.

Next steps:  Continue program with GS and WC and expand to other departments
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Faculty Train‐the‐Trainer
Goal:  expand programs; create faculty buy‐in; develop mentors

Interventions:

• Conflict Resolution Train‐the Trainer programs

– General session at MSU, Texas (hosted by Rice), Stanford, Montreal‐‐
Prof. Society

– Work with ombudsman offices

Next steps: 

• CAFFE Faculty “Fellows” in Graduate School

• Connect CAFFE to NSF Science and Tech Center (BEACON) and the 
partner institutions (Washington, Idaho, Texas, North Carolina A&T)
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The Power of DataThe Power of Data

GradInfo:  Centralizing and Maintaining Timely Data

Program assessment:  Linking Impact to Outcomes 
(completion, TTD, placement, career satisfaction)

Admissions Files:  What Predicts “Success”

The Graduate School
Michigan State University 2010



Admissions Data
Goal:  link admissions profiles  with completion data to find predictors of 

“success”

Collected admission information for the 1996‐2003 cohorts and matched them 
with completion outcomes. 

Admissions committees in participating departments identified “predictors of 
success” used in admissions decisions:  

– type of undergraduate and master’s institution, 

– undergraduate and master’s GPA

– GRE scores

– prior research experience

– prior professional experience

– match between previous major and doctoral degree program
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Chemistry  Comparing completers versus non‐completers:

• No difference in GRE scores

– Doctoral GPA (finishers and non‐finishers) positively related GRE‐Q scores

• No difference for Chem vs Non‐Chem B.S. degree prior to admission

• No difference in master’s received within versus outside of US

Among finishers only:

• Time to degree (TTD) lower for international students

– International finishers have higher overall GRE score, higher GRE‐Q and higher 
GRE‐A versus domestic students

• TTD negatively related to Doc GPA (i.e., higher GPA = finishing sooner)

English  Comparing finishers versus non‐finishers:

• No difference in GRE scores 

• 50% of domestic students finish; 30% of international students finish

• No difference when looking at previous degrees (entering with or without master’s)

Among finishers only:

• TTD not correlated with GRE scores or doctoral GPA

• TTD is longer for domestic finishers than international
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• Departments: Chemistry, Electrical Engineering, English, 
Genetics, History, Microbiology, Neuroscience, Pharm‐
Tox, Philosophy, Plant Biology, Sociology

• Other offices and programs: Office of Planning and 
Budgets, Women in Science, Advance Grant, Teaching 
Assistant Programs, CIRTL, Ph.D. Career Services, Center 
for Research on Science Teaching and Learning, AGEP, 
CAFFE  
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Our Partners—THANK YOU!


