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Executive Summary 
 
The Graduate School launched a series of graduate student surveys to evaluate and improve 
the graduate student experience.  A Doctoral Experience survey was launched in February 2013, 
and student Exit surveys were launched in May 2013 and administered at each graduation term 
thereafter (May, August, January).  This report summarizes data from these surveys, with a 
focus on doctoral students, and additional comparative data as available. 
 
Two of the most prominent national indicators of doctoral education are median time-to-
degree and completion.  Cornell median time-to-degree for all disciplines is shorter than 
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national data for Humanities (6.8 years vs. 9.2 years), Life Sciences (5.7 years vs. 6.9 years), 
Physical Sciences (5.6 years vs. 6.5 years), and Social Sciences (6.0 years vs. 7.7. years).  Cornell 
average completion rate (72%) is higher than national data (57%). 
 
Over 91% of doctoral students at Cornell rated their academic experience as good to excellent, 
placing Cornell at about the median (91.8%) of the Ivy Plus peer group.  Over 86% of doctoral 
students at Cornell rated the quality of their graduate curriculum as good to excellent, placing 
Cornell at about the median of the Ivy Plus peer group. Over 80% of doctoral students at 
Cornell rated their student life experience as good to excellent, placing Cornell just slightly 
below the Ivy Plus peer group median.  Over 70% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated that 
insufficient financial support was not an obstacle to their academic success, placing Cornell 
slightly above the Ivy Plus peer group median.  At Cornell, just fewer than 6% of doctoral 
students indicated insufficient financial support was a major obstacle to their academic success. 
 
The report provides detailed analysis of the Doctoral Experience and Exit surveys, including 
demographic details. 
 

Overview 
 
The Cornell Doctoral Student Experience 
 
Supporting the experience of doctoral students at Cornell is a different endeavor than 
supporting the experience of undergraduate students.  Undergraduates, for example, share 
many commonalities across their experience (e.g., all 3200 freshmen have a common North 
Campus residential experience), or affiliate strongly with specific large groupings (e.g., their 
undergraduate college).   
 
For doctoral students, however, arguably the most meaningful relationships are with the 
individual faculty advisor (the special committee chair), and with the special committee 
members (2-4 additional faculty) or the graduate field.  The Graduate School oversees doctoral 
education and supports our 3200 doctoral students spread across 81 doctoral-level graduate 
fields who study with more than a thousand individual faculty. 
 
The main points of leverage for understanding and influencing the doctoral experience tend to 
be very decentralized – at the level of individual faculty or the graduate field.   
This highly decentralized, and highly personalized, nature of doctoral education makes 
assessing the student experience challenging – especially when aiming to identify potential 
“causal” factors that could be influenced to improve the doctoral student experience.   
 
The Graduate School has, however, begun a systematic process of collecting, analyzing, and 
sharing data at the graduate field level (and sometimes at the fine level of detail by faculty 
advisor) with the graduate fields, and having regular discussions with the field leadership 
regarding potential areas for improvement.  In addition, the Graduate School has expanded and 
strengthened its programs aimed to support doctoral students in professional development and 
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academic success, and to support graduate faculty and Directors of Graduate Studies in 
mentoring and supporting their students. 
 
In this report we present data at the university (Graduate School) level, or at the discipline level 
(Humanities & Arts; Life Sciences; Physical Sciences & Engineering; Social Sciences).  When we 
share these data with graduate fields, the data are available at the field and discipline levels to 
enhance relevance and identify areas of improvement at the level of the individual doctoral 
student experience. 
 
Surveys and Other Data 
 
In 2012, the Graduate School launched a series of assessment surveys to help inform 
understanding about the graduate student experience and provide direction for strategic 
planning and future programming at the Graduate School and graduate field levels.  These 
surveys target students (or admitted applicants) in the Graduate School. Except for the Doctoral 
Experience Survey, the surveys include all Graduate School students (professional masters, 
research masters, doctoral). Response rates have ranged from 48% to 62%.   
 
The surveys include: 

 Admitted Not Attending Survey:  launched in July 2012; administered each year. 

 New Student Survey:  launched in September 2012; administered each year. 

 Doctoral Experience Survey:  launched in February 2013; administered every other year. 

 Exit Survey:  launched in May 2013; administered every graduation period (January, 
May, August). 

 Alumni Career Outcomes:  launched in January 2014; administered to Ph.D. and J.S.D. 
graduates.  The focus is on graduates 2, 5, 7, 10, 12, 15, 18, and 20 years post-
graduation. 

 
This report focuses on doctoral students only, and on a subset of questions from the experience 
and exit surveys.  Where possible, comparisons are provided with several Ivy Plus and/or AAU 
graduate programs (because these data are confidential under Association of American 
Universities Data Exchange (AAUDE) agreements, the specific school names remain hidden). 
 

In Their Own Words … Themes from Students 
 
In doctoral experience and exit surveys, we ask students several questions soliciting open-
ended comments about their doctoral experience at Cornell.  The following four word clouds 
give greater prominence (indicated by size of letters) to words that appear more frequently in 
the source text – the students’ own words describing their doctoral experience as in the exit 
surveys. 
 
Note the similarities and differences across the four disciplines, particularly the prominence of 
“faculty” or “advisor” in all disciplines; varying importance of “program”, “field”, or 
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“department” across disciplines; mention of “funding” or “support” in all disciplines with 
varying prominence; and the differential emphasis on “research”, which may imply a group 
(lab) activity (very prominent in the Life Sciences and Physical Sciences) vs. “dissertation” (in 
the Humanities & Arts), which tends to be a very individualized writing experience: 
 

HUMANITIES & ARTS 

 
 

LIFE SCIENCES
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PHYSICAL SCIENCES 
 

 
SOCIAL SCIENCES  

 
 

Median Time-to-Degree and Completion:  Ivy Plus/AAU Comparisons 
 
In national conversations in higher education, two of the most prominent indicators of doctoral 
education are median time-to-degree (the median number of years from the time a student 
begins the doctoral program until completion), and completion (the percent of doctoral 
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students completing the degree program).  Cornell compares very well with its peers on both 
measures. 
 
Comparing Cornell disciplines with national and peer data for median time-to-degree by 
discipline, Cornell is similar to its Ivy Plus and AAU peers for Humanities (6.8 years) and Life 
Sciences (5.7 years) but much shorter than national data; for Physical Sciences, slightly longer 
(5.6 years) compared to Ivy Plus peers although similar to AAU peers and shorter than national 
data; and for Social Sciences (6.0 years) similar to Ivy Plus peers but shorter than AAU peers and 
considerably shorter than national data.  
 

 
 
These data suggest that, overall, Cornell does reasonably well on median time-to-degree in all 
disciplines; however, the Graduate School leadership regularly has discussions with directors of 
graduate studies regarding approaches for achieving a time-to-degree that provides an 
appropriate education for doctoral students, and has instituted several structures to help foster 
timely progress, such as writing support programs (e.g., writing boot-camps for proposal, thesis, 
and dissertation writing; Academic English for international students), milestone reminders 
(special committee formation reminders, A-exam and B-exam reminders), various mentoring 
and other skill-development workshops for doctoral students and faculty, and various life skills 
programming (e.g., time management). 
 
For overall doctoral degree completion, Cornell compares well with AAU peers. While national 
data suggest that overall doctoral completion rates are at about 57% (Council of Graduate 
Schools PhD Completion Project), the Cornell average PhD completion rate (72%) is higher, and 
consistent with the AAU peer group. 
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Although our completion rates are comparatively good, the Graduate School continues to work 
with fields to further improve completion (e.g., dissertation writing boot-camps), milestone 
reminders, resource guides for writing).  We are also working to support fields and encourage 
faculty to aim for early attrition when doctoral student attrition seems necessary or advisable.  
It is often in both the student’s and the graduate program’s best interest to have a struggling 
student exit the program after one or two years than have to exit (without a degree) after 
several years.  It can be challenging to identify struggling students who, with the appropriate 
academic supports, are likely to be able to complete the degree vs. struggling students who, 
even with extensive academic supports, are unlikely to be able to complete the degree. 
 

 
Doctoral Student Experience Survey Results 
 
This section includes comparisons for Cornell overall with an Ivy Plus Peer Group (as available), 
and Cornell details by discipline. 
 
Ivy Plus Comparisons:  Doctoral Experience Survey 
 
The Ivy Plus group of graduate institutions shares available data from each institution’s student 
surveys.  The Ivy Plus group (in this context) includes Brown, Columbia, Cornell, Dartmouth, 
Harvard, MIT, Princeton, Stanford, Yale, University of California-Berkeley, University of 
Pennsylvania, and University of Chicago.  For this analysis (based on 2013 data), 6 schools, 
including Cornell, provided data. 
 
Overall Experiences 
Over 91% of doctoral students at Cornell rated their academic experience as good to excellent, 
placing Cornell at about the median overall (91.8%).  Responses differed significantly among 
individual institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 
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Over 80% of doctoral students at Cornell rated their student life experience as good to 
excellent, placing Cornell just slightly below the overall median (81.9%). Responses differed 
significantly among individual institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 
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Over 80% of doctoral students at Cornell rated the quality of academic advising and guidance as 
good to excellent, placing Cornell at about the overall median (81.7%).  Responses differed 
significantly among individual institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 

 

About 82% of doctoral students at Cornell rated the opportunity to collaborate across 
disciplines as good to excellent, placing Cornell slightly above the overall median (79.8%).  
Responses differed significantly among institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 

 

Almost 85% of doctoral students at Cornell rated the quality of graduate-level teaching as good 
to excellent, placing Cornell just under the overall median (86.4%).  Responses differed 
significantly among individual institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 
 
Over 86% of doctoral students at Cornell rated the quality of their graduate curriculum as good 
to excellent, placing Cornell at about the median (86.9%). Responses differed significantly 
among individual institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 
 
Not Considered Obstacles to Success 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Over 63% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated their program structure or requirements 
were not obstacles to their academic success, placing Cornell above the overall median (55.0%), 
and reflecting the inherent flexibility and individualized nature of the Cornell graduate field 
system. Responses differed significantly among institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 
 
Over 65% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated that availability of faculty was not an 
obstacle to their academic success, placing Cornell above the median (61.4%). Responses 
differed significantly among institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 

 

55.0 

61.4 

69.7 

76.8 

68.9 

58.3 

54.4 

43.2 

35.3 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Program Structure or Requirements

Availability of Faculty

Advisor Relationship

Peer Competition

Insufficient Financial Support

Physical or Mental Health

Academic or Social Isolation

Self-Confidence

Time Management

not-an-obstacle percentage 

Not Considered  
Obstacles to Academic Success 

Overall Median

Cornell University

Peer Group Median
(5-university cohort)



10 
 

Over 70% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated that their relationship with their advisor was 
not an obstacle to their academic success, placing Cornell at about the median (69.7%). 
Responses differed significantly among institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 
 
Almost 80% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated that competition among peers was not an 
obstacle to their academic success, placing Cornell slightly above the median (76.8%). 
Responses differed significantly among institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 
 
Over 70% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated that insufficient financial support was not an 
obstacle to their academic success, placing Cornell slightly above the median (68.9%).  At 
Cornell, just fewer than 6% indicated insufficient financial support was a major obstacle.  
Responses differed significantly among institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 

 
About 55% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated that physical and/or mental health issues 
were not obstacles to their academic success, placing Cornell slightly below the median 
(58.3%).  Cornell had the second highest percentage (10.8%) indicating that physical and/or 
mental health issues were a major obstacle.  Responses differed significantly among institutions 
(p<.01, based on chi-square) 
 
Almost 55% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated that academic or social isolation was not 
an obstacle to their academic success, placing Cornell at about the median (54.4%).  Cornell had 
among the lower percentages (10.8%) of students indicating this was a major obstacle.  
Responses differed significantly among institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 
 
About 45% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated that self-confidence was not an obstacle to 
their academic success, placing Cornell slightly above the median (43.2%).  16.6% of Cornell 
doctoral students rated (lack of) self-confidence as a major obstacle. Responses differed 
significantly among institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 

 
About 35% of doctoral students at Cornell indicated that time-management difficulties were 
not an obstacle to their academic success, placing Cornell at about the median (35.3%).  
Responses differed significantly among institutions (p<.01, based on chi-square). 

 

 

Doctoral Student Exit Survey 
 
All graduating students are invited to complete an online exit survey, for each graduation 
period (January, May, August).  This report includes doctoral student data combined from the 
May 2013, August 2013, and January 2014 surveys.  Data were analyzed by discipline, 
race/ethnicity, and gender. 
 
For rating academic experience at Cornell (Table 1), no significant differences were found based 
on discipline, race/ethnicity, or gender.  In each of these categories, strong majorities rated 
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their academic experience as very good or excellent.  Few students (0% - 2.7%) rated their 
academic experience as poor. 
 
Table 1. Doctoral student rating of academic experience at Cornell. 

  

Academic experience at Cornell 

Poor Fair Good Very good Excellent 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline Humanities 0.0% 6.7% 11.1% 51.1% 31.1% 

Life Sciences 0.0% 9.5% 20.0% 33.3% 37.1% 

Physical Sciences 2.5% 5.1% 17.7% 39.9% 34.8% 

Social Sciences 1.2% 6.0% 20.5% 37.3% 34.9% 

Race/ethnicity International 2.7% 4.7% 18.1% 34.9% 39.6% 

Minority 0.0% 8.9% 11.1% 42.2% 37.8% 

Non-minority .6% 7.4% 20.6% 40.6% 30.9% 

Gender Female 2.2% 5.4% 18.4% 40.0% 34.1% 

Male .5% 7.8% 18.0% 37.9% 35.9% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 
 

For student life experience (Table 2), no significant differences were found based on 
discipline, race/ethnicity, or gender.  In each of these categories, majorities rated their 
student life experience as very good or excellent. Few students (0% - 3.6%) rated their 
student life experience as poor.   
 
Table 2. Doctoral student rating of student life experience at Cornell. 

  

Student life experience at Cornell 

Poor Fair Good Very good Excellent 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline Humanities 0.0% 15.6% 35.6% 40.0% 8.9% 

Life Sciences 0.0% 8.6% 26.7% 42.9% 21.9% 

Physical Sciences 1.9% 11.5% 21.7% 42.0% 22.9% 

Social Sciences 3.6% 8.4% 36.1% 28.9% 22.9% 

Race/ethnicity International 2.0% 8.8% 27.0% 35.8% 26.4% 

Minority 0.0% 15.6% 20.0% 42.2% 22.2% 

Non-minority .6% 10.3% 29.7% 42.9% 16.6% 

Gender Female 1.1% 9.8% 29.9% 39.1% 20.1% 

Male 1.9% 11.2% 25.7% 39.3% 21.8% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 

 
For overall experience at Cornell (Table 3), no significant differences were found based on 
discipline, race/ethnicity, or gender.  In each of these categories, majorities rated their student 
life experience as very good or excellent. Few students (0% -1.2%) rated their overall 
experience as poor. 
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Table 3. Doctoral student rating of overall experience at Cornell. 

  

Overall experience at Cornell 

Poor Fair Good Very good Excellent 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline Humanities 0.0% 6.7% 28.9% 44.4% 20.0% 

Life Sciences 1.0% 5.7% 22.9% 43.8% 26.7% 

Physical Sciences 0.0% 7.0% 21.7% 45.2% 26.1% 

Social Sciences 1.2% 6.0% 22.9% 48.2% 21.7% 

Race/ethnicity International 0.0% 7.4% 21.6% 40.5% 30.4% 

Minority 0.0% 8.9% 26.7% 35.6% 28.9% 

Non-minority 1.1% 5.1% 21.7% 53.1% 18.9% 

Gender Female .5% 6.0% 23.4% 47.8% 22.3% 

Male .5% 6.8% 22.8% 43.2% 26.7% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 

 
No significant differences were found based on discipline, race/ethnicity, or gender for quality 
of graduate curriculum, quality of graduate-level teaching, and opportunity to collaborate 
across disciplines.   For each of these factors, majorities or large majorities of students in each 
category gave ratings of good, very good, or excellent. 
 
For quality of academic advising/guidance (Table 4), significant differences were found by 
discipline.  Although majorities in each discipline rated quality of academic advising/guidance 
very good or excellent, students in humanities and life sciences were more likely than other 
disciplines to give a “fair” rating.  No significant differences were found based on race/ethnicity.   
 
Table 4. Doctoral student rating of quality of academic advising/guidance. 

  

Quality of academic advising/guidance 

Poor Fair Good Very good Excellent 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline* Humanities 6.8% 22.7% 9.1% 38.6% 22.7% 

Life Sciences 3.9% 22.3% 12.6% 35.9% 25.2% 

Physical Sciences 5.1% 9.5% 22.8% 25.3% 37.3% 

Social Sciences 7.2% 9.6% 20.5% 27.7% 34.9% 

Race/ethnicity International 5.4% 8.8% 16.9% 27.0% 41.9% 

Minority 4.4% 17.8% 17.8% 35.6% 24.4% 

Non-minority 5.7% 17.8% 18.4% 32.2% 25.9% 

Gender Female 6.0% 13.6% 18.5% 29.9% 32.1% 

Male 4.9% 15.2% 17.6% 30.4% 31.9% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 

For advisor clearly stating expectations (Table 5), significant differences were found by 
race/ethnicity.  Non-minority U.S. students particularly showed more disagreement that their 
advisors clearly stated expectations compared to international and underrepresented minority 
U.S. students. 
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Table 5. Doctoral student rating of advisory clearly stated expectations. 

  

Advisor clearly stated expectations 

Strongly 

disagree 

Generally 

disagree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Generally 

agree 

Strongly 

agree 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline Humanities 2.3% 14.0% 4.7% 34.9% 44.2% 

Life Sciences 7.1% 17.2% 7.1% 35.4% 33.3% 

Physical Sciences 3.2% 12.3% 9.1% 38.3% 37.0% 

Social Sciences 5.0% 5.0% 10.0% 32.5% 47.5% 

Race/ethnicity** International 3.5% 9.7% 6.3% 29.2% 51.4% 

Minority 4.4% 2.2% 8.9% 42.2% 42.2% 

Non-minority 4.8% 17.3% 9.5% 39.3% 29.2% 

Gender Female 5.1% 9.6% 7.3% 41.0% 37.1% 

Male 4.0% 14.6% 9.1% 31.3% 40.9% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 

 
No significant differences were found by discipline, race/ethnicity, or gender for statements 
relating to advisor had reasonable expectations, advisor was available, or advisor gave 
constructive feedback.  For each of these factors, majorities of students in each category 
generally or strongly agreed with the statement. 
 
For the statement of advisor promoted my professional development (Table 6), significant 
differences were found based on gender, with men more likely to disagree. 
 
Table 6. Doctoral student rating of advisor promoted professional development. 

  

Advisor promoted my professional development 

Strongly 

disagree 

Generally 

disagree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Generally 

agree 

Strongly 

agree 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline Humanities 4.7% 14.0% 7.0% 27.9% 46.5% 

Life Sciences 2.0% 18.4% 10.2% 25.5% 43.9% 

Physical Sciences 3.2% 7.1% 14.3% 29.2% 46.1% 

Social Sciences 5.1% 7.6% 12.7% 22.8% 51.9% 

Race/ethnicity International 3.5% 8.4% 10.5% 21.7% 55.9% 

Minority 2.2% 6.7% 11.1% 33.3% 46.7% 

Non-minority 3.6% 13.7% 13.1% 29.2% 40.5% 

Gender* Female 5.1% 6.8% 15.3% 26.7% 46.0% 

Male 2.0% 14.6% 9.1% 26.8% 47.5% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 
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Significant differences were found for agreement with the statement that advisor discussed my 
research regularly (Table 7), with international students agreeing more strongly than U.S. 
citizens, and underrepresented minority U.S. students agreeing more strongly than non-
minority U.S. citizens. 
 
Table 7. Doctoral student rating of advisor discussed research regularly. 

  

Advisor discussed my research regularly 

Strongly 

disagree 

Generally 

disagree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Generally 

agree 

Strongly 

agree 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline Humanities 4.7% 11.6% 7.0% 32.6% 44.2% 

Life Sciences 5.1% 8.2% 7.1% 28.6% 51.0% 

Physical Sciences 2.6% 3.9% 7.1% 24.0% 62.3% 

Social Sciences 5.1% 6.3% 16.5% 16.5% 55.7% 

Race/ethnicity** International 1.4% 5.6% 6.3% 21.0% 65.7% 

Minority 2.2% 8.9% 2.2% 37.8% 48.9% 

Non-minority 7.1% 6.5% 12.5% 25.6% 48.2% 

Gender Female 5.1% 6.8% 9.1% 23.3% 55.7% 

Male 3.0% 6.1% 9.1% 25.8% 56.1% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 

 
No significant differences by discipline, race/ethnicity, or gender were found for statements of 
students are treated with respect by faculty, interactions with faculty are positive, and I have 
the resources I need to succeed.   Majorities of students in each group generally or strongly 
agreed with the statements. 
 
Significant differences by discipline were found for rating of funding provided for 
stipend/tuition (Table 8), with social science doctoral students more likely to rate the funding as 
poor, fair, or good compared with students in other disciplines assigning ratings of very good or 
excellent. 
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Table 8. Doctoral student rating of funding provided for stipend/tuition. 

  

Funding provided for your stipend/tuition 

Poor Fair Good 

Very 

good Excellent Not used 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline* Humanities 0.0% 2.3% 16.3% 37.2% 44.2% 0.0% 

Life Sciences 0.0% 4.1% 11.2% 31.6% 49.0% 1.0% 

Physical Sciences 2.0% 1.4% 8.8% 35.8% 51.4% 0.0% 

Social Sciences 6.7% 6.7% 21.3% 20.0% 41.3% 1.3% 

Race/ethnicity International 2.9% 2.9% 10.7% 29.3% 50.7% .7% 

Minority 2.3% 4.5% 18.2% 20.5% 54.5% 0.0% 

Non-minority 1.2% 3.7% 13.0% 35.8% 44.4% .6% 

Gender Female 2.4% 1.8% 14.7% 34.1% 43.5% 1.2% 

Male 2.1% 4.6% 11.3% 29.4% 51.5% 0.0% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 

 

 
Doctoral Learning Outcomes – Self-reported in Exit Survey 
 
Arguably, the best measure of doctoral learning outcomes may be the career outcomes for 
graduates over their lifetime, reflecting the life-long benefit of doctoral education.  In January 
2014 we began implementing a doctoral outcome survey, staggered by years.  Those data are 
not yet available. 
 
Assessing attainment of learning outcomes sheds some light on doctoral student outcomes.  
Each individual doctoral program has identified learning outcomes, and uses those to guide 
program development and curriculum.  Graduate faculty identified learning outcomes for 
doctoral education at Cornell overall.  Below are doctoral student self-reported assessment of 
attaining these learning outcomes at the time of graduation (via the exit survey), presented by 
discipline.  Students were asked, “To what extent has your experience in your graduate 
program at Cornell contributed to your knowledge and proficiency in the following areas?” 
 
Learning Outcomes Summarized by Discipline 
 
Humanities 
 
For Humanities, most learning outcomes appear to be attained at a fairly high level, except for 
“effectively engage in community outreach” and “understand/articulate impact of research.” 
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Life Sciences 
 
For Life Sciences, most learning outcomes appear to be attained at a high level, with some 
lower attainment for “effectively engage in community outreach” and “explore 
interconnections among contexts.” 
 
 

 
 
Physical Sciences 
 
For Physical Sciences, most learning outcomes appear to be attained at a high level, with some 
lower attainment for “effectively engage in community outreach” and “explore 
interconnections among contexts.” 



17 
 

 

 
 
Social Sciences 
 
For Social Sciences, most learning outcomes appear to be attained at a high level, with some 
lower attainment for “effectively engage in community outreach” and “explore 
interconnections among contexts.” 
 

 
 
 
Statistical Comparisons by Discipline, Race/Ethnicity, and Gender 
 
No significant differences were found by discipline, race/ethnicity, or gender in doctoral 
student self-assessment of the learning outcomes of effectively engage in community outreach, 
respect research of other disciplines,  think originally/independently, identifying new research 
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opportunities in your field, identify/access appropriate resources/information in your field, 
analyze/evaluate research findings, synthesize existing knowledge, master existing 
methodologies/techniques/skills, communicate appropriate to your discipline, keep abreast of 
current advances, show commitment to development through engagement, show commitment 
to learning environment, adhere to ethical standards in the discipline, and listen/give/receive 
feedback. 
 
Significant differences were found by discipline for the learning outcome of 
understand/articulate impact of research (Table 9), with Humanities students tending toward 
lower attainment. 
 
Table 9.  Doctoral student self-assessment of learning outcome to understand/articulate impact 
of research. 

  

Understand/articulate impact of research 

Not at all Very little Some Quite a bit 

Very 

much 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline* Humanities 9.3% 20.9% 34.9% 23.3% 11.6% 

Life Sciences 3.1% 6.3% 35.4% 35.4% 19.8% 

Physical Sciences 2.1% 8.3% 38.6% 35.2% 15.9% 

Social Sciences 4.2% 9.9% 22.5% 36.6% 26.8% 

Race/ethnicity International 1.5% 6.7% 34.8% 35.6% 21.5% 

Minority 4.7% 2.3% 23.3% 44.2% 25.6% 

Non-minority 5.0% 13.1% 36.9% 30.0% 15.0% 

Gender Female 4.3% 10.4% 33.5% 36.6% 15.2% 

Male 3.1% 8.9% 34.6% 31.9% 21.5% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 

 
 
Significant differences were found by discipline and by race/ethnicity for the learning outcome 
of explore interconnections among contexts (Table 10).  Life Sciences and Physical Sciences 
students tended toward lower attainment compared to Humanities and Social Sciences 
students.  U.S. non-minority students tended toward lower attainment compared to 
International and U.S. underrepresented minority students. 
 
These results suggest that students are generally attaining learning outcomes based on self-
assessment at time of graduation, but there is room for improvement.  Attention to learning 
outcomes must be an ongoing focus of doctoral programs.  
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Table 10.  Doctoral student self-assessment of attainment of learning outcome to explore 
interconnections among contexts. 

  

Explore interconnections among contexts 

Not at all Very little Some Quite a bit 

Very 

much 

Row % Row % Row % Row % Row % 

Discipline** Humanities 2.4% 9.5% 19.0% 31.0% 38.1% 

Life Sciences 12.5% 10.4% 28.1% 36.5% 12.5% 

Physical Sciences 12.4% 15.2% 35.9% 22.8% 13.8% 

Social Sciences 6.9% 12.5% 23.6% 27.8% 29.2% 

Race/ethnicity* International 6.7% 8.9% 26.7% 35.6% 22.2% 

Minority 11.6% 9.3% 20.9% 25.6% 32.6% 

Non-minority 13.8% 15.0% 30.6% 26.3% 14.4% 

Gender Female 11.0% 10.4% 31.7% 32.3% 14.6% 

Male 9.4% 14.7% 27.2% 25.1% 23.6% 

** p<.01, * p<.05 (based on chi-square) 

 
 

Conclusions 
 
These results, and more detailed graduate field-level analyses, provide insights about the 
Graduate School doctoral student experience and are used to inform the design and 
development of programs to further support doctoral student success.  The Graduate School 
offices of Inclusion and Professional Development, Academic and Student Affairs, and Graduate 
Student Life are implementing and continually reassessing programs designed to help foster 
timely and successful degree process, and enhance graduate student life.  Programs target six 
core competencies (Communication, Teaching, Personal Development, Responsible Conduct of 
Research, Career Development, Leadership & Management) and associated transferable skills:

 http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/node/33107 

 
We will continue to monitor, report, and use the results of graduate student surveys and other 
data to improve the Cornell graduate student experience. 

http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/node/33107

