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I. The Graduate Program 

The Human Development and Family Studies Graduate Program was established in 1969. From 

that time until the present (Summer 2016), more than 460 graduate students have received their Ph.D. 

in the department. 

 

The program of research and graduate training is designed to help students learn and generate 

research in cutting-edge approaches to the study of individuals and families across the life span, the 

development and evaluation of prevention programs for individuals and families at risk, and the 

development and application of new methodological approaches for these areas. There is a strong 

interest in the ways in which social institutions and settings such as schools, neighborhoods, the 

workplace, and social policy institutions facilitate (or inhibit) opportunities for development and 

change for individuals and families. All students, regardless of substantive area, are encouraged to 

develop strong skills in research methods, a hallmark of our graduate training. 

 

In the first year, students take three introductory courses to expose them to three of the broad 

substantive themes of the department: Individual Development, Family Studies, and Prevention and 

Intervention. They also begin the prescribed four-course methodology sequence which focuses on 

research design, measurement, and statistics, with a strong emphasis on statistical approaches for 

modeling development and change over time. Students are encouraged to develop a research focus that 

is interdisciplinary in nature and cuts across two or more of the four areas. 

 

In consultation with their advisors, students select other courses to individually tailor their 

graduate training to their substantive interests. These courses include seminars offered in the 

department as well as courses offered in other departments throughout Penn State such as Demography, 

Women's Studies, Statistics, Psychology, Sociology, and Communication Arts and Sciences. 

 

Students who enter the graduate program with a bachelor's degree are required to complete a 

master’s degree enroute to the doctorate. Masters research is an apprenticeship experience in which the 

student works closely with an advisor to answer a research question with empirical data. Students who 

enter the program with a master’s degree that did not include a thesis with empirical data will be asked 

to complete a first-year empirical project. The purpose of these requirements is to make sure that all 

students are well prepared to conduct independent doctoral research. 

 

Much of a graduate student's training takes place outside the classroom through various 

apprenticeship experiences. These include experiences such as working as a research assistant on a 

research project and serving as a teaching assistant. Such experiences can also include taking the 

department's course on teaching in HDFS or one of the University's training programs in this area, 

participating as a trainee on a federally-funded training program (e.g., Prevention and Methodology 

Training), attending professional development events, taking advantage of the many symposia, 

conferences, and colloquia held at Penn State every semester, completing a summer internship, or 

presenting research at a professional meeting. Graduate training in HDFS offers students many 

opportunities. Each student makes different choices and in doing so defines his or her evolving 

professional identity. 

 

Students may pursue a formal minor, presuming the requirements for that minor are met.  

  

http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/faculty-and-staff/forms/ges/#Student_Forms
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II. The Substantive Content of Study 

The substantive content of study is defined by the program areas, the specialized emphasis, and, 

in some cases, the minor. 

 

A. Program Areas 

The substantive domains covered by the HDFS program include four interrelated program 

areas: Individual Development, Family Studies, Prevention and Intervention, and 

Developmental Methodology.  The notion that each HDFS student shall attain a broad, 

interdisciplinary understanding of the field implies that the student’s plan of study should 

draw from each of these areas. Students must develop expertise in at least two of the four 

substantive areas. 

 

1. Family Studies 

 

This area includes two foci: macro and micro understandings of family studies. The first 

domain focuses upon the study of family structures, their interrelationship to other 

social structures, and to individual development over the life span. It includes social 

changes in the institutions of marriage and the family and their implications for changes 

in the nature and quality of family relationships. This domain includes demographic, 

comparative, cross-cultural, multi-generational, and historical approaches to study the 

family, and to consider the impact of gender, race, class, sexual orientation, and age 

stratification on family life. The second domain is family relationships, including 

romantic/marital, parent-child, and sibling relationships, with a focus on relationship 

processes including conflict, intimacy, social support and attachment. Methods include 

survey, observational, daily diary, and biological approaches to understanding the 

family.  

 

2. Individual Development 

 

This area deals with development and change throughout the life span. The primary 

level of analysis is the individual, including how individuals function in relation to 

various conditions. A key theme in Human Development and Family Studies is 

development in the context of varying familial, school, neighborhood, work, and 

community conditions. Concern is with the analysis of processes of change and stability, 

rather than the description of age groups, and with empirical investigation of factors 

affecting change, including dysfunctional patterns of development. Topics of study and 

empirical investigation include biological bases of development, personality, cognition, 

emotion, perception, social competence, and learning among infants, children, 

adolescents, and young and old adults. Methodologies of developmental research are 

stressed.  

 

3.   Prevention and Intervention Research 

 

Prevention and intervention research is the science of designing, implementing, and 

evaluating a broad array of approaches for improving the quality of life for individuals, 

families, and communities. It concentrates on the theories, issues, and methods for 

achieving specified life goals of individuals and families throughout the life span. This 
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area is based upon knowledge of the processes of development and change and of 

interpersonal relationships in a variety of social contexts as well as upon theories of 

intervention. The focus is on empirical demonstration and evaluation as well as on the 

development of competencies in implementing educative, remediative, and preventive 

programs designed to optimize and enhance human behavior. Thus, while a range of 

intervention research procedures is taught, the emphasis is on approaches requiring skills 

such as program planning and evaluation, training, supervision, and consultation, but not 

on remedial or clinical objectives.  

 

4.   Developmental Methodology 

 

In order to address the three substantive domains of HDFS in a sophisticated way, 

students need to be well versed in methodological approaches to the study of 

development and change, the interplay of environmental conditions and individual 

functioning, and the design and evaluation of interventions. Thus, a fourth emphasis in 

the department is the development of new methods, particularly methods for studying 

individuals, families, and contexts over time. For most students, Developmental 

Methodology will be seen as an important tool for the study of other substantive foci, 

but, for some, Developmental Methodology will be one of their primary substantive 

areas. For the latter group, coursework and thesis research will reflect this choice. 

 

B. Individual Program Emphases 

 

To further their professional and career goals, students, in conjunction with their master's or 

doctoral committees, should plan to concentrate their work in an area of specialized expertise or 

emphasis. As would be expected, areas of emphasis vary greatly from student to student. Some students 

focus on a particular age period or on the services provided to such a group (e.g., infant and early 

childhood development; adolescent and youth development; adult development and aging), whereas 

others focus upon processes of individual development across the life span (e.g., cognitive 

development and functioning; social-emotional development and change; biological bases of behavior). 

Other students focus on family or group processes (e.g., intergenerational family relationships; romantic 

relationships; interpersonal competence). Some focus on methodological issues or skills (e.g., methods 

for studying change; program development and evaluation) or theory development (integrative theories 

of human development). Many more alternatives are possible depending upon the current faculty 

resources of the HDFS program and the University. 

 

It is especially important for all students to keep in mind that the graduate degree is in Human 

Development and Family Studies, NOT in a program area or an area of emphasis. The intent is to 

encourage thoughtful planning of student programs to promote simultaneously interdisciplinary breadth 

and focused specialization.  

 

C. The Minor 

 

Ph.D. candidates have the option of declaring an official minor. This process usually involves 

enrollment in 15 credit hours of coursework or independent study in the minor field. The requirements, 

however, vary considerably from one field to the next, and the student is advised to check out the 

requirements carefully and early. If a minor is declared, the outside member of the doctoral committee 

must be a member of the graduate faculty of the minor program. Our students have completed minors 

http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/faculty-and-staff/forms/ges/#Student_Forms
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in such fields as Psychology, Statistics, Women's Studies, Gerontology, Nutrition, and Demography. 

 

D. Dual Title in HDFS and Demography 

 

Beginning in the 1994-95 academic year, Penn State offers a dual-title program in Human 

Development and Family Studies and Demography. The program is designed for students who want to 

integrate Population Studies (including such foci as fertility, marriage, cohabitation, labor force 

participation, mortality) with the study of individual and family development. Participation in the 

program requires admission by both HDFS and Demography, the completion of specified coursework, 

and thesis research on a demographic topic. It is possible to earn a dual-title masters, Ph.D., or both. 

Additional information is available in the Appendix. 

 

III. Advisors and Advising 

 

A. Philosophy 

 

In developing their programs, students should actively seek the views of a variety of faculty 

members, and faculty should assist students in thinking through such matters. The advisor shares with 

the student the responsibility to work out with him/her the best possible individualized graduate 

program, within the stipulated requirements and the available resources. The advisor also has the 

responsibility to monitor the student's performance and to provide the student with feedback 

concerning the suitability of that performance. 

 

B. First Year Advisor 

 

When a student accepts admission to the program, the PIC assigns an interim advisor. This 

assignment is considered temporary, because as the student and advisor come to know each other 

better, a change may be desirable. This format allows students their first year to learn more about the 

faculty and research in the program, and identify the best advising fit. Typically this advisor serves 

until the end of the student’s first year. The First Year Advisor will be responsible for the First Year 

Review in cases where a thesis advisor has not yet been identified. 

 

C. Master’s Committee 

 

Each master's degree student shall have a committee of at least two faculty members; typically 

both should be members of the graduate faculty in HDFS. No later than end of Fall semester of the 

second year, the student, in consultation with his or her interim advisor and the PIC, will select a 

committee of at least two members of the HDFS graduate faculty and obtain their consent to serve. 

One of the committee members will serve as chair. Together the committee and the student are 

responsible for a well-conceived and executed program, and both committee members should be kept 

abreast of the student's progress. A special signature form is used for these purposes (the form is 

available on Box). If the chairperson is not a tenure track faculty member or not in HDFS, then a co-

chair should be designated. 

 

In the event that the final selection of the thesis topic suggests that another faculty member(s) 

could better serve on the committee, a substitution or addition may be named by the student in 

consultation with the master's committee and the PIC. 

 

http://www.pop.psu.edu/demography
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D. Doctoral Committee 

 

No later than one semester after a student has been admitted officially as a doctoral candidate, 

the student forms a doctoral committee. The student has an advisor who serves as committee 

chairperson. The committee is appointed by the Dean of the Graduate School upon the 

recommendation of the PIC, who consults with the student as well as with faculty on the matter. The 

committee consists of at least four persons, with at least two representatives from the major program 

(HDFS) and at least one representative from outside the program. There are two outside roles, outside 

field member and outside unit member; usually the same person fills both of these roles. If the 

candidate has a minor, that field must be represented on the committee. All must be members of the 

graduate faculty. 

 

According to Graduate School Policies, the primary responsibilities of the outside member are:  

 

(1) to maintain the academic standards of the Graduate School and 

(2) to assure that all procedures are carried out fairly. 

 

The outside member represents the Graduate School, and as such, the outside member shall be a 

member of the Graduate Faculty, but need not have direct expertise in the research area of the 

candidate. The outside member shall not hold an appointment having a budgetary connection to the 

department or academic unit to which the doctoral program belongs. 

 

 In cases where a non-tenure track faculty member is selected as chair, a co-chair should be 

designated. As with the master's committee, members of the doctoral committee should be actively 

involved in the student's program from course selection to the design of the comprehensive exam as 

well as the development of the doctoral dissertation. 

 

Should there be a need to change all or part of a doctoral committee, the student must discuss 

the change with the committee chair and the committee members involved in the change. If a student 

replaces a committee member, s/he must notify the faculty member who is no longer on the 

committee.  

 

According to Graduate School Policies, the “Doctoral Committee Appointment Signature 

Form” is used to appoint and/or revise a doctoral committee. This form requires the signatures of the 

graduate student, the committee chair, committee members, and PIC. After passing candidacy the 

student will receive the "Doctoral Committee Appointment Signature Form” from the Academic 

Programs Coordinator who will process the form to Graduate Enrollment Services. The form will also 

be on Box. If a committee change is necessary, the signature page must be resubmitted but only with 

the signature(s) of the new committee member(s) and the PIC.  A comprehensive examination will not 

be scheduled by the Graduate School until the signature page is completed and on file in the Office of 

Graduate Enrollment Services. An “Examination Request Form” will be used to schedule the final oral 

examination.  
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IV. Requirements 

Students should be aware that there are two levels of requirements that apply to every student's 

program--those imposed by the Graduate School for specific degrees and those specified by the policies 

of the HDFS graduate program. 

 

The student is responsible for knowing and meeting the requirements of the graduate school and of the 

HDFS program as set forth in the Graduate Catalog, the Manual for Graduate Students, the Thesis 

Information Bulletin published by the graduate school, and the HDFS printed policies and notices 

available from HDFS on email and Box. Requirements include timing and order through the graduate 

program. Be alert to these and all other policies. The graduate school typically issues a calendar of 

deadline dates each semester, available online and sent out via email from the program coordinator. 

 

A. Graduate School Requirements 

 

Requirements established by the Graduate School are published in The Pennsylvania State 

University Bulletin: Graduate Degree Programs (Graduate Catalog) under the degree type. The HDFS 

program is authorized for the pursuit of the Master of Science (M.S.) and the Doctor of Philosophy 

(Ph.D.). Each student is admitted by the Graduate School for work toward a specific degree. Any 

change in the degree sought must be explicitly approved by the PIC who makes a recommendation in 

writing to the Dean of the Graduate School, where final authority for such change lies. General 

requirements by degree are: 

 

Master of Science (M.S.). The M.S. Program requires completion of a program of study 

including a minimum of 31.5 credits. The HDFS program requires completion of a thesis; hence, at 

least six thesis research credits (HDFS 600 or 610) must be included in the program of study. Master's 

students are allowed to enroll for only 6 credits of HDFS 600 for letter grades. Any additional credits of 

HDFS 600 must be for an "R" grade. For information on the thesis requirements, students are directed 

to the Thesis/Dissertation website published by the graduate school.  

 

Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.). Admission to graduate study is not synonymous with admission 

to the Ph.D. program. Students must, additionally, be admitted to candidacy to the Ph.D. by means of 

the candidacy examination conducted by members of the Graduate Faculty. For students who have 

received a Master's degree, the candidacy examination must be taken within three semesters or after 

having earned 18 credits within HDFS. No specified number of courses or credits is required by the 

graduate school for attainment of the Ph.D., but the department has specific requirements. The Grad 

School requirements are: (a) a period of residence between candidacy and final defense ("over some 

twelve-month period during the interval between candidacy and completion of the Ph.D. program the 

candidate must spend at least two semesters as a registered full-time student engaged in academic work 

at the University Park Campus"); (b) maintenance of at least a 3.00 grade point average; (c) 

demonstrated competence in the English language (including reading, writing, listening, and speaking); 

(d) demonstrated competence in professional communication skills; (e) passing of the comprehensive 

examination (written and oral); (f) writing of a satisfactory thesis (an independent, competent research 

and scholarship activity that makes a significant contribution); and (g) satisfactory passing of the final 

oral examination (thesis or dissertation defense). 

 

Students are expected to complete the thesis and final oral examination within two or three years of 

completion of the comprehensive examination. Further, after completion of the comprehensive 

http://bulletins.psu.edu/graduate/courses/H/HD%20FS/
http://bulletins.psu.edu/graduate/courses/H/HD%20FS/
http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/current-students/etd/
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examination, the student must maintain continuous registration in the program for Fall and Spring of 

each year until the dissertation is accepted by the doctoral committee. Failure to maintain registration 

results in termination of student status. Doctoral students can enroll in no more than 12 credits of 

HDFS 600 for letter grades, not including the 6 credits of HDFS 600 received while completing the 

MS if applicable. Any additional credits of HDFS 600 must be for an "R" grade. 

 

General guidance of a doctoral candidate is the responsibility of a doctoral committee. 

Specifically, the doctoral committee is charged by the graduate school to: 

 

(a) establish the broad outline of the candidate's program and conduct reviews thereof, 

(b) prepare, give, and evaluate the candidate's examinations, 

(c) supervise and approve the thesis, and 

(d) ensure that the graduate student has notified the PIC when s/he is ready for the comprehensive 

and final oral examinations (three-weeks’ notice is required). The committee must then report the 

results of these examinations to the PIC. 

 

Scholarship and Research Integrity (SARI) Requirement. All graduate students at Penn State are 

required to complete training in a program of Scholarship and Research Integrity (SARI). The general 

requirements include completing an online training course in the ethical conduct of scholarship and 

research provided by the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) through the Penn State 

Office of Research Protections (ORP) and engaging in an additional 5 hours of discussion-based 

education. Students in HDFS complete the CITI program during their first semester and meet the second 

criteria during the second year HDFS 515 seminar.  

 

 

B. Departmental Requirements in HDFS 

 

1. OVERVIEW OF COURSE WORK AND PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS. Students begin 

the program by taking a set of core courses (a 1.5-credit orientation, 3 substantive courses, and 4 

methods courses) common to all students, the majority in their first year, and finishing the required 

methods sequence in their second year. Over time course work becomes increasingly specialized and 

tailored to the student's individual interests. Yearly Plans of Study developed in consultation with the 

student's advisor specify course work and apprenticeship experiences that will be undertaken toward 

the achievement of emerging scholarly and career interests. In addition to core courses and thesis 

credits, requirements include 12 credits in substantive and 6 credits in methodology electives. Details 

regarding program requirements are provided below. 

 

(a) Orientation and Professional Development. All new students are required to attend a 

two-day orientation before classes begin and to enroll in a one-credit professional development class 

organized by the PIC in their first semester. The orientation class introduces students to program 

requirements and expectations, student roles (e.g., research assistant, teaching assistant), early 

considerations for professional development, and exposes students to ongoing research activities in 

the department. Students also must register for a second 1.5 credit seminar of HDFS 515 

(Professional Issues in HDFS) in the Spring semester of their second year. 

 

(b) Substantive Course Requirements: All students must take a series of 3 substantive 

core courses, HDFS 501 (Human Development across the Life span), HDFS 503 (Human 

Development Intervention: Analysis of Theories and Approaches), and HDFS 525 (Introduction to 
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Family Studies). Most students will take these courses in the first year, however, in special cases, 

the PIC and first year advisor may recommend an alternative course sequence whereby core course 

requirements are not completed until Year 2. In such cases, students may take a lighter load of 

required courses or may be advised to take more basic courses in preparation for the departmental 

core courses. 

The core seminars are designed to survey fundamental philosophical, theoretical, and 

substantive issues in human development, family studies, and intervention science in a context that 

emphasizes critical thinking and clear scientific writing. Beyond these required courses students take 

a minimum of 9 credits in elective course work (6 of which must be HDFS seminars) for the Masters; 

a minimum of 12 credits in elective course work (9 of which must be HDFS seminars) is required for 

the Doctorate (More detail about elective course work is on page 11. 

 

(c) Methodology Requirement: The HDFS program has a methodology core requirement. 

Students are required to take four foundation courses. Beyond these required courses, the Doctorate 

requires 6 credits in methodology electives (page 12).  

 

(d) Research Requirement: All students in the program are required to (1) demonstrate 

research competence by active participation in a research projects and/or successful completion of 

research assistantship assignments, and (2) demonstrate competence in communication of theoretical 

concepts and empirical findings through professional presentations and/or teaching assistantships. This 

requirement is central to the program.  

 

(e) Communications Requirement: The Graduate School requires that departments certify 

students' competence in written and oral English. In Human Development and Family Studies, 

evaluations of competence in English are conducted by the faculty in charge of teaching the core 

introductory courses and, again, by the candidacy exam committee. Students with difficulties in oral or 

written English will be referred to appropriate remedial classes and/or activities. The comprehensive 

exam cannot be scheduled until the doctoral committee attests to the candidate's English proficiency. 

 

(f) Teaching Assistant Requirement: Many HDFS graduate students will select career 

trajectories in which part of their professional responsibilities will include teaching undergraduate 

and/or graduate courses. Therefore, training as a competent instructor is an important part of the 

HDFS graduate student’s professional development. Beginning with the Fall 2012 admissions class, 

students are required to serve as a teaching assistant for a minimum of 2 semesters at ¼ time (10 

hours per week) during Fall and/or Spring semester. A student could also choose to fulfill this 

teaching assistant requirement in one semester at ½ time (20 hours) if the opportunity is available. 

The assistantship must be completed in an undergraduate course (with the exception of HDFS 

516/518/519) and must be during the Fall or Spring semester. This requirement exposes students to 

the tasks of organizing and conducting a course, and may include such activities as syllabus 

preparation, quiz/test construction, grading, assisting students and responding to their questions, and 

lecturing. Students who are on a training grant or other funding that does not allow students to be 

paid as a teaching assistant can do so as a volunteer to fulfill the requirement. This two class 

requirement must be completed by the end of the fourth year.  

 

(g) Time Line for Completing Course Work: All students are expected to have completed 

their course work by the time they schedule their oral comprehensives; if the student is on an 

assistantship and the course work is not completed, prior approval is required from the PIC to 

schedule the oral comprehensive exam. 
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(h) Thesis Credits: Once the student passes the comprehensive examination, the student is 

required to register for HDFS 601. Students may register for up to 3 credits of coursework for AUDIT 

only with HDFS 601 unless the student has permission to do otherwise from the PIC. Continuous 

registration is required of all students until the dissertation is successfully defended (final orals). 

 

(i) Summary of Course Work and Credit Requirements: 

 

Master’s: 

  HDFS 501, 503, 525 

  HDFS 516/518* (Methods) 

  HDFS 519* (Methods) 

   A minimum of 9 credits in course work (400 & 500 level), 6 of which must be in HDFS 

(excluding independent study) 

  A minimum of 6 credits in 600 series (Thesis) 

  TOTAL MINIMUM CREDITS REQUIRED IS 30. 

  Students must also take Professional Development Orientation in their first year and 

HDFS 515 (Professional Issues in HDFS - 1.5 credits) by the end of their second 

year in the program. 

 

 

PH.D.: 

  HDFS 501, 503, 525 

  HDFS 516/518* (Methods) 

  HDFS 519* (Methods) 

  HDFS 526 (Methods) 

  HDFS 523 (Methods) 

  A minimum of 6 more credits in methodology (A total of 18 credits in methodology 

required) 

  + A minimum of 12 additional credits in 400 & 500 level courses, 9 of which must be in 

HDFS seminars (these 12 credits must be in addition to the 6 required methods electives and 

cannot be double counted; they cannot be independent study, and 9 of the 12 credits must be 

HDFS seminars). 

 NO MINIMUM CREDIT LOAD REQUIRED 

  Students must also take Professional Development Orientation in their first year and 

HDFS 515 (Professional Issues in HDFS - 1.5 credits) by the end of their second 

year in the program. 

____Students who plan to teach (not TA) must also take HDFS 596A (Teaching 

preparation – 1.5 credits) before teaching.  

 

*All students are expected to have completed their basic methodology requirements (516, 518 & 

519) by the time they schedule their candidacy examination. 

+ Students who enter with a Master’s degree in a related field can substitute 6 of the 12 required 

credits, with the permission of the PIC. 

 

(j) Check-sheets for doctoral and master's students have been designed for administrative 

record-keeping. This sheet may be useful to the student for keeping track of his or her own 

progress through the program and meeting of the requirements.   
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(k) Specialization Courses by Area:   (note that the timing and frequency of specific courses 

is not predictable, some courses may not be offered during the student’s time in the 

program). 

 

FAMILY: 

HDFS 524: Work as a Context for Human Development 

HDFS 531: Family Disorganization 

HDFS 537: Biosocial Perspectives on the Family 

HDFS 540: Parenting 

HDFS 544: Dysfunctional Patterns in Family 

HDFS 546: Family Relationships 

HDFS 577: Poverty, Policies, & Child Development 

HDFS 597: Special Topics including these recent offerings: 

  Immigrant Youth and Families 

  Intergenerational Relationships 

  Theoretical Constructions and Empirical Evaluations of the Family System 

 

INDIVIDUAL: 

HDFS 502: Biological Systems in Developmental Context 

HDFS 509: Nature-Nurture Interactions 

HDFS 520: Prenatal and Infant Development 

HDFS 529: Child Development 

HDFS 539: Adolescent Development 

HDFS 565: Developmental Behavioral Genetics 

HDFS 569: Development in Middle Age 

HDFS 579: Adult Development & Aging 

HDFS 597: Special Topics including these recent offerings: 

  Developmental Cognitive Neuroscience of Adolescence  

  Gene-Environment Transactions 

  Successful Aging 

  Development of Sexual Orientation 

 

INTERVENTION: 

HDFS 504: Consultation in HD Intervention (speaker series) 

HDFS 506: Program Evaluation 

HDFS 508: Best Practices  

HDFS 521: Child Maltreatment: Theory, Research, and Impact 

HDFS 522: Risk and Resilience 

HDFS 527: Social Epidemiology 

HDFS 532: Childhood Obesity 

HDFS 533: Adult Obesity  

HDFS 597: Special Topics including these recent offerings: 

  Contemplative Practices Across the Lifespan  

  Prevention Science in Action: Applied Experiences in Program Selection &    

Support 

  

METHODS: 

HDFS 517: Multivariate Change (General linear mixed model/MLM/HLM) 
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HDFS 528: Observational Methods 

HDFS 530:  Longitudinal Structural Equation Modeling 

HDFS 534: Person-Specific Analysis 

HDFS 535: Integrating Qualitative Methods into Quantitative Research 

HDFS 536: Research Methods 

HDFS 575: Applied Longitudinal Data Analysis 

HDFS 597: Special Topics including these recent offerings: 

  Dynamical Systems Analysis 

  EEG Coherency Analysis 

  fMRI Data Analysis 

  Latent Class Analysis (1 credit) 

   Time Series Analyses 

   Contingency Table Analysis (1 credit) 

    Data Mining 

    Bayesian Data Analysis 

    Optimization of Behavioral and Biohavioral Interventions 

    Item Response Theory Models for College Testing Data 

 

(l) HDFS “Roadmap” (for students entering without a master’s degree) 

 

Year 1:     Professional Development Orientation 

HDFS 501 – Individual Development  

HDFS 525 – Family Development 

HDFS 516/518 – Developmental Research Methods   

HDFS 519 – Multiple Regression 

HDFS 503 – Intervention 

1st specialization course 

 

Year 2: HDFS 526 – Measurement 

HDFS 523– Multivariate Analysis  

Methods elective 

2-3 specialization courses 

HDFS 515 – Professional Issues in HDFS  

Master’s proposal 

Master’s thesis defense 

 

Year 3: Methods course  

 Additional specialization course(s) 

 Admission to Candidacy  

 NRSA application (optional) 

 HDFS 596A (teaching prep – optional) 

 

Year 4: Comprehensive Examination  

 Dissertation proposal 

 

Year 5: Dissertation defense 
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(2) HDFS “Roadmap” (for students entering with a master’s degree) 

 

Year 1:     Professional Development Orientation 

HDFS 501 – Individual Development  

HDFS 525 – Family Development 

HDFS 516 – Developmental Research Methods  

HDFS 519 – Multiple Regression 

HDFS 503 – Intervention 

1st specialization course 

 

Year 2: HDFS 526 – Measurement 

HDFS 523– Multivariate Analysis  

2 Methods electives 

2-3 specialization courses 

HDFS 515 – Professional Issues in HDFS  

 Admission to Candidacy  

 NRSA application (optional) 

 

Year 3: Additional specialization course(s) 

 HDFS 596A (teaching prep – optional) 

 Comprehensive Examination  

 Dissertation proposal 

 

Year 4: Dissertation Defense  

 

2. SUBSTANTIVE COURSE WORK. As noted, a core course is required in each of the three 

substantive areas of emphasis in HDFS. Although entering students may have substantial background 

in one or more of these areas, it is expected that all students will take these courses as a way of gaining 

exposure to the department's multidisciplinary, life span/life course, and applied orientation. By the end 

of the first year, it is expected that students will have begun to develop a specialized focus of study; 2-3 

advanced courses in the area of specialization, plus additional courses in a second area, should be taken 

during the second and third years. Faculty recommendations for each area of specialization are as 

follows. Note that are recommendations only; there are no specific requirements for advanced courses. 

 

(a) Individual Development across the Life Span (Recommended): 

 

(1) HDFS 502 (Biological Systems in Developmental Context) 

 

(2) One to two courses focused on a particular period of the life span, e. g., HDFS 520 

(Infant Development Seminar), HDFS 529 (Child Development Seminar), HDFS 539 

(Adolescent Development Seminar), HDFS 569 (Mid-Life Development Seminar) or HDFS 579 

(Adult Development/Aging Seminar). 

 

(b) Family Studies (Recommended): 
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(1) Two advanced seminars, one focused on within-family (micro) processes (e.g. HDFS 

524; HDFS 540; or HDFS 546) and one on macro-level processes (e.g. HDFS 531; HDFS 577). 

 

(c) Intervention Research (Recommended): 

 

(1) Either HDFS 522 (Risk and Resilience) or HDFS 527 (Social Epidemiology); and 

 

(2) HDFS 508 (Best Practices); and 

 

(3) HDFS 506 (Program Development). 

 

3. METHODOLOGY CORE. A set of four core courses is required for doctoral students. Most 

students will take these courses during the first four semesters. In special cases, however, the PIC and 

the student's advisor may recommend an alternative program whereby coursework is completed over a 

more extended time frame. In some cases, for example, students may be advised to take more basic 

coursework prior to undertaking the required sequence. Students with prior advanced 

methods/statistics courses may submit a request to the PIC to waive some of the required courses. The 

PIC will consult with instructors of these courses to determine if the student’s background coursework 

meets the learning objectives of the given course(s). If students are granted waivers for specific 

courses, they will be required to take other methodology courses tailored to their interests and needs to 

substitute for the waived courses. 

 

The primary knowledge base for the HDFS graduate program is the biological, behavioral, and 

social sciences. Our students ought to be competent in the basic scholarly methods of research design 

and statistical analyses of those fields so that they can both read and critically evaluate work deriving 

therefrom and can contribute to the empirical work of these supporting disciplines. Moreover, 

graduates of the program are expected to contribute to advancing theory and knowledge of human 

development and family studies, and/or to developing and verifying the utility of applications of such 

knowledge to improving some aspect of the quality of individual and family life. To accomplish these 

various aims, students need to be able to deal methodologically as well as substantively with the 

patterning of biological, psychological, behavioral, social, and environmental attributes defined across 

several domains concurrently. 

 

Courses cover measurement issues, research design, statistics, data analysis, identifying and 

formulating research questions, data collection, and summarizing, synthesizing, and interpreting the 

obtained information to produce and/or test plausible answers to the questions asked.  Specifically, the 

required sequence includes the following topics.   

  
HDFS 516 Methods of Research in Human Development (Fall 1st year) 

1. Measures of central tendency and dispersion 

2. Graphs and exploratory data analyses 

3. Introduction to probability, probability density functions, probability mass functions 

4. Binomial distribution  

5. Sampling distribution, central limit theorem, law of large numbers 

6. Normal distribution, hypothesis testing  

7. Hypothesis testing involving proportions 

8. Comparing means via t-tests 

9. Power, effect size, sample size planning  

10. Measures of association 

11. Internal and external validity 
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12. Quasi-experimental designs 

13. Analysis of variance and experimental designs 

14. Complex contrasts of experimental designs 

15. Introduction to sampling 

16. Longitudinal designs 

   

HDFS 518 Applied Statistics Laboratory (Fall 1st year) 

1. Introduction to R 

2. Descriptive statistics in R 

3. Bayes theorem and binomial distribution examples and R exercise 

4. Normal distribution and hypothesis testing examples 

5. t-tests examples  

6. t-tests in R  

7. Reporting results in APA style 

8. Interpreting measures of association in R 

9. Review and group project 

10. One-way ANOVA and complex comparisons examples and R exercise 

11. Effect size, power examples and R exercise 

12. Introduction to SPSS 

     

HDFS 519 Methods of Statistical Analysis in Human Development (Spring 1st year) 

1. Variance and covariance 

2. Least squares slopes and inference 

3. Regression ANOVA decomposition 

4. Regression diagnostics 

5. Logistic regression 

6. Matrix representation regression model 

7. Multiple predictors 

8. Inference for experiments and observational studies 

9. Diagnostics for multiple predictors 

10. Interactions  

11. Extra topics - suppression, causal inference, mediation 

   

HDFS 526 Measurement in Human Development (Fall 2nd year) 

1. Classical test theory reliability 

2. Generalizability theory; optimizing designs for reliability 

3. Measurement validity – definitions, interpretations  

4. Sampling issues for measurement 

5. Writing survey questions 

6. Principal Components Analysis   

7. Exploratory FA  

8. Confirmatory FA  

9. Item response theory 

     

HDFS 523 Strategies for Data Analysis in Developmental Research (Spring 2nd year) 

1. Writing Methods Sections 

2. Repeated Measures ANOVA Designs 

3. MANOVA  

4. Longitudinal Study Design (Panel) 

5. Sampling occasions 

6. Growth Curve Models 

7. Survival Analysis   

8. Longitudinal Study Design (Intensive) 

9. Introduction to Multilevel Modeling 

10. Discriminant Function Analysis and Data Mining  
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11. Cluster Analysis and Profile Analysis 

12. Introduction to SEM 

 

Entry level competence. Students admitted to the HDFS graduate program should be expected 

to bring a minimum level of competence in methods, or to obtain that minimum level of competence 

during their first year in the program.  

HDFS graduate students who do not enter with the expected level of competence should consult 

with the graduate PIC about possible 400-level methods courses, texts from undergraduate courses 

and/or online resources to gain the level of competence expected at entry into the program.  

 

(a) Methodology Electives. In addition to the requirements specified above, every doctoral 

student is expected to complete six (6) additional credits of methodology preparation. These elective 

credits may be used to serve the individual student's special interests or needs, provided that courses 

taken are approved for methodology credit. A number of methodology courses are offered as special 

topics (597) courses based on current cutting edge methods.  

 
(b) Use of Computer Technology. Because computer technology has become the primary 

tool for data analysis, particularly for multivariate problems, all students will be expected to have basic 

competence in using computers for data analysis by the time they schedule their comprehensive 

examination. Some may bring such competence with them; some may develop it while working as 

graduate assistants; and others may achieve mastery by taking formal courses. HDFS 518 provides 

some training in this area, particularly for the use of the program R. 

 
(c) Time Line: Students who enter the program without a master’s degree are expected to have 

completed their core methodology requirements by the time they schedule their candidacy examination. 

All methodology requirements must be completed before students schedule their comprehensive 

examinations. 

 

(d) Research/thesis credits (HDFS 600, 596, and 601):  

HDFS 600 (Thesis Research) 

 Use for master’s thesis  

 Must enroll for a total of 6 credits per master’s graduation requirements 

HDFS 596 (Independent Study) 

 Enroll between completion of master’s degree through completion of comprehensive exam 

 Cannot be taken in place of HDFS 600 for thesis 

 Can be used as additional credits (to ensure full-time status) if a student is working toward 

comprehensive exams but not taking coursework or taking fewer than full-time credits, to 

indicate student’s time spent on research activities 

HDFS 601 (PhD Dissertation fulltime) 

 No credits assigned 

 Post-comprehensive exam enrollment 

 Students are expected to be working full-time on dissertation 

 

V. Deadlines and Time Schedule 

 

A. Registration for Courses 

Graduate students should consult with their advisors each semester regarding which courses fit 
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with their Yearly Plan of Study and professional development goals. Students need to check 

LionPATH to view when they can begin registering for classes.  

 

Any break in the continuity of registration, except for summer session, requires filing a 

Resume Study form located on the graduate school website. The student should make sure his/her 

committee and the PIC know of his/her intentions on these matters, for readmission cannot necessarily 

be assured. Students must request leaves of absence in writing and should address such requests to the 

PIC. Usually the student's committee is consulted on readmission.  

 

The time schedule below is an average/typical schedule. Individual backgrounds and 

experiences vary, and thus, each student’s time schedule will be individualized.  

 

YEAR 1 

 

(1) Assignment of advisor (see page 6) 

(2) Orientation  (see page 9) 

(3) Formation of master's committee (see page 6) 

• Students who enter the program with an empirical master’s degree can move to 

candidacy at the end of the first year.   

• For students who enter the program with a master’s degree, the PIC will determine 

whether the student’s master’s thesis constitutes an empirical project. Students 

who did not have a thesis that qualifies as an empirical project will conduct a 

research project during the first 12-18 months under the supervision of an advisor. 

This project will take the form of an empirical paper. For students who complete 

an empirical study in lieu of a thesis, the advisor and the PIC will approve the 

paper.   

 

(4) Coursework During the first year of study the student will enroll in HDFS 501, 503, and 

525, and 596A; and enroll in coursework appropriate to the methodology requirements (typically HDFS 

516 and HDFS 519); and begin study appropriate to his/her emphasis (see page 9) 

 

(5) First Year Review At the end of the second semester of full-time study, an evaluation of all 

students will be conducted to provide students with written and oral feedback on their progress (see 

pages 20). Students will also initiate a Plan of Study for the coming year (see page 20). 

 

YEAR 2 

 

(1) Coursework Students are required to take the second year of core methodology courses 

(HDFS 526 and HDFS 523) and 1.5 credits of Professional Development (HDFS 515). Students 

generally complete all coursework for the Master's degree by the end of their second year of full-time 

study; students also undertake coursework relevant to their specialized interests. 

 

(2) Thesis Typically, students do the majority of the work on the thesis in their second year, 

which they often begin in the prior summer. Students need to prepare a proposal, gain committee 

approval, secure Human Subjects approval (if relevant), and carry out data collection (if relevant) and 

analysis. A final version of the thesis must be submitted to the master's committee and an oral defense 

of the thesis must be completed. (An important focus of the oral defense will be for the Master's 
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committee to ascertain whether students have a general knowledge of their area of study and how their 

area relates to the larger field of Human Development and Family Studies). The final version of the 

thesis should be submitted to the PIC for approval at least ten days prior to the Graduate School 

deadline date. The thesis should then be submitted by the student to the Graduate School. 

 

It is the policy of the HDFS program that a master's degree is required prior to proceeding to 

doctoral candidacy. It is the expectation of the HDFS faculty that all students will have completed an 

empirically-based study before proceeding to doctoral candidacy. This two-year time sequence for the 

Master's represents the typical and desired pattern. However, factors such as assistantships, plans of 

study, any remedial work, and completion of coursework or independent study during summer sessions, 

all may serve to alter a particular student's time schedule from the typical. Students are asked to advise 

the Graduate Program Coordinator of their plans to graduate a semester in advance of the expected 

graduation. 

 

(3) Residency requirement A period of residence between candidacy and final defense ("over 

some twelve-month period during the interval between candidacy and completion of the Ph.D. 

program the candidate must spend at least two semesters as a registered full-time student engaged in 

academic work at the University Park Campus").  

 

(4) Yearly Review and Revised Plan of Study completed in the Spring semester (page 23). 

 

YEAR 3 

 

(1) Coursework. Third-year coursework is devoted to completing: (a) the methodology 

requirements, (b) coursework in the area of specialization, and (c) requirements of the minor, if 

relevant. Throughout the program, all students are expected to work closely with faculty to plan 

programs of study that meet individual goals. Excellent offerings in other programs in the College of 

Health and Human Development, e.g., Nutrition, Health Policy and Administration, Biobehavioral 

Health, and Nursing and departments or programs in the University--such as Psychology, Statistics, 

Sociology, Communication Arts and Sciences, and others--make possible a variety of individualized 

programs for interdisciplinary training and research. Note that HDFS requirements specify the 

minimum amount of coursework needed; students are encouraged to pursue additional coursework in 

developing specialized interests. 

 

(2) Candidacy evaluation (see page 23) 

 

(3) Formation of doctoral committee (see page 7)  

 

(4) Comprehensive examination (see page 25)  

 

(5) Yearly Review and Revised Plan of Study completed by the end of the Spring semester; 

if candidacy exam is taken, Yearly Review is not required, but students should submit candidacy 

materials to the department in lieu of an annual plan of study. 

 

(6) Dissertation proposal (see page 28)  

 

YEAR 4/5 
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(1) Dissertation or thesis (see page 28)  

 

(2) Final oral examination (see page 28)  

 

(3) Thesis submission (see page 27)  

 

(4) Graduation 

 

 

VI. Student Development and Evaluation 

The First Year Evaluation, Yearly Reviews, and the Doctoral Candidacy described below are 

designed as evaluative procedures in which student performance to date is reviewed, with the 

completion of the degree contingent on satisfactory progress and performance. The Comprehensive 

Exam is viewed as a developmental experience; student performance is the basis for decisions about 

how to promote students' further professional development. Description of the specifics of student 

evaluation procedures are provided below. 

 

A. Plan of Study 

 

A Plan of Study is an overview of students' goals for completing coursework, research 

activities, apprenticeship activities, and/or other academic and professional undertakings for the 

upcoming academic year; further, these goals are set within the context of a statement that articulates 

the student's (emerging) scholarly and career interests. More generally, the planning process is an 

opportunity for students to take stock; to think about where they are headed in their graduate education 

and what they need to accomplish to achieve their goals. The planning process also provides for 

opportunities to discuss these important issues with faculty mentors. 

 

Plans of Study are prepared at the end of each spring semester. (First Year students develop 

their initial Plan during their first month in the program). The goal of the Plan of Study is 

developmental, but the Plan also is used to evaluate students' progress in the Yearly Review. First, the 

Plan of Study provides a forum for discussing students' emerging scholarly interests and career plans 

and the kinds of experiences that will foster their goals. This process allows for an individualized 

program for each student within the context of general departmental goals. The Plan of Study is also a 

mechanism for screening students; students whose emerging interests do not fit with HDFS program 

goals and whose progress toward completing the degree is inadequate may be asked to leave the 

program. 

 

The format for the Plan of Study is as follows: By the end of the spring semester, students 

develop, with their advisor (First Year, Masters, or Doctoral) and committee, a plan of study which 

specifies what course work, scholarly, and apprenticeship activities they will undertake for the 

upcoming year. Students also report on their activities and accomplishments in the prior year. The plan 

will be approved and signed by the advisor and returned to the PIC for review. The Plan will be used as 

the basis for the subsequent Yearly Review. 

 

B. First Year Review 
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Toward the end of the first Spring semester, all first year students will undergo a First Year 

Evaluation. 

 

The intent of the review in the first year is to give students early feedback on their performance. 

The faculty believes it is as important to give positive feedback to students who are performing in 

an exemplary fashion as it is to counsel students who are experiencing difficulty. The procedures 

are as follows: 

 

(1) Each student's first-year advisor will be responsible for preparing a summary of the student's 

accomplishments during the year. The summary should be tied to the proceeding year's Plan of Study. 

Included in this summary will be such evaluative evidence as grades earned, evaluations from 

instructors inside and outside the Department, and evaluations from faculty with whom the student has 

worked as a teaching or research assistant. 

 

(2) The entire graduate faculty will convene for the purpose of the First Year Evaluation. The 

meeting will be called and chaired by the Graduate PIC. Each student's record will be discussed. The 

faculty advisor will begin the discussion by presenting the summary prepared about the student. Then 

the PIC will ask the faculty to comment about that student, sharing any other information relevant to 

the evaluation of the student and expressing opinions about the record as presented. 

 

(3) After every faculty member has had the opportunity to comment, there will be a 

general discussion in which faculty can raise questions or express views. Following that 

discussion, the graduate faculty will take a formal action with a vote to represent the consensus of 

their evaluation about that student's performance during the first year. Based on the faculty vote, 

the student will be placed in one of three categories: Pass, Fail, or Probation. 

 

(4) During the week following the graduate faculty evaluation meeting, advisors will meet 

with their student(s) individually. During this meeting, (a) the faculty advisor will give the student 

the report to read; (b) the faculty advisor will summarize the discussion by the faculty to the student; 

(c) both the faculty advisor and student will sign the report; and (d) the faculty advisor will return the 

signed report to the PIC so that it becomes part of the student’s file. 

 

(5) For each student who is placed in the probation category, the PIC will provide the student 

with a letter informing the student of the action and its consequences. The student's advisor and the PIC 

will work together in implementing a probation action so as to make it as useful an experience for the 

student as possible. The student will be informed of specific details in writing that s/he will be expected 

to improve in order to remove the probation action in the next evaluation. At the end of the subsequent 

Fall semester, the faculty advisor will gather feedback from course instructors, advisors, and 

assistantship supervisors about the student’s performance and progress during the probationary period 

and make a recommendation to the faculty. As is done during the first-year evaluation, at the 

December meeting, the faculty will discuss the recommendation and vote on whether the student has 

met the terms of the probation using the same Pass, Fail, Probation system as was employed in the First 

Year Review. 

 

 

(6) Following a faculty decision of termination for inadequate scholarship, the Department 

Head will appoint a termination committee of at least three faculty members, comprised of the student's 

advisor, the PIC, and one additional member of the Graduate Faculty. The committee shall meet as 

soon as possible with the student, with the express purpose of reviewing and explaining the 
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termination decision. The primary functions of the meeting will be to inform the student of the reasons 

for termination and to facilitate the student's transition out of the program by providing advice or other 

assistance as warranted. In the unusual event that this discussion leads to serious questions regarding 

the validity of the termination decision, the committee may, upon a unanimous vote, refer the matter 

back to the entire graduate faculty with a recommendation for a second review. The graduate faculty 

can either decline to review the case or affirm the original decision to terminate. The program chair 

will also notify the Dean of the Graduate School within five days. If the student believes that the 

termination decision was not justified, within ten days of being notified of the decision, s/he can make 

a formal request to the Dean of the Graduate School to review the case.  

 

(7) A record of the evaluation and the feedback to the student, including the dates on which it 

occurred and who participated, will be placed in the student's file. 

 

In sum, it is the policy of the HDFS program that a recommendation to the Graduate Faculty 

must be made for each first-year graduate student, and that it must be a rating of Pass, Fail, or Probation 

as a result of the first-year evaluation. For most students, the primary focus of this process will be 

developmental in character. That is, the purpose is to identify strengths and weaknesses and to use the 

expertise of the entire faculty to develop ways of cultivating strengths and alleviating weaknesses. 

Where termination is an action, the faculty should be prepared to help the student plan for some 

alternate direction of efforts and career. 

 

C. Master’s Thesis and Degree (or Empirical Paper) 
 

All students must demonstrate competence in completing independent research before 

continuing to doctoral candidacy. There are three different pathways for the master’s thesis and 

degree: 

(a) Students who enter the program with a master’s degree that included an empirically 

based master’s thesis do not need to complete a master’s thesis or degree. 

(b) Students who enter the program with a master’s degree but no thesis or a non-

empirical thesis must complete an empirical project. This project is supervised by the 

student’s adviser, and the final version must be approved by the Graduate PIC as 

fulfilling this departmental requirement.  

(c) Students who enter the graduate program without a master’s degree must complete a 

master's en route to the doctorate. Masters research is an apprenticeship experience in 

which the student works closely with an advisor to answer a research question with 

empirical data.  

 

As part of the master’s thesis, the student prepares a formally written proposal for his/her thesis 

research, under direction of the thesis advisors. Such a proposal sets forth clearly the title and purpose 

of the study, the importance of undertaking it, and the procedures to be followed for gathering data and 

analyzing them. Prior to the conduct of the study, this proposal should be filed with the committee. 

 

It is the student's responsibility to produce a thesis of sound substantive and methodological 

quality. The proposal is not a contract between the committee and the student as to an end-product. 

That is, either by the initiative of the student or the committee, modifications of the proposal may be 

required or additional work not specified in the proposal may be needed to complete the thesis. 

 

The student is expected to know and to comply with the Graduate School requirements for 

theses, including deadline dates for graduation. The performance calendar is listed on the Thesis and 

http://www.gradsch.psu.edu/current/thesis.html
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Dissertation website.  

 

 Theses require the approval and signature of the PIC as well as the thesis committee. A copy 

of the approved thesis should be delivered to the PIC, along with copies of the title page to be signed. 

Typically, the HDFS deadline for submission to the PIC is 10 working days prior to the deadline set by 

the Graduate School. 

 

D. Yearly Review 

 

At the end of each academic year, students will submit to their advisor a portfolio of work 

accomplished during the previous year along with a statement describing how the year's activities 

accomplished the goals outlined in their Plan of Study. The portfolio will be reviewed by the student's 

adviser and a judgment made as to whether the student has made appropriate progress over the course 

of the year using the student's Plan of Study for the year as a guideline. Similarly to the first year 

review, students will be rated using a Pass, Fail, Probation system and the results of the evaluation will 

be forwarded to the PIC. The PIC then will provide a summary of students' status at the last faculty 

meeting of the spring semester; problematic cases will be reviewed and discussed at this time. 

 

Students are not expected to participate in the Yearly Review during the academic year in which 

the Candidacy Evaluation occurs. Instead, they should submit a copy of their candidacy materials to the 

Graduate PIC.  

 

E. Doctoral Candidacy Evaluation 

 

The purpose of the doctoral candidacy evaluation is to assess students’ competence to complete 

doctoral research in HDFS. Such determinations also attempt to assess the degree of "match" between 

students and the HDFS program, including the extent to which their respective objectives can be 

mutually accomplished. The assessment is a serious step because it becomes a determination of how 

both student and faculty will invest themselves over the next two or three years, and both the faculty 

and student careers are thus affected. At the same time, there is no guarantee of a degree either assumed 

or implied. 

 

Information provided by and about the student will concern academic, professional, and 

personal considerations. Pertinent information about the program includes its purposes, the faculty's 

interests and capabilities, and other resources, including research and practicum facilities available. 

 

Although specialty area matters and specialty faculty are to be included in the considerations, 

the emphasis is intended to be on the HDFS program as a whole. The degree program is HDFS, not one 

of the program areas or a specialty within HDFS, and hence candidacy is a matter of concern to the 

entire HDFS faculty and program. Favorable action by the HDFS faculty puts the student and faculty in 

an official position of responsible work together.  
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HDFS CANDIDACY EVALUATION CRITERIA, TIMING, AND STEPS 

Revised November 8, 2014 
 

Criteria and typical recommended timing for candidacy: 

 Enter with an empirical masters:  After 12-24 credits completed, Fall 2nd year 

 Enter with non-empirical masters: After empirical project, Spring 2nd year 

 Enter without masters: Semester after Master’s degree, Fall 3rd year 

 
 

When  Task Example 
dates 

 

Consult with advisor about committee composition. Requirement: 
o 5 members: Advisor + 1 person from each departmental area: 

Individual, Family, Prevention, Methodology (all must be tenure-
line faculty) 

 

 
Submit names of faculty, noting who represents each area, to Grad 
PIC 

1/5 

Within 1 week of 
submitting list 

Grad PIC approves committee composition 1/12 

(Allow time for faculty to 
reply to emails, follow-

ups, etc.) 

Approach faculty about serving on candidacy committee. If any 
changes are necessary, consult with Grad PIC 
 

1/12-2/12 

 
Schedule candidacy committee meeting  
 

2/12 

at least 3 weeks prior to 
meeting 

Notify Program Coordinator of meeting date 2/19 

14 days before meeting Submit portfolio to candidacy committee members  3/5 

---- 
Candidacy meeting occurs. Committee votes (approval for admission, 
disapproval, deferral) 

3/19 

Faculty meet 1X month 
Sept - May 

Advisor reads summary of candidacy meeting and committee 
recommendation at next faculty meeting. Faculty votes. 

4/20 

 
Advisor submits written report to Grad PIC, including 
recommendations for doctoral committee members 

4/21 

Within 1 week of faculty 
meeting 

Notification to student of faculty decision on candidacy 
 

4/22 

Within 1 semester of 
candidacy evaluation 

Consult with Grad PIC about doctoral committee composition  8/15 

 

Materials in portfolio (Templates and additional information can be found on Box) 

 CV 

 List of coursework and grades 

 Prior plans of study 

 Statement of professional and educational goals and plans (include future courses, research 

activities, teaching activities, and anything else you plan to do as part of your professional 

development) 
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 Proposed timeline for remainder of graduate career, by semester (e.g., courses, comps, 

dissertation proposal, dissertation defense, research activities and products, teaching activities) 

 Writing sample (master’s thesis, first authored manuscript/published paper, or course paper) 

 

Additional considerations: 

 

1. Committee meetings should be scheduled for a 2-hour block of time.  Be aware that identifying 

a single 2-hour block of time that is available for all 5 faculty members may be difficult and 

thus students should begin the scheduling process up to 2 months in advance. 

 

2. Materials must be submitted to all committee members 2 full weeks prior to the scheduled date 

of the defense.  Provision of materials less than 2 weeks in advance requires permission from 

each of the committee members.   

 

3. Students will be asked to leave the room twice during the candidacy evaluation process.  

Students will first be asked to step out at the start of the meeting, and faculty will discuss 

impressions and meeting objectives to guide the meeting.  Students will again be asked to step 

out at the end of the meeting and faculty will conduct their vote regarding advancing the student 

to doctoral candidacy. 

 

4. Any changes in committee membership need to be discussed with the advisor and PIC. Students 

will notify the PIC of the final committee composition.  

 

5. The PIC reports the faculty recommendation to the Dean of the Graduate School. 

 

6. The committee recommendation may take the form of (a) approval for admission, (b) 

disapproval, or (c) deferral, with reassessment to take place within one semester. The committee 

may require a written examination or the submission of additional materials by the student. 

 

7. The committee will also evaluate the student's competency in written and oral English. If 

problems in written or oral English are identified, these will be indicated in the candidacy 

report and appropriate intervention strategies will be suggested. 

 

8. The chair’s written report to the PIC should include a statement concerning the data on which the 

judgments are made and diagnostic statements of strengths and weaknesses in the candidate's 

preparation; if the recommendation is for admission to candidacy, it should incorporate 

suggestions for his or her program and for the doctoral committee.  

 

9. At the faculty meeting discussion of the student, Graduate Faculty members will be asked to 

vote (in favor, against, abstain). A favorable majority vote by the faculty is required for students 

to be admitted to Candidacy, and the student shall be informed of the faculty's action as soon as 

possible thereafter.  

 

F. The Ph.D. Communication Requirements 

 

Candidates for the Ph.D. degree in HDFS are required to demonstrate a high level competence 

in the use of the English language, including reading, writing, listening, and speaking. Proficiency is 

expected at the time of admission to the program or must be achieved before admission to candidacy. 

The assessment of the Communication Requirement should focus directly on an explicit determination 
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of the student's competence with regard to several professional communication skills. These include: 

 

1. Oral presentation (e.g., at a conference, departmental colloquium series, or class lecture). 

 

2. Writing skills. Writing skills will be assessed early (e.g., in HDFS 501, 525 and 503, taken 

during the first year) and, if needed, students will be referred to technical writing courses or given 

special assignments designed to improve their skills. The doctoral committee will also examine the 

master's thesis, published papers, or class projects for evidence of writing proficiency. The 

departmental members of the doctoral committee will be responsible for certifying to the PIC that the 

student has met the requirements. 

 

The comprehensive exam cannot be scheduled until this requirement has been met. 

 

G. Comprehensive Examinations 
revised March 25th 2016 

 

By the end of the third year, or early in the fourth year, the student has usually completed all 

coursework and is ready to take the comprehensive examination.  

The goal of the Comprehensive Exam in HDFS is to provide an opportunity for professional 

development, specifically for integrating research and theory in the student's field of interest, broadly 

conceived, prior to the student's focusing on a more specialized depth area of doctoral research. The 

content should be broader than the specific focus of the dissertation research but sufficiently focused 

that a comprehensive (non-superficial) knowledge of the area can emerge and be evaluated in the 

context of the comprehensive exam process. The comprehensive exam should cover two areas of 

the department (from individual, family, prevention, methods). The exam also serves as an 

opportunity for faculty to evaluate the student’s critical thinking about theoretical, empirical, and 

methodological issues in the field of HDFS and the student’s ability to clearly present thoughts in 

writing and orally. The student work should be done independently, and therefore, there is not the 

expectation that the output will be of publication quality when it is submitted to the committee.  

 

The Departmental Comprehensive Exam Committee (DCEC) is a committee of the whole 

HDFS faculty. The PIC will choose a representative from this committee as a consultant to each 

student's Doctoral Committee. This representative will provide feedback to the PIC regarding the 

student's submitted materials (statement, reading list, and questions; or proposal and reading list), 

who in turn will forward this feedback to the doctoral chair. Any revisions to the comprehensive 

exam materials must receive final approval by the PIC. In some cases, after consultation with the 

Doctoral Committee Chair, students' materials may be judged insufficient for DCEC review. In such 

cases the student and doctoral committee must revise these materials and resubmit them to the PIC 

before DCEC review. 

 

According to the Graduate School, the Comprehensive Exam should be taken when students 

have "substantially completed all course work"; English competence and communication requirements 

must be completed prior to this exam, and a minimum GPA of 3.0 in work completed at Penn State is 

a prerequisite for taking the exam.  

 

Beginning in May, 2016, and continuing for a three year trial period, students have 3 options for 

HDFS comps: 
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 Option 1:  Based on the student’s statement and reading list, committee generates questions 

to assess student’s breadth and depth of the issues.  Student has 2-3 month reading period 

after which the student is provided with the committee’s questions and given 3 weeks to 

produce a written response 

 Option 2: Based on the student’s statement and reading list, student and committee 

collaborate on questions, after which the student has a 4 month reading/writing period.  

 Option 3: Student proposes to write a review/theory paper or book chapter, with 4 month 

reading/writing period.  

 

Note that after this three year period (in April, 2019), the department will review the written responses of 

any students who chose options 2 or 3 during this three year period, as well as talk to the faculty as a 

whole about the process of oral comprehensive exams for any students who chose options 2 or 3. At that 

time, the department will evaluate the three options, and whether all three should continue, one or more 

should be revised, or one or more should be eliminated.  

 

Option 1: 

 

 In consultation with each member of the doctoral committee, students will develop a statement 

of research interests (generally about 2-3 pages) and a reading list that covers this field of 

interest. Reading lists should include approximately 80-100 citations; clear correspondence 

between the statement of interests and reading list is essential. Students should submit reading list 

and statement to doctoral committee for feedback and approval.  

 

 The doctoral committee will use the statement and reading list to develop comprehensive exam 

questions that are broadly framed and require integration of research and theory relevant to at 

least two areas of departmental emphasis (individual, family, prevention, methodology). These 

materials then must be approved by the Grad PIC and the DCEC representative.  

 

 The student will have a 2-3 month reading period from the time their materials are approved. The 

student should notify the committee and Graduate Coordinator of the timing of the 3-week 

writing period.  The study should schedule the oral defense of the Comprehensive Exam to take 

place no sooner than 14 days after the writing period ends. 

 

 On the date designated by the student to begin the writing period the Graduate Coordinator will 

provide the student with the questions.  Students will submit their written responses electronically 

to the Graduate Coordinator no later than 5PM on the last day of the writing period. 

Comprehensive Exam responses should not exceed 60 pages in length (excluding references).  

Student’s exam responses must be fully independent and students should not consult with their 

advisor regarding expected answers, nor should faculty review any portion of the written material 

in advance of its final submission.  
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HDFS COMPREHENSIVE EXAM TIME TABLE OPTION 1 
 

When  Task Example dates 

After candidacy 

approval 

Submit doctoral committee signature form to Graduate Coordinator 2/1 

 Student compiles statement and reading list in consultation with 

adviser and doctoral committee 

10/18 

 Doctoral committee writes comps questions 10/25 

3-4 months before 

writing period 

begins 

Adviser sends comps questions, statement, and reading list to 

Graduate PIC 

11/1 

2.5-3.5 months 

before writing 

period begins 

Graduate PIC consults with DCEC faculty representative and sends 

feedback to adviser 

11/15 

 Adviser submits revised version of comps materials, PIC approves final 

version and forwards to Graduate Coordinator 

12/1 

2-3 months before 

writing period 

begins 

Student begins reading period 12/4 

--- Student receives questions from Graduate Coordinator and begins 

writing period 

3/4 

3 weeks after 

question received 

Student submits final response to Graduate Coordinator; Graduate 

Coordinator sends to committee members 

3/25 

AT LEAST 3 weeks 

before oral 

defense 

Notify Graduate Coordinator of date, time, and location of oral defense 3/25 

Within 1 month of 

submitted 

response 

Oral defense is held 4/15 

 

Option 2: 

 

 In consultation with each member of the doctoral committee, students will develop a statement 

of research interests and a reading list that covers this field of interest. Reading lists should 
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include approximately 80-100 citations; clear correspondence between the statement of interests 

and reading list is essential. Students should submit reading list and statement to doctoral 

committee for feedback and approval.  

 

 The student and doctoral committee will use the statement and reading list to develop 

comprehensive exam questions that are broadly framed and require integration of research and 

theory relevant to at least two areas of departmental emphasis (individual, family, prevention, 

methodology). These materials then must be approved by the Grad PIC and the DCEC 

representative. 

 

 The student will have a 4 month maximum reading and writing period, though in consultation 

with the doctoral committee, could choose a shorter length of time. Comprehensive exam 

responses should not exceed 60 pages in length (excluding references). These must be turned in 

to the Graduate Program Coordinator by 5 PM on the last day of the reading and writing period.  

Because the exam responses must reflect the student’s independent work, no consultation with 

the faculty member should take place regarding the expected response content, and faculty 

should not review any written material in advance of final submission. 

 

 Students should begin to schedule their oral defense once the dates the writing period are 

determined.  Defense meetings must be scheduled for at least 2 weeks from the date the written 

responses are submitted to the Graduate Coordinator. 

 

HDFS COMPREHENSIVE EXAM TIME TABLE OPTION 2 
 

When  Task Example dates 

After candidacy 

approval 

Submit doctoral committee signature form to Program 

Coordinator 

2/1 

 Student compiles statement and reading list in consultation with 

adviser and doctoral committee 

10/11 

 Student and doctoral committee write comps questions 10/18 

5 months before 

reading & writing 

period begins 

Adviser sends comps questions, statement, and reading list to 

Graduate PIC 

10/25 

4.5 months 

before comps 

response due 

Graduate PIC consults with DCEC faculty representative and sends 

feedback to adviser 

11/10 

 Adviser submits revised version of comps materials, PIC approves 

final version and forwards to program coordinator 

11/20 
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Maximum 4 

months before 

comps response 

due 

Student begins reading and writing period 11/25 

 Student submits final response to Program Coordinator; Program 

Coordinator sends to committee members 

3/25 

AT LEAST 3 weeks 

before oral 

defense 

Notify Program Coordinator of date, time, and location of oral 

defense 

3/25 

Within 1 month 

of submitted 

response 

Oral defense is held 4/15 

 

Option 3: 

 

 In consultation with each member of the doctoral committee, students will develop a proposal for 

their review/theory paper or book chapter and a reading list. The committee may request that the 

student also write a general statement of interests. The length of the reading list should be based 

on the expectations of the particular product. The proposal must specify an outlet (e.g., specific 

journal; invited chapter to specific in-progress book) and a page range. The proposal must be on 

a broadly framed topic and require integration of research and theory relevant to at least two areas 

of departmental emphasis (individual, family, prevention, methodology). The proposed product 

should make a unique contribution to the field and identify next steps/gaps in existing research. In 

other words, the product cannot simply be a review of extant literature, but rather should be 

organized to showcase gaps and articulate next steps or theoretical advancements necessary for 

the field to progress.   

 Both students and faculty should understand that the expectations of intellectual integration for 

this option will be higher than those of the products produced in Options 1 and 2.  Faculty and 

students should discuss these expectations in advance.  It is not expected that Option 3 will be the 

most appropriate option for all students.  Students who do not have previous experience 

publishing in the literature domain they seek to develop expertise should strongly consider 

Options 1 or 2 for the purposes of their Comprehensive Exam, with the understanding that they 

can still pursue a publication after the defense should this be deemed appropriate by the 

Committee.   

 

 Students should prepare a detailed outline of the manuscript/chapter they propose to write and 

convene with the faculty Committee to review this proposal before the writing period.   At this 

meeting, students and faculty are encouraged to discuss authorship expectations related to the 

final product.  

 

 After the proposal meeting, the student’s materials must be approved by the Grad PIC and the 

DCEC representative. As with any student milestone, the committee (and for comps, Grad PIC 
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and DCEC representative) must approve the proposal and reading list as fulfilling the 

expectations for breadth, depth, and rigor of the comprehensive exam.  

 

 The student will have a 4 month maximum reading and writing period, though in consultation 

with the doctoral committee, could choose a shorter length of time. The student must specify the 

date s/he will submit the comprehensive exam response before the beginning of this reading and 

writing period. The response must be turned in to the Graduate Program Coordinator by 5 PM on 

the last day of the reading and writing period.  The oral defense of the Comprehensive Exam 

must be scheduled no sooner than 2 weeks after the date of submission of the final product. 

 

HDFS COMPREHENSIVE EXAM TIME TABLE OPTION 3 
 

When  Task Example dates 

After candidacy 

approval 

Submit doctoral committee signature form to Graduate 

Coordinator 

2/1 

 Student compiles proposal and reading list in consultation with 

adviser and doctoral committee 

10/3 

5.5 months 

before reading & 

writing period 

begins 

Student and doctoral committee have proposal meeting 10/10 

5 months before 

reading & writing 

period begins 

Adviser sends proposal and reading list to Graduate PIC 10/25 

4.5 months 

before comps 

response due 

Graduate PIC consults with DCEC faculty representative and sends 

feedback to adviser 

11/10 

 Adviser submits revised version of comps materials, PIC approves 

final version and forwards to program coordinator 

11/20 

Maximum 4 

months before 

comps response 

due 

Student begins reading and writing period 11/25 

 Student submits final response to Graduate Coordinator; 

Graduate Coordinator sends to committee members 

3/25 

AT LEAST 3 weeks 

before oral 

defense 

Notify Graduate Coordinator of date, time, and location of oral 

defense 

3/25 
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Within 1 month 

of submitted 

response 

Oral defense is held 4/15 

 

For all options: 

 

 Students will schedule an oral exam within approximately one month of their completion of the 

written paper. The PIC may approve an extension beyond this one-month period for students 

who are unable to schedule the oral exam (this will normally happen when students write during 

the summer months). If the department does not have an exam form, the exam cannot be held. If 

the exam is held without the evaluation form, the committee chair must write a memo to the PIC 

explaining why the exam was held without the necessary paperwork. The PIC must then write a 

memo to the Graduate School. Doctoral chairs can consult informally with committee members 

regarding the written paper prior to the oral exam; feedback to students prior to the oral exam 

should be limited. All members of the doctoral committee must be present at the oral exam. In 

limited cases the Graduate School may allow one member to participate from a distance, but 

these circumstances must be well-justified and approved by the Graduate School in advance of 

the meeting. The Doctoral Chair will moderate the oral exam which will focus on the 

comprehensive paper but which can include other issues relevant to the student's graduate 

education. Discussion of the student's oral and written performance will occur following the oral 

exam (i.e., in the student's absence). The final evaluation will rely on the Graduate School's 

Evaluation form, which requires doctoral committee members to rate student performance on a 5 

point scale (superior to failing scores). Graduate School rules specify a favorable vote by two 

thirds of the doctoral committee for passing. 

 

 In cases where remedial work is deemed necessary, the doctoral committee, in consultation with 

the Graduate PIC, will develop a plan tailored to the student's needs. The committee should be 

mindful that the goal of this exam is explicitly not for screening, though in rare cases students 

may fail the exam. In most cases where students exhibit deficiencies, the Committee's evaluation 

should provide recommendations for activities that can address those areas.  

 

 If a student fails the comprehensive exam, s/he may be permitted to re-take the exam. His/her 

Comprehensive Paper, however, will become part of the Yearly Portfolio, and thus, performance 

on this exam will also be considered within the context of the Yearly Review. It is the 

responsibility of the committee to determine whether a second exam will be permitted, and if so, 

what form it will take. The second exam may involve re-writing specific sections or the entire 

exam as originally developed, creation of new comprehensive exam questions, and/or meeting 

again to defend the exam orally. The committee can request a format different from the original 

format (e.g., the committee may write specific questions for a student who previously had chosen 

option 3), but the topic must be relevant to the original statement/proposal and reading list. 

Students failing the exam a second time will be terminated from the program for unsatisfactory 

scholarship.  

  

 

H. The Dissertation 
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The evaluation process for the Doctoral Dissertation integrates departmental and Graduate 

School policies and procedures. The dissertation represents the culmination of students’ HDFS 

education, and the faculty expects that students who reach the point of preparing a dissertation proposal 

will have the methodological and conceptual sophistication necessary to undertake an independent 

research project. Nonetheless, consultation with and involvement by the Doctoral Committee 

throughout the dissertation process is an important element of students’ continued scholarly 

development. The first step in the evaluation process is approval of the dissertation proposal; Graduate 

School policy stipulates that the dissertation may take the form of journal articles. In HDFS the 

dissertation format is approved by the Doctoral Committee at the time of the proposal meeting. All 

committee members must sign the departmental evaluation form to indicate that they have approved 

the student’s dissertation plan. When the dissertation is completed, the advisor and Doctoral 

Committee review the draft, and a Final Oral Exam is scheduled through the Graduate School. 

Typically this exam is scheduled by the PIC on the joint recommendation of the committee and the 

student. When there is a disagreement, the PIC will decide on the appropriateness of scheduling the 

exam with the help of an ad hoc committee of graduate faculty members. 

 

It is the student’s responsibility to inform the Graduate Program Coordinator three weeks prior 

to the date of the final oral examination. It is also the student’s responsibility to provide the full 

committee with the final written dissertation product two weeks in advance of the oral examination.  

Failure to provide the materials with sufficient time to review could lead to a cancelation of the 

scheduled defense.  Permission to submit final products less than 2 weeks before the defense date 

must be sought from each committee member in advance.   

Graduate School policy stipulates that “at least three members of the doctoral committee 

(including the thesis advisor or chair) must be physically present at the comprehensive or final oral 

examination. The graduate student must also be physically present at the exam. (Thus for a five-person 

committee, two could participate via distance). No more than one member may participate via 

telephone; a second member could participate via PicTel. The examination request and a request for 

exceptions must be submitted to the Dean of the Graduate School for approval at least three weeks 

prior to the date of the exam. Special arrangements, i.e., requirements for meeting participation via 

distance, should be communicated to the student and the doctoral committee members well in advance 

of the examination.” 

 

Graduate School policy also indicates that the oral defense is a “public” event, open to the 

faculty at large as well as other interested individuals. The final orals should be scheduled through the 

Graduate Program Coordinator at least three weeks in advance so that faculty and students can be 

invited to attend.  As with other exam meetings, students will be asked to leave the room at the start of 

the meeting and faculty will discuss their impressions of the product and plan for the meeting.  This 

portion of the meeting will not be available to the public.  Anyone attending the oral defense will be 

invited in after the initial Committee discussion when the student returns.  After the defense, the 

student and anyone attending the meeting will be asked to step out of the room and the faculty will 

conduct their evaluation of the student’s performance using an evaluation form provided by the 

Graduate School; a favorable vote of at least two-thirds of the members of the committee is required 

for passing a final oral examination.   

If a candidate fails an examination, it is the responsibility of the doctoral committee to 

determine whether another examination may be taken. In most cases, even when the student passes 

the exam s/he will be required to make revisions; faculty signify their final approval of the dissertation 

on the doctoral signatory page. A doctoral thesis must be submitted and archived electronically. For 

more information on electronic Theses and Dissertations (eTDs), visit the eTD Web site 

http://www.etd.psu.edu/
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HDFS DISSERTATION DEFENSE TIME TABLE 

 

Revised November 8, 2014 

 

*Note – the example dates are based on a generous time line and students certainly can and do 

accomplish these events in a shorter time span.  

 

When  Task Example 
dates 

After comps Write proposal w/adviser 10/15-4/15 

 Schedule proposal meeting 3/1 

As soon as 
meeting 
scheduled 

Inform Program Coordinator of meeting date and ask for Dissertation 
Proposal Approval Form 

3/1 

2 weeks before 
defense 

Submit proposal to all committee members 4/15 

 Have proposal meeting 5/1 

Within 1 week 
of proposal 
meeting 

Meet with adviser to discuss proposal meeting and feedback from 
committee* 

5/8 

Within 2 weeks 
of proposal 
meeting 

Email full committee with list of changes you plan to make from what 
you proposed, based on discussions at meeting* 

5/9 

Before begin 
writing 
dissertation 

Submit (Dissertation Proposal Approval Form) to Graduate Coordinator 
w/signatures from the meeting 

5/10 

 Write dissertation (meet with your adviser frequently, and share drafts 
throughout process)  

5/10-2/1 

The semester 
BEFORE you 
defend 

Inform Program Coordinator when you plan to defend.  (month is 
preferred, exact date not yet necessary) 

Fall 

The semester 
you are 
defending 

Follow Thesis Office Performance Calendar for these deadlines.  

 Activate intent to graduate on eLion 

 Submit dissertation for format review 

 Pass defense 

 Submit final dissertation w/supporting materials 

Spring 

 Follow Thesis/Dissertation Guide found on grad school website.   

1 month prior to 
defense 

Inform Program Coordinator of defense date   1/15 

2 weeks prior to 
defense 

Send abstract to Graduate Coordinator 2/1 

2 weeks prior to 
defense 

Submit dissertation to all committee members 2/1 

Few days before 
defense  

Receive final exam paperwork from Graduate Coordinator (need 
signatures at defense) 

2/10 

Defense date Hold dissertation defense 2/15 

Within 1 week 
of defense 

Meet with adviser to discuss defense and feedback from committee* 2/22 

http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/current-students/etd/
http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/current-students/etd/
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When  Task Example 
dates 

Within 2 weeks 
of defense 

Email full committee with list of changes you plan to make in 
dissertation before filing, based on discussions at defense* 

2/23 

 Make revisions (meet with adviser frequently, and share drafts until 
approved) 

2/23-3/29 

 Committee Chair submits signed final exam paperwork to Graduate 
Coordinator  

3/29 

 Submit final dissertation and supporting materials (doctoral signatory 
page) to the Thesis Office (deadline is on the performance calendar) 

3/29 

At least 6 weeks 
before 
graduation 

Rent or buy regalia (rumor has it the bookstore can take a while, so 
look into this early to avoid disappointment) 

3/15 

 

Notes: Your doctoral committee serves for your comprehensive exam and your dissertation, so there is no 

need to form a new committee, unless you need to make a change. 

 

*These tasks are not required, but are recommended in order to progress through the dissertation 

smoothly and with good communication with your adviser and the full committee.  

 

PAPERWORK TO BRING TO PROPOSAL MEETING: Dissertation Proposal Approval Form 

(submitted to Program Coordinator) 

 

PAPERWORK TO BRING TO DEFENSE: Final Exam Paperwork (submitted to Program 

Coordinator) & Doctoral Signatory Page (submitted to thesis office; hard copy with original signatures 

needed) 

 

Multi-Paper Dissertation Option: 

 

In consultation with their dissertation committees, students may opt to complete a multi-paper 

dissertation. Students should consult with their doctoral chair and committee members to determine the 

appropriate number of papers for their specific dissertation, and the proposed content of each paper. The 

traditional dissertation and the multi-paper dissertation are meant to be similar in overall scope of work 

entailed and criteria for evaluation. That is, for either option, the work should constitute independent 

scholarly work, and have the potential to make a significant contribution to the field.  

 

At the proposal stage, this option would require: (1) an overarching introduction, which is a 

scholarly integration of the multiple manuscripts that will comprise the dissertation; (2) the proposed 

studies, each of which will include an introduction, methods, and proposed data analysis section. The 

proposed studies should each be described separately.  

 

As results emerge, the student is expected to maintain ongoing communication with the 

dissertation committee to consider the optimal publication strategy. Depending on the pattern of results 

obtained, the committee will determine whether (a) the originally proposed number of papers will be 

maintained; (b) a revised multiple-paper plan is in order (e.g., two papers, rather than three); or (c) a 

traditional dissertation format should be followed. 

 

The final multi-paper dissertation must include (1) an overarching introduction, which is a 

scholarly integration of the multiple manuscripts that comprise the dissertation. This overarching 

introduction should provide a conceptual justification for the papers, and should not be redundant with the 
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specific papers;  (2) separate papers, each in the form of a journal article manuscript; (3) an overarching 

discussion that synthesizes the results of the separate manuscripts, and describes their collective meaning 

and overall contribution of the field.  

 

Students may propose to include one or more in press or published papers as part of a multi-paper 

dissertation. A paper’s publication status does not preclude the committee from asking for edits to the 

document. Such in press or published papers may be included in a multi-paper dissertation provided that 

the following three criteria are met: (1) the paper(s) cannot be based on master’s thesis work; (2) the 

paper(s) must be first authored, student-conceptualized, analyzed, and written, and meet the same criteria 

as a traditional dissertation for independent research, though the paper(s) may include co-authors; (3) no 

more than 1 paper may be submitted, in press or published prior to the proposal defense, though there is 

no limit on the number of papers that may be in press or published by the final defense. Students may 

include the product of their comprehensive exam option 3 as part of their multi-paper dissertation, 

provided they have approval of their committee to do so.  

 

VII. Teaching Opportunities in HDFS 

A. Teaching Sequence 

 

Instructional development is an important component of graduate education in HDFS. Our 

program is designed to provide a broad and flexible approach to students' development in this domain. 

 

1. Beginning with the Fall 2012 admissions class, students are required to serve as a teaching 

assistant for a minimum of two one-quarter assignments (two classes) for undergraduate 

courses (or HDFS 516/518) during the academic year (fall or spring semester). This 

requirement must be completed by the end of the fourth year.  

 

2. For students who seek to teach a course as the instructor of record, they will need to serve as 

a TA for the targeted course, as well as sign up for HDFS 596A (Teaching Preparation 

Course). This course is required for all students before they teach a course. 

 

3. Students should include in their Plans of Study descriptions of experiences designed to 

develop their instructional skills. For example, students might serve as a TA for particular 

courses with the expectation that they will serve as instructor for the course in a subsequent 

semester; students might propose attending departmental or University-wide teaching 

workshops.  

 

4. As part of the advisor's and PIC’s evaluations of the Plans of Study, students' programs of 

instructional development will be monitored. The Undergraduate and Graduate PICs will use 

information from the Plans of Study and evaluations of students' activities (as TAs, etc.) to 

authorize students' status as prospective undergraduate instructors. As noted below, all 

graduate students who serve as instructors will be expected to conduct both a mid- and an 

end-of-semester evaluation of their performance. 

 

5. Students who serve as 1st time instructors will be assigned a faculty mentor. Mentors are 

expected to meet with students on a regular basis about students' instructional activities. 

Specific activities of mentors will include: 

 

(a) Consulting with the student regarding the course syllabus, requirements, and reading 
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materials prior to the beginning of the semester 

 

(b) Conducting at least one in class observation 

 

(c) Reviewing the results of mid- and end-of-semester evaluations. 

 

6. The results of the mentor’s evaluation in conjunction with student evaluations (SRTEs) will 

be used by the PICs in determining how graduate students' instructional activities will be 

monitored in subsequent teaching experiences. 

 

VIII. Financial Assistance 

A. Priority Status 

 

Financial resources are, of course, necessary to pursue a graduate program. In recent years, the graduate 

program has been able to fund most of its graduate students. The program’s goal, which we have been 

able to meet consistently in recent years, is to guarantee a minimum of four years of funding for all 

students who are admitted to the program and are making adequate progress. Adequate progress is 

defined as: (1) maintaining grades of A or B in courses, (2) making timely progress through 

departmental milestones; (3) maintaining a record of satisfactory performance in assistantship roles.  

Students are expected to finish the program in 4 to 5 years. However, the program may take about a year 

longer for students completing dual title degree programs or additional master’s degrees in other 

departments. Priority for funding will allow for some flexibility in a student's progress. Students are 

designated as Priority 1 if they are making adequate progress through the program. 

 

The HDFS program guarantees support via teaching and/or research assistantships to graduate 

students for their first four years of graduate training. In practice, we have continued to fund students 

who are in their fifth year, unless they are not making adequate progress toward completion, as 

determined by their committee and/or the larger faculty. At the graduate faculty evaluation meeting at 

the end of Spring semester, faculty will discuss any students who completed their fifth (or greater) year 

of graduate study to determine whether they continue to make adequate progress toward completion of 

their degree. If students are not making adequate progress, the department may choose not to support 

the student on a graduate assistantship in his/her sixth (or greater) year. 

 

B. International Students 

 

International students (students who are not U.S. citizens) must establish financial responsibility 

for the first month of the Fall semester. During the Global Programs orientation, international students are 

required to fill out necessary forms such as the I-9, W-4, etc. Because graduate assistantship 

appointments are due to the finance office before completion of these documents, students will not 

receive the first (August) stipend payment in August, but rather will receive a double stipend at the end 

of September. Thus, the Office of Global Programs informs incoming international graduate students 

to bring enough funds to cover their expenses for the first two months.  Stipend payments are received 

monthly and are direct deposited into the student’s bank account on the last working day of the month.  

 

 

 

C. Graduate Assistantships 
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Graduate assistantships are available to many students. Such assistantships pay a stipend plus 

full tuition. A total of nine (9) credits of academic work must be scheduled during each Fall and 

Spring semester, with the possibility of registering for additional credits during the summer session. An 

average of twenty hours work per week for each of the eighteen-week semesters is required. 

Assistantships begin one week before classes begin and end one week after exams end. It is expected 

that students will seek prior approval from faculty they are assigned to if they are not able to comply 

with these guidelines. The assistantship will involve assisting with teaching or with research. 

 

Graduate assistantships serve two interrelated functions. (1) They are designed to give students 

training and experience in diverse academic pursuits. As such, the assistantships represent an 

apprenticeship portion of a student's graduate program and their professional performance in their 

assistantship roles will be used to evaluate their progress in the program. (2) Graduate assistantships 

assist the Department in meeting its professional obligations. Given the multidisciplinary and 

multiprofessional nature of the HDFS program, students' assignments will vary widely. Graduate 

assistantships are not honorary fellowships and the Department expects students to meet their 

obligations with a sense of responsibility and to view them as an integral part of their graduate 

education. To obtain tuition grant-in-aid for the summer session following two semesters of holding an 

assistantship, assistants must make special application via the PIC. It is not automatic. 

 

When students accept a graduate assistantship they make a commitment to fulfill the duties 

associated with it. Failure to complete these responsibilities satisfactorily will result in placing the 

student on probationary status for future funding. If problems persist, the student may lose priority for 

funding. In the event of disagreements or problems between holders of a graduate assistantship and 

faculty supervisors, the PIC will conduct a review and make recommendations. Assistantship 

performance is one element of students' Yearly Reviews. 

 

Decisions about assistantships are made by the PIC in consultation with the department head, 

faculty, and students. To provide financial assistance to as many students as possible and to expose 

students to as wide a range of experiences as possible, it is necessary that these decisions be made by 

the PIC with the approval of the department head and not by individual faculty. It is not always 

possible each semester or even each year to match perfectly a given student with an assignment that is 

optimal for his/her program objectives. Nonetheless, every effort is made to give each student a range 

of experiences and assignments consistent with the student’s' Plan of Study. In general, the criteria used 

in the determination of students' assignments include students' academic accomplishments, interests, 

and needs, and faculty requests for specific students. Each semester the PIC sends out questionnaires to 

both faculty and students asking for their preferences. Depending on the student's career objectives, 

every effort is made to expose the student to a range of courses and faculty. As students progress 

through the program, an attempt is made to introduce them gradually to assignments that involve 

increasing responsibility. 

 

If a student is the recipient of a University/Distinguished Graduate Fellowship or a Bunton Waller 

Fellowship in their first year, they are required to work 10 hours a week with a faculty member. These 

are one year fellowships so funding after the first year will follow regular departmental guidelines.  

 

 

 

D. Traineeships, Fellowships, and Scholarships 
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Various traineeships, fellowships, and scholarships become available from time to time from 

university, state, federal, and private funds. Almost always, the donor has set specific restrictions on 

the use of such funds for students, and hence such opportunities are available only to those who meet 

the requirements--within the limits of funds available. Some of these programs are administered in the 

Department and some outside. Students are encouraged to seek external funding. No matter what the 

source of the funds, students are required to work with a specified faculty member. 

 

E. Other Information 

 

Special loan funds are available for emergency purposes, and students are advised to see their 

advisor, the PIC or the department head in such circumstances. 

 

Graduate assistants are eligible along with other University staff members to become members 

of the Penn State Federal Credit Union, which is a possible source of loans as well as a means of 

savings. The Office of the Credit Union is in the Hetzel Union Building (HUB). 

 

Whenever possible the Department provides office or other work space for graduate students, 

especially graduate assistants. Access to use of space and equipment is considered a privilege rather 

than a right. 

 

IX. "Extracurricular" Opportunities 

Graduate Study consists of far more than merely passing courses or meeting formal 

requirements. The University community provides opportunity for the development of intellectual, 

cultural, recreational, religious, and social interests in and beyond the student's specialty. The 

Department and College offer opportunities for student participation. It is expected that graduate 

students will assist the faculty in recruiting new faculty and graduate students. For example, graduate 

students routinely serve on search committees and on the Graduate Admissions Committee. 

 

In addition, all students are expected to attend colloquia of job candidates, specific meetings set 

up for graduate students to interview faculty candidates, and the like. HDFS graduate students provide 

formal input into departmental governance via the Graduate Student Steering Committee, an elected 

body. The Steering Committee monitors student and departmental well-being, organizes scholarly 

activities, organizes social activities such as the Orientation Picnic and the HDFS Follies, nominates 

students for committees, and provides feedback to the PIC. 
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X. Graduation 

It is the responsibility of the student to activate their intention to graduate on Elion and to pay 

the thesis fee at the beginning of the semester in which an advanced degree is expected to be received. 

If the student does not graduate, the intent to graduate must be reactivated during the actual semester of 

graduation. Deadlines are given in the calendar found on the Registrar website. 

 

A preliminary graduation list is prepared by the graduate recorder soon after the deadline for 

each semester. Transcripts are prepared and checked in the offices of the Graduate School and the 

recorder. The records of candidates who appear to have met requirements are forwarded to major and 

minor department heads or program chairperson for review and recommendation. The final list of 

approved candidates appears in the commencement program. 

 

Only those transfer credits which have been accepted by the Graduate School and entered upon 

the student's transcript by the recorder before the graduate list deadline will be considered in evaluating 

a student for graduation at the end of that particular semester. 

 

Attendance at commencement exercises is expected, however students that do not attend the 

ceremony will receive their diplomas in the mail. Commencement for doctoral students involves a 

ceremony in which the doctoral advisor formally hoods the new Ph.D. Students wishing to participate 

should be sure to alert their advisors well ahead of time. 

 

All degrees conferred are tentative until final grade reports have been received and all 

requirements fulfilled, even though the student's name may have appeared in the commencement 

program. A student's transcript or diploma, or both, may be withheld until any outstanding financial 

obligations to the University have been paid. 

 

XI. Nota Bene 

The faculty in the Department of Human Development and Family Studies take their roles as 

graduate teachers and scholars seriously. Students' ideas and suggestions for making their own graduate 

school experience more productive and valuable are invited. Their active participation in the process is 

especially encouraged. 

  

http://registrar.psu.edu/academic_calendar/calendar_index.cfm
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USEFUL LINKS 
 

THESIS & DISSERTATION INFORMATION  

 

THESIS & DISSERTATION PERFORMANCE CALENDAR  

 

eTD (electronic thesis & dissertation database)  

 

FERPA  

 

CITI TRAINING  

 

PSU MANDATED REPORTER TRAINING 

  

DUAL TITLE IN DEMOGRAPHY  

 

ADD A MINOR  

 

AD47 (GENERAL STANDARDS OF PROFESSIONAL ETHICS)  

 

APA ETHICAL PRINCIPLES OF PSYCHOLOGISTS AND CODE OF CONDUCT 

 

RA10 (ADDRESSING ALLEGATIONS OF RESEARCH MISCONDUCT)  

 

IP02 (CO-AUTHORSHIP OF SCHOLARLY REPORTS, PAPERS, AND PUBLICATIONS  

 

RA14 (THE USE OF HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH)  

 

AD72 (REPORTING SUSPECTED CHILD ABUSE)  

 

HEALTH INSURANCE INFORMATION  

 

  

http://www.gradsch.psu.edu/current-students/etd/
http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/current-students/etd/
https://etda.libraries.psu.edu/
http://www.registrar.psu.edu/staff/ferpa_tutorial/ferpa_tutorial.cfm
https://www.citiprogram.org/
https://psuohrlearning.skillport.com/skillportfe/custom/login/psuohrlearning/login.action
http://www.pop.psu.edu/demography
http://www.gradsch.psu.edu/faculty-and-staff/forms/ges/#studentforms
http://guru.psu.edu/policies/AD47.html
http://www.apa.org/ethics/code/index.aspx
http://guru.psu.edu/policies/RA10.html
https://guru.psu.edu/policies/IP02.html
http://guru.psu.edu/policies/RA14.html
http://guru.psu.edu/policies/AD72.html
http://www.sa.psu.edu/uhs/basics/insurance.cfm
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LINKS TO/LOCATIONS OF IMPORTANT FORMS:  

 

Master’s Committee Form 

On Box  

 

Masters Signatory Page 

 

Doctoral Committee Appointment Signature Form  

You will receive this form from the Academic Programs Coordinator after passing candidacy. 

 

Dissertation Proposal Approval Form 

On Box 

 

Doctoral Signatory Page 

http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/current-students/etd/
http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/current-students/etd/

