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Student rating forms, also called student end-of-course questionnaires or student evaluation forms,
are traditionally administered at the end of the term to solicit student evaluations of a course. (For
suggestions on using student rating forms midsemester, see "Fast Feedback.") Typically such end-
of-course information is used by faculty committees and administrators to make personnel decisions
regarding an instructor: merit increases, promotion, tenure.

At one time, it was considered controversial to administer student rating forms. Now such forms have become
commonplace because it makes sense to survey students to find out what they think about their experiences in the
class over the term and also because a substantial body of research has concluded that administering
questionnaires to students is both valid and reliable. Here is some of what we know about student rating forms
from the research (adapted from Davis, 1988):

Ratings of overall teaching effectiveness are moderately correlated with independent measures
of student learning and achievement. Students of highly rated teachers achieve higher final
exam scores, can better apply course material, and are more inclined to pursue the subject
subsequently. (Sources: Abrami, Apollonia, and Cohen, 1990; Braskamp, Brandenburg, and
Ory, 1984; Cohen, 1981; Kulik and McKeachie, 1975; McMillan, Wergin, Forsyth, and Brown,
1986; Marsh and Dunkin, 1992)

 
An instructor's ratings for a given course tend to be relatively consistent over successive
years; there is not much variation in student ratings for an individual instructor regardless of
whether the form is administered to current students or to alumni. (Sources: Braskamp,
Brandenburg, and Ory, 1984; Centra, 1979; McMillan, Wergin, Forsyth, and Brown, 1986;
Marsh and Dunkin, 1992)

 
There is little or no relationship between the following characteristics of students and their
ratings of instruction: age, grade point average, year in college, and academic ability No
consistent relationships have been found between student ratings and such variables as the
amount of homework assigned or grading standards. (Sources: Braskamp, Brandenburg, and
Ory, 1984; Centra, 1979; Kulik and McKeachie, 1975; McKeachie, 1979; McMillan, Wergin,
Forsyth, and Brown, 1986; Marsh and Dunkin, 1992)

 
Researchers do report the following relationships:

 
Students tend to rate courses in their major fields and elective courses higher than required
courses outside their majors. (Sources: Kulik and McKeachie, 1975; McKeachie, 1979; Marsh and
Dunkin, 1992)
Faculty tend to receive more positive ratings than graduate student instructors. (Source: Marsh
and Dunkin, 1992)
The gender of a student has little effect on ratings. The gender of an instructor, however, may have
an impact. Though some studies report no relationship between a professor's gender and student
ratings, others show that adhering to a gender-appropriate teaching style may be rewarded by
higher evaluations. (Sources: Basow and Silberg, 1987; Bennett, 1982; Kierstead, D'Agostin, and
Dill, 1988; Marsh and Dunkin, 1992; Statham, Richardson, and Cook, 1991)
Ratings can be influenced by class size (very small classes tend to receive higher ratings), by
discipline (humanities instructors tend to receive higher ratings than instructors in the physical
sciences), and by type (discussion courses tend to receive higher ratings than lecture courses).
(Sources: Cashin, 1992; Feldman, 1984; Marsh and Dunkin, 1992)
Students' expectations affect their ratings: students who expect a course or teacher to be good
generally find their expectations confirmed. (Sources: Marsh and Dunkin, 1992; Perry, Abrami,
Leventhal, and Check, 1979)
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Many campuses have standard rating forms that all faculty administer and centralized procedures for analyzing
the data. Check with your department to find out what policies exist on your campus. If you are free to design and
administer your own questionnaire, the suggestions below (adapted from Davis, 1988) will help you make the
most of student rating forms. If you use the standard campus questionnaire, these suggestions can improve the
way you administer the forms and interpret the results.

  Selecting or Designing the Questionnaire

Use forms that give students the opportunity to provide quantitative ratings and to
comment narratively on an instructor's performance. Forms that include both quantitative
and narrative data are the most useful for getting the broadest picture of students' reactions. Davis
(1988) presents sample student rating forms and items that can be used in end-of-course
questionnaires, grouped by such categories as accessibility, organization and preparation, and
interaction. Kulik (1991) describes the catalogue of items for instructor-designed questionnaires
(IDQs), grouped by categories such as student development, course elements, and student
responsibility. Theall and Franklin (1990) offer cautions in developing your own questionnaire: it is a
time-consuming process to produce a valid and reliable form. They recommend using specific,
unambiguous items. For example: "instructor defines new or unfamiliar terms," "repeats difficult
concepts," "provides frequent examples." Especially if you are using these forms for your own
improvement, the items you select or develop should capture specific behaviors that are amenable
to change.

Select items that reflect your department's and institution's criteria of effective teaching
and that are within students' range of judgment. For example, current students can judge
how well prepared instructors are, how effectively they make use of class time, how well they
explain things and with what level of enthusiasm, and how responsive they are to difficulties the
students may be having in the course. Students can also comment on whether the instructor
promotes original thinking and critical evaluation of ideas. In contrast, current students are not
qualified to judge whether instructors are up-to-date in their field or to rate how adequately a
course prepares them for advanced course work in the field.

State each item clearly. For example, "The instructor routinely summarizes major points" is
unambiguous, while "The instructor is well prepared and gives fair exams" confounds two different
issues.

For at least some of the key items, provide a numerical rating scale. The use of quantifiable
items enables you to calculate a class's average response and to note the distribution of responses,
both of which are useful in interpreting the results of the evaluation. Use either a 5-point or 7-point
scale, with 1 representing "not at all descriptive" and 5 (or 7) "very descriptive." Also provide a
"Don't know or doesn't apply" option that students can check.

Include at least one item that asks students about the effects of the course. For example,
ask students to describe or rate the knowledge, appreciation, or skills they acquired in the course or
their intellectual, personal, or professional growth as a result of the instructor's teaching.

Include at least one quantitative measure on the overall effectiveness of the instructor.
For example:

Considering both the limitations and possibilities of the subject matter and course, how
would you rate the overall effectiveness of this instructor?

Not at all              Moderately               Extremely                                  
effective               effective                effective  

1        2        3        4        5        6        7 

Include at least one open-ended item that asks about the overall effectiveness of the
instructor. For example, "Please identify what you perceive to be the greatest strengths and
weaknesses of this instructor's teaching."

Limit the number of questions about student characteristics. Student characteristics have
relatively little influence on ratings of overall effectiveness (Cashin, 1990a). You might want to
know, however, whether students are taking the course as an elective or to fulfill a requirement.



Keep the form short. Since students may fill out evaluation forms for all their instructors, questionnaires should
be brief.

  Administering the Questionnaire

Announce in advance the date on which rating forms will be handed out. Schedule the time
sometime during the last two weeks of the term; allow ten to fifteen minutes for this activity.
Encourage students to attend that day and complete the form. Do not distribute forms at the final
exam, when students are preoccupied with other matters.

Inform the students about the purpose of the questionnaire. It is helpful to stress to
students that their ratings and comments are important and will be used by both you and your
department. Students may want to know how the completed forms will be handled. Here are some
sample 'instructions that can be placed on the rating forms and read aloud:

We hope you will take the time to answer each question carefully The information you provide will
be part of our ongoing efforts to improve the curriculum and the teaching in this department. In
addition, your comments will be summarized and used in faculty promotions and reviews [if this is
true on your campus]. To maintain confidentiality, these forms will be collected by someone other
than the instructor and will not be available to the instructor until after the course grades have been
submitted.

Ask students to complete the forms anonymously. Research shows that requiring students to
sign the forms inflates the ratings (Cashin, 1990b). In addition, anonymity can eliminate students'
concerns about possible retribution (Ory, 1990).

Designate a student from the class (or a department staff member) to supervise
questionnaire administration. You may hand out the forms (always bring several more than the
official number of students enrolled), but you should not be present while students complete the
questionnaires, and you should not collect the forms. Ask the designated collector to place the
forms in a large manilla envelope, noting on the outside your name, the course number, the total
number of students present, the total number of forms collected, and the date. The sealed envelope
should be delivered to the department office.

Do not look at the forms until after you have submitted final grades for the course. Some campuses provide
the faculty with summaries of their rating forms, including computer printouts that show trends and comparative
data. If your campus does not provide such a service, you will want to analyze and summarize the data yourself.

  Summarizing Responses

Look at the number of students who completed forms and the total class enrollment.
Ideally, you would like a response rate (number of completed forms divided by number of enrolled
students) of 80 percent or higher. When less than two-thirds of the enrolled students in classes of
one hundred or fewer students or less than one-half of the enrolled students in classes of more than
a hundred students have submitted forms, the data should be interpreted cautiously if the
questionnaires are being used for personnel decisions, such as merit, tenure, or promotion.
(Sources: Cashin, 1990b; Theall and Franklin, 1990).

Keep the data separate for each course offering. Aggregating data for several different courses
may obscure differences in teaching effectiveness for various kinds of instruction and may raise
questions of proper weighting of the responses in each course. Aggregating data for several
offerings of the same course may obscure long-term trends toward increased or decreased student
satisfaction.

Do not summarize data if there are fewer than ten questionnaires. Student questionnaires
from independent reading courses or seminars with very small enrollments may be accumulated
over several terms and summarized when their numbers are sufficiently large. (Source: Cashin,
1990b)

If your department does not already do so, prepare summary statistics for the
quantifiable questions. The summary should include the following:



The frequency distribution of student ratings for each item (the number and percentage of
students selecting each response)
The average response, either the mean (calculated to one decimal point), mode, or median
The standard deviation (an index of agreement or disagreement among respondents)
Departmental norms (averages) or comparison norms, if available, on key items for courses of
a similar size, level, and type of instruction (for example, laboratory, seminar, studio, lecture)

Summarize the narrative comments. The summary should reflect the entire range of comments
as well as their preponderance. To prepare such a summary, read all the students' comments about
a single question, develop categories or headings that meaningfully group most of the comments,
and record the number of comments made in each category. In deciding what to ignore and what to
consider, take into account your goals for the course, your values and emphases, and your teaching
style (Lunde, 1988). Also remember that it is human nature to focus on that piercing negative
comment to the exclusion of the positive remarks from most of the class. An outside teaching
consultant or supportive colleague can help you put students' comments in perspective.

  Interpreting Responses

For quantifiable questions, determine the percentage of omitted responses. Some items
may be left blank because they do not apply. Items with low response rates should be interpreted
cautiously. (Source: Theall and Franklin, 1990)

Look at the average ratings for the quantifiable questions. Average ratings can be interpreted
on an absolute scale and in relation to the ratings of other similar courses and instructors. For
example, a mean rating of 4 on a 7-point scale for overall course evaluation may be labeled
"moderately effective." However, if half of all similar courses receive mean ratings above 4, then
this 4 rating falls in the lower half. There is some debate within the field on whether such
comparisons are meaningful (Theall and Franklin, 1990), even among courses similar in level (lower
division, upper division, graduate), size, format (lecture, laboratory, and so on), and student
demographics. Cashin (1992) argues for using comparative data, pointing out that because
students tend to rate most items high, a score of 3.5 on a 7-point scale is not really an indicator of
"average" effectiveness. In using student ratings to improve your teaching, try to incorporate some
comparative information to better understand your own strengths, weaknesses, and
accomplishments (Kulik, 1991). Perhaps the best comparative information, as Kulik suggests,
comes from noticing changes in the ratings of a course you have taught several times.

Look at the range of student responses for the quantifiable questions. The range provides
important information. For example, the average of all ratings for your course may be 5 on a 7-
point scale. But notice whether all students rated the course as 4, S, or 6 or whether some 2 and 3
ratings were balanced out by some 7s. If ratings cluster at the two ends of the scale, then some
aspects of your teaching work for one group of students but not for another--an area to explore.
The standard deviation also provides useful information. A standard deviation of less than 1.0 (on a
5-point scale) indicates relatively good agreement among the respondents. Deviations above 1.2
indicate a divided class on that item. (Sources: Cashin, 1990b; Theall and Franklin, 1990).

Note your highest and lowest rated items. One way to analyze student ratings is to calculate
the averages for individual questions and note your highest and lowest rated items. See whether
your strengths and weaknesses cluster in patterns on any of the following topics: organization and
clarity, enthusiasm and stimulation of student interest, teacher-student rapport, teaching and
communication skills, course work load and difficulty, fairness of exams and grading, classroom
climate. As a rule of thumb, it is usually cause for concern when a third of the students give low
ratings to some aspect of a course (Kulik, 1991). In looking at your highest and lowest rated items,
try to identify specific behaviors of yours that might have caused students to give you those ratings.
If you do this exercise with a colleague who has administered the same form to his or her students,
you can exchange examples of behaviors that lead to high ratings.

From the open-ended comments, identify specific problems. Lunde (1988) recommends
reading the comments to pinpoint specific complaints--for example, student anxiety about the
degree of structure in the course or your expectations for students. Then determine whether the
complaint is justified (in this case by looking at the syllabus and handouts). If the worry is
legitimate, identify specific steps you can take to address the weakness. Keep in mind that students
give few detailed suggestions on how to improve a course; they are better at spotting problems
(Braskamp, Brandenburg, and Ory, 1984). If you have the time or can prevail upon an experienced



teaching consultant, you could analyze open-ended comments using a grid technique, a method for
determining whether students who rate a course highly are saying the same things as those who
rate the course lower (Lewis, 1991).

Consider how characteristics of courses can influence ratings. Small classes, electives, and
courses in the humanities tend to receive more favorable ratings. For each characteristic the
differences are minimal, but together they may be meaningful (Sorcinelli, 1986). It may also be
helpful, in interpreting the results, to take into account whether this course is your favorite, one you
frequently teach, or a course that you are teaching at the request of the department chair.

Ask a knowledgeable consultant or a colleague for assistance. Some teachers can read their
students' ratings and map out strategies to improve teaching. Others find it helpful to review the
ratings with a knowledgeable colleague or teaching consultant, available on some campuses.
Consultants can help you interpret the results and explore strategies for improvement.

Consider making your ratings available to students. Several departments on campuses around
the country--and some entire institutions-- have a tradition of making their course ratings public.
Many faculty members in these departments or on these campuses believe that because faculty
members work harder at their teaching when they know the results are on view to their peers and
to students, teaching is of higher quality when the rating forms are publicly available.
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