
 

 

 

 

External Review of the  

Health, Exercise, and Sport Science Graduate Program 

Texas Tech University 

 

 

March 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Submitted by: 

Heather E. Webb PhD, ATC, LAT 
Department of Kinesiology 
Mississippi State University  



Introduction 
 
The Department of Health, Exercise, and Sport Sciences (HESS) at Texas Tech is a large department with 
enrollment of over 1200 undergraduates and almost 90 graduate (all Master’s) level students, which is a 
growth of 31% since 2005-06. In this time total faculty numbers have increased from 30 to 40 members, 
while graduate GPTIs and TA’s have increased from 21 to 33 (with a large increase in TAs and a 
decrease in GPTIs). It must be noted that there has been a great amount of variation in these numbers due 
to issues and faculty turnover that occurred during the years included in this review.   
 
Overall it seems as if the HESS department has reached a period of stability, but to an extent there is still 
flux within the department and it seems to be at a crossroads. The HESS department could emerge from 
this instability either stronger and with a greater graduate program or the program could possibly 
deteriorate.  
 
Program Overview and Vision - Satisfactory 
 
The HESS graduate program is large and encompasses a wide-range of specializations within the realm of 
exercise and sports sciences. The eight (8) current degree tracks (actually nine [9] if you differentiate the 
two [2] exercise physiology programs [basic and clinical exercise physiology]) plus one (1) track slated to 
begin in January 2013 (MS in coaching). There are approximately 85 graduate students currently enrolled 
in the graduate program which has increased significantly in the past 5 years, with an average 42% of the 
graduate students receiving their degrees.  Further the number of tenured/tenure track faculty has also 
grown from a low of 13 (2008-09) to 19 members at the current time, with eight (8) senior (full or 
associate) and 11 junior faculty members.  
 
The HESS graduate program benefits from personalization of the course of graduate study, which the 
students say is an attribute of the program, as well as the ability to work in collaboration with the faculty. 
The wide variety of programs can be both a benefit and detriment to the program – the benefits being the 
students have a greater opportunity to explore their interests and interact across the multiple disciplines 
within the exercise and sport sciences.  
 
The vision of administration and faculty are forward looking, although it is difficult to see a “true” point 
of focus within the vision statement. This is also apparent in the diversity of graduate programs, as there 
is no one focal point in the program, but rather a shotgun approach to ensuring that all the faculty have a 
niche to focus on. While differentiation of program tracks can be beneficial in adding a sense of 
ownership among faculty and unify the faculty in the area, this can also be a detriment if a faculty 
member or members are lost or if faculty members have disagreements about factors within the degree 
track, thus resulting in tumult and confusion among the graduate students and/or faculty that remain.  
 
Currently, the nine (soon to be ten) graduate tracks are set-up (according to the faculty) to have at least 
two faculty responsible for each area. However, this situation can lead to issues in terms of graduate 
student distribution across tracks, the quality of graduate students and graduate instruction in the different 
tracks, as well as what happens when faculty members are lost. Specific issues in this area are listed 
below. 
 

• Graduate student distribution of students across programs. While neither the graduate students 
nor faculty were able to provide a specific number of students in each program (nor was it 
provided in the departmental review document), it is critical to recognize differences in student 
enrollment among the graduate tracks within the department. Both the faculty and graduate 



*It is difficult to determine the number of graduate faculty responsible for this area – it is obvious there is at least 
one faculty member, although it is probable that more faculty are advising in this area. 
 

students reported the largest number of graduate students were enrolled in the sports management 
track (about half – one faculty member stated there was ~42 students in this track).  This would 
suggest that two faculty members were responsible for 50% of the graduate students and for 21 or 
so graduate students apiece. 

 
o As a side note, it must be recognized that sports management is not a field that is known 

for producing a large number of theses, and a research based thesis is rare at the master’s 
level except among those students who anticipate pursuing a PhD in the area of sport 
management/sports administration. The larger issue of concern in this track is 
maintaining a high level of quality instruction across areas of emphasis (marketing, legal 
and ethical issues, financial management and planning, etc.) and placement of students 
into quality internships in the field that will lead to jobs for the students in the area. It 
would be my recommendation that the addition of at least one additional faculty member 
to add more breadth across the curriculum is recommended (current faculty specified 
their areas of specialty as marketing and sociological issues). Second to that, without the 
addition of at least one faculty member (3 minimum), closure of the program (or 
relocation to another department) would be warranted, as the expectation of 2 faculty 
members to be able to maintain the expectations for tenure and promotion while serving 
as advisor to 20+ graduate students each semester is not realistic.  

 
Further, using numbers suggested by the faculty and students the following would be an approximate 
breakdown of students by tracks: (Please note while these numbers may not be precise, it is the general 
trend that is important in looking at the graduate program). 

 
Sport Management:   42 

 Exercise Physiology:  12 
 Biomechanics:   9 

Motor Behavior: 8 

Strength & Conditioning: 6 
Sport & Exercise Psychology: 6 
Teaching PE & Sport:  3

 
This distribution is somewhat troublesome in that currently the department does not have any 
graduate faculty within the biomechanics track, thus leaving a large number of students with the 
inability to complete their degree program, especially since at least one required course has not 
been taught since 2009-10 (ESS 5314). This is also an issue in the motor behavior track as many 
of the required courses are not reported as being taught since 2008-09 (ESS 5307) or 2009-10 
(ESS 5302; ESS 5309) and without a graduate faculty member in the biomechanics area, the 
ability to teach ESS 5305 (Biomechanics) this will disrupt multiple graduate degree tracks.  
 
Related to this is also the distribution of faculty to graduate students in tracks. If the number of 
graduate students is a correct approximation then the number of faculty in each area is also 
important to recognize. According to the program review document an approximated breakdown 
of graduate faculty across track would be the following: 
 

Sport Management:   2 
 Exercise Physiology:  3 
 Biomechanics:   0 

Motor Behavior: 3 

Strength & Conditioning: 1* 
Sport & Exercise Psychology: 3 
Teaching PE & Sport:  3

 
Thereby resulting student to faculty ratios that range from 0.75 faculty members per student 
(Teaching PE & Sport) to the aforementioned 21 students per faculty per student in sport 
management.  

 



 

The calculated ratios are as follows (# of graduate students per graduate faculty in each track): 
 
Sport Management:   21 

 Exercise Physiology:  4  
Biomechanics:   0** 
Motor Behavior: 2.67 

Strength & Conditioning:  6 
Sport & Exercise Psychology: 2 
Teaching PE & Sport:  1

 
In regards to these findings it is suggested the HESS department restructure its’ graduate department in 
order to better provide a more focused graduate program that will coincide with the future visions for the 
department. The reduction of tracks to result in a more focused research emphasis will assist the 
department in increasing their national status in the field while also allowing for junior faculty assistance 
in meeting their requirements for T&P. A reduction of the 8 program tracks to 3 or 4 central areas would 
reduce the tracks and allow for focusing in on the vision of the department. One possibility may be a 
focus on Exercise Physiology (and in a specific area or two [muscle physiology; obesity; inflammation, 
etc.] in order to build a national reputation in a specific area of focus), Kinesiology (Biomechanics and 
Motor Behavior), and Sport Management. The strength and conditioning and sport and exercise 
psychology tracks could be combined into an “applied” new track or the cessation of these tracks would 
also be an option.  
 
The graduate track in teaching physical education and sport is difficult to evaluate in its success at the 
graduate level. The number of students in the area and the nature of the program is difficult to assess 
based upon the information provided in the program review. The course enrollment information suggests 
that at none of the required courses within this track has been taught (save for ESS 5347 with an 
enrollment of 3 or less) has been taught in the course of the past 2-3 (or more) academic years. If this is 
an accurate reflection of the track, then it is recommended that this track be dropped or revised 
considerably. 
 
Additionally, the addition of a new master’s degree in coaching needs to be seriously evaluated. How will 
this new track benefit the department other than increase in graduate numbers? As described by the 
faculty it will probably not add significantly to research productivity of the faculty in any way and may 
actually further redirect faculty energies of those involved towards online instruction and evaluation. The 
degree curriculum and expectations (all online or courses in person; type of comprehensive exam) for this 
degree seem confused and incomplete for a program that is scheduled to begin in less than a year. What 
this program will entail and the vision for how this program benefits the department overall vision is 
questionable. While this program does have the potential to result in a large increase in graduate student 
enrollment, this program also has the potential to detract from Texas Tech’s and the department’s 
national/international reputation if the program is perceived as not being rigorous enough and is simply an 
fairly simple way to earn a master’s degree and for Texas Tech to add to its tuition revenue. 
 
This is also reflective of the current nature of the HESS comprehensive exam. Currently the department 
offers four options to complete their master’s degree. These options currently consist of (1) a research 
project in which students develop and test a research question or write a comprehensive meta-analysis or 
theoretical review of literature and submit the manuscript to a peer-reviewed journal; (2) proposing, 
writing, and defending a thesis; (3) taking comprehensive examinations; or (4) taking and passing a 
certification/licensure examination given by associations “that provide stringent examinations for 
certification/licensure in that area”.  
 
While options 2 and 3 are common among graduate degree, and the research project (option 1) is also 
becoming a more common method of comprehensive testing (although often times I have seen the project 
done in combination with comprehensive exams), this is the first program that I have seen use of a 
certification/licensure exams (option 4) as an comprehensive testing option.  



 

This option is unique in nature and has both positive and negative attributes. Currently (as far as I am 
aware of), only the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), the National Strength and 
Conditioning Association (NSCA), and the Collegiate Strength and Conditioning Coaches Association 
(CSCCa) offer certifications in the HESS areas that require a minimum of a bachelor’s degree in an 
affiliated field in order to sit for the certification exam. And while I applaud the idea of encouraging our 
graduate students to get certified in their respective areas of expertise, I am concerned that the 
requirement to sit for these exams is only a bachelor’s degree. And while I will certainly admit that these 
are in no way easy exams to pass, granting a student a Master’s degree based upon an undergraduate 
exam of competency is troubling. I would suggest the program be more specific regarding which exams 
can be used for this option is necessary. The ACSM offers one certification that requires a master’s level 
degree to sit for (ACSM Registered Clinical Exercise Physiologist), while the CSCCa offers a 
certification as a Strength & Conditioning Coach Certified which requires an individual to have a 
bachelor’s degree plus an additional minimum of 640 internship hours (equal to 20 hrs/week for 8-9 
mos.). I believe that both of these exams (ACSM RCEP and CSCCa SCCC) would be of enough rigor to 
suffice as adequate exams to use for a comprehensive exams equivalent, as these exams require a higher 
level of education and experience than is typical of well-trained undergraduate. While I know from 
personal experience that the other examinations given by the NSCA and ACSM are rigorous, it is 
troubling to think that one could pass an exam that requires only a bachelor’s level education to be 
awarded a master’s degree, as these exams can be passed by undergraduate student who has reviewed the 
material suggested by the certifying organizations. Both the ACSM and NSCA exams are meant to be 
competency exams for entry-level individuals looking for employment in the respective areas these tests 
are related to, and they are not sufficient in my opinion to demonstrate a level of mastery reflected in the 
awarding of a graduate degree. 
 
Faculty Productivity - Satisfactory 
 
For a graduate program to be well-known and respected, an active and adequately funded faculty is the 
foundation of a successful graduate program. Graduate faculty that is active in performing and reporting 
research provide the intellectual basis for educating, training, and mentoring students. Of the current 17 
HESS graduate faculty members, 2 are full professors, 6 are associate professors, and 9 are assistant 
professors. In terms of numbers it seems rationale that mentoring of junior faculty by the senior faculty 
would be feasible, although due to gaps in specialty areas (sport management versus exercise physiology) 
this may not be as possible as it may seem on the surface. 
 
The number of refereed publications and books/book chapters has increased since 2005, although it seems 
as if the distribution of these publications can be attributed to 10 individuals across the past few years. 
Additionally, of the 25 theses that have been conducted in the previous 5 years, these were chaired by a 
total of 8 faculty. The number of theses produced is relatively small given the large number of graduate 
students within the department. Additionally, the addition of the project option as an alternative to the 
comprehensive exam does not seem to have increased the number of publications, although this is a new 
option for students and this option will need to be allowed time to determine its’ effectiveness in adding 
to the research goals of the department and faculty. The “fear” of doing a thesis may be a result of some 
cultural issues within the department (the limited publication numbers and lack of faculty mentorship in 
this area, lack of research or the type of research conducted by faculty; graduate courses that do not 
include writing components [proposal papers, review papers] in them). The project papers are essentially 
thesis projects without the title (and hence benefits) of being a thesis.  
 
It is clear there are some very productive faculty members, although it also appears that some of the 
graduate faculty are not contributing equally to the research goals of the department. The lack of senior 
faculty members serving on editorial boards or as officers in regional/national organizations does nothing 
to add to Texas Tech’s or the departments’ goals of national/international recognition. It is understandable 



 

that junior faculty (especially newly-minted Ph.D.s) may not be in a position or be prepared for chairing a 
thesis committee or serving on regional/national organizational/research boards, but this concerning to not 
see among the senior faculty.  
 
The limited amount of grant funding secured is also concerning, especially based upon the University’s 
vision. However it must be recognized that while there is grant money available in areas related to HESS, 
certain areas within HESS are much less grant funded, if at all (Sport Management), while other areas 
(Exercise Physiology) almost require an affiliation with a medical school to be successful in obtaining for 
large R01 grants. A great deal of funding within areas in HESS is often corporate sponsorships or private 
foundations (neither of which commonly provide overhead support) that provide the funds in exchange 
for a product. Therefore an expectation that the HESS department would be able to fully fund its research 
programs and research students from grant money alone is not realistic at this time (and in the areas of 
HESS type programs, an exception and not the rule). 
 
The faculty currently maintains a 2/2 load which does not involve undergraduate student advising, and it 
seems (from the review document) limited in the amount of University and broader specialty academic 
field service. With a workload such as this, it is difficult to understand why the publication numbers, 
theses chaired, and successful grant submissions are not greater. While it is reported that faculty pay is 
low and is prohibitive to recruiting and retaining quality faculty, the light course load and new facilities 
should assist in recruiting. There are limitations to what departments can do in regards to salary 
compression and increases in pay, so I have no suggestions as to what the department might be able to do 
in terms of faculty compensation at this point.  
 
It is suggested that the administration take a serious look at the individual contributions of each graduate 
faculty member and consider adjusting workloads as may be appropriate.  
 
Quality and Quantity of Graduate Students and Graduates - Satisfactory 
 
As with any graduate department, there are some very good graduate students and then there are some 
less than quality graduate students. It is difficult to determine the ratio of high quality to lesser quality in 
the course of just one visit, however one thing is certain. It is very difficult to recruit and retain high-
quality graduate students when graduate student support is poor. The fact that graduate students within the 
HESS department receive a stipend of $8600 per 9 months (before taxes), and receive only a fee waiver, it 
is difficult to recruit high quality graduate students if their estimated cost of attendance is $23,191 per 
year (in state, as out of state graduate students are given an out of state waiver). And while the reduction 
of fees drops the tuition to approximately $3000 per semester (according to the students), this is still not a 
price many of the high quality graduate students would be willing to pay.  
 
Without knowing the exact funding and distribution structure of the Texas Tech, it is difficult to make 
suggestions on how to remedy this situation. A combination of increasing the stipends and reducing the 
amount of tuition that the student’s must pay would be my first recommendation if this is at all possible. 
Second to that, either increasing stipends or reducing the student’s tuition bill would also assist in 
recruiting.  
 
It is also important to determine to recognize why the graduate faculty is not actively recruiting graduate 
students to work with. Recruiting students from other schools in the region (Angelo State, West Texas 
A&M, UT-Permian Basin, McMurry, etc.) would be one possible idea as well as recruiting graduate 
students from their advisor’s universities.  
 
It would also be helpful if there were more delineation regarding who is in charge of graduate studies. It 
was reported by one faculty member that when he was in charge, he allowed every applicant admission to 



 

the graduate program, while more recently they have been more selective about who has been submitted. 
Students also reported that they were unaware of being admitted to the graduate program and receiving a 
graduate assistantship position until they were contacted by faculty members (this may be a Banner issue 
as well – but it needs to be improved). 
 
Additionally, graduate students should also be encouraged to apply for University fellowships and other 
graduate scholarships, as well as small research grants. The department may want to consider teaming 
with a local hospital or other facilities to provide an assistantship and funding for students, who might 
then be able to supervise internship students, while gaining clinical experience. 
 
Facilities and Resources – Very good 
 
The new facility should serve the faculty well and should provide them with the necessary space to 
perform research. However, as was suggested by a few faculty members, they did not ask for the new 
building, rather “it was pushed upon us”. This new building could be both a positive and a negative for 
the department. The idea that the building was pushed onto them was apparent and therefore the faculty is 
concerned about meeting the “new” and “higher” expectations. This combined with new administration 
has brought about some discord that was noted by the graduate students (and when the graduate students 
notice the issues, they are there). As disconnect between some of the more senior faculty and others, 
seems to have occurred in regard to expectations and production – I would refer to my comments under 
faculty productivity for suggestions.  
 
The students responsible for PWF courses and/or serving as TAs for classes (responsible for grading 
papers, etc.) also complained of being nomadic in nature – that is having no secure place to leave student 
assignments and paperwork, thereby requiring them to carry these papers around or leaving them in their 
residences or cars until they could be returned. While it is doubtful that students that serve PWF courses 
would need a “true” office, a centralized location that would allow these graduate assistants to secure 
their own items and student assignments, etc. would be as positive initiative. 
 
The additional resources within the department (large amount of instructor support, undergraduate 
advisors, IT support, and clerical support) are beyond that which I have seen at many equivalent 
universities and are more typical of those higher tier Universities Texas tech aspires to be. The addition of 
an individual to assist with grant support might be warranted, should the number of applications increase 
significantly. At this time, I would suggest the HESS department discuss with their collaborative 
departments (Animal & Food Sciences, C&I, Ed Psych, Rehab Sciences) the possibility of splitting the 
cost of such personnel to be shared among the departments (perhaps the office of research would be 
willing to assist too) or searching out an individual on an as needed basis to assist.  
 
Summary 
 
The graduate faculty and students both seem relatively satisfied with their department and have a good 
amount of optimism moving forward. Both groups expressed issues regarding graduate student funding 
and in regard to the large number of graduate tracks.  
 
Overall, the HESS faculty seem to be doing a good job transitioning from turmoil to stability and is 
moving towards being a more productive department. As stated earlier in this report, this program seems 
to be at a crossroads after a long period of instability. With the move into a new facility and the additional 
hires planned for the department, the potential for the department is great. However, culture change is 
difficult and there are differences in expectations and beliefs between faculty who endured the previous 
turmoil and those who have come in during calmer times. The amount of effort required to get the 
department headed in a positive direction will not be easy and will require the efforts of all faculty in 



 

order to be proactive in directing the HESS program into the future. It is likely that the suggestions in this 
report, if followed through upon, may cause friction within the department among faculty members, and 
will not be met as universally beneficial. However, I make such suggestions because I believe that these 
changes could result in a more productive department, thus increasing the department’s and Texas Tech’s 
reputation in the Exercise and Sport Science areas. Additionally, these changes are intended to enhance 
and improve the quality of graduate education within the unit. I would be interested to review this 
program again in a few years, after the department has been stable and developed further from where it 
currently is. 
 
 


