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Student Evaluation of Teaching

Student evaluations are the most commonly used
method of assessing an instructor’s effectiveness in
the classroom. However, student ratings do have
their limitations, especially when they represent the
only method of teaching evaluation used in tenure or
promotion decisions. Departments should gather
evidence of teaching effectiveness from a variety of
sources. These may include: peer evaluations, letters
from students, syllabi and instructional support
materials, and individual teaching portfolios. Student
evaluations, if they are properly constructed, should
be part of this mix because they offer an
indispensible perspective on an instructor’s effective-
ness. Moreover, student feedback is an important
tool for individual instructors who wish to improve
their teaching.

What We Know from Research

There is a significant body of research that can help
departments establish guidelines for constructing,
administering and interpreting student evaluations.

Validity and Reliability

One objection to student ratings is that they are not
valid measures of teaching effectiveness; that stu-
dents are not able to assess good teaching and
therefore evaluations represent nothing more than a
popularity contest. However, the results of a number
of studies indicate that students and faculty offer very
similar responses when asked to rank aspects of
teaching in terms of their relative importance. Both
groups agree that the most important indicators of
good teaching include: teachers’ preparation, organi-
zation, clarity and comprehensibility as well their
ability to gauge class level and progress. Interest-
ingly enough, students and faculty also agree that
the instructor’s personality is relatively unimportant.

Furthermore, research has shown a significant
correlation between instructors’ self-ratings of their
effectiveness and student evaluations. There are also
significant correlations between student evaluations
and the ratings of trained observers.

If student evaluations are valid, we would expect that
students who learned more would rate their instruc-
tor as more effective. An analysis of 41 studies found
that there was, in fact, a statistically significant,
positive correlation between student ratings of
teaching and student achievement. Survey items
concerning overall course quality and overall instruc-
tor effectiveness showed the highest correlation with
achievement. As one might expect, the correlation
with items referring to specific teaching skills varied
considerably.

Research also indicates that student evaluations are
reliable; they yield consistent results that are stable
over time. A study in which ratings were collected
on the same instructors teaching the same course in
four consecutive years showed a consistent pattern:
the instructors received similar ratings year after year
(i.e., evaluations from each class indicated similar
strengths and weaknesses). Moreover student
evaluations seem to be stable over time: there is a
high correlation between alumni ratings and those of
current students, and studies that ask alumni to re-
rate professors after graduation show a very high
level of stability as well.

Extraneous Influences

From what we now know, it seems that student
evaluations are not affected appreciably by the
personality of the instructor (popularity does not
necessarily lead to higher overall scores), the
gender of the instructor or the student, or the time
of day a class is offered.
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The instructor’s rank does seem to have some effect
on the ratings: TAs tend to receive lower ratings
than faculty, and first-year faculty receive lower
scores than their more experienced colleagues.
Ratings seem to go down as students have spent
more time at the University (freshman tend to rate
teachers higher than sophomores, etc.). Whether a
course is taken as a requirement or an elective also
seems to play a role. Overall, elective courses and
courses in the major receive higher ratings than
required ones. Finally, it seems that instructors in
certain disciplines are rated, on average, higher
than others.

Using Student Evaluations for

Decision Making

To insure that student ratings function well within
an evaluation system, departments should follow
standard procedures in the creation, administration
and interpretation of rating forms.

Constructing a Form

The questions asked on student evaluation forms
should correspond to the aspects of teaching that
the department considers important. Various
studies have attempted to categorize the most
important characteristics of good teaching. See
Figure 1 for a list of these characteristics, along with
some sample evaluation items.

There are three important considerations to keep in
mind when selecting items. First, teaching meth-
ods vary, and a question that may seem perfectly
suited to one course may be inappropriate for
another. Second, if the form is too long, students
could begin to experience evaluation fatigue.
Twenty-five items is probably the maximum num-
ber of questions you would want to include. Fi-
nally, results will be most useful if the questions
refer to specific teaching behaviors.

The nature of the rating scale will also play a role in
how useful the data will be. Studies have found
that reliability increases if each number in the scale
is defined verbally. You may also wish to include
room for students’ comments, which can supply
specific suggestions for building on strengths and
improving on weaknesses. Space for such com-
ments can be provided after each item on the
evaluation and/or in specific open-ended questions.
The following format has been used by several
departments at UNC:

Circle the number that reflects your rating on the following scale:
1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 =
strongly agree.
sd d n a sa
1. Grading criteria were
carefully explained 1 2 3 4 5
COMMFNTS:

Once your department has reached consensus on
which questions to include, the form should be
pilot-tested for one semester to identify any prob-
lems and to provide an opportunity for some
statistical testing of the form, including factor
analysis and tests for internal reliability. Such
testing requires statistical expertise, and CTL will be
glad to help you coordinate the process.

Figure 1.

Good organization and planning
Each class period was carefully planned.
Lectures were well organized and easy to follow.

Teacher-student interaction or rapport
The instructor encouraged students to ask questions.
The instructor treated students with respect.

Clarity, effective communication

The goals for each class were clear.

The instructor used examples to clarify difficult
points/concepts.

Grading

Grading criteria were clearly explained.

The instructor offered useful feedback on the
assignments/tests.

Flexibility of approaches toward teaching

The instructor varied activities over the course of the
semester.

The instructor's use of lecture versus discussion
seemed appropriate.

Ratings of supplementary materials

The readings were relevant to the rest of the course.

Audiovisual materials/computers/films contributed
significantly to my learning.

Overall ratings

Overall, this course is a valuable learning experience.

Considering the scope and limitations of the subject
and the course, the instructor is an effective
teacher.

Administering the Forms

The way in which the evaluations are distributed
and collected also plays a role in whether the data
will be accurate.

|t is best to administer student evaluations about a
week or two before the end of the semester.
Handing them out during the final exam is not
advisable: students will be upset at losing time for
the exam if they are expected to fill the forms out
immediately, and the return rates tend to be very
low when students take the forms home.



eEvaluations should be anonymous and students
should know in advance that the instructor will
not see the results until after the final grades have
been entered.

eThe instructor should leave the room while stu-
dents complete their evaluations. Someone other
than the instructor should distribute the forms,
read the directions (including the use that will be
made of evaluation results) and collect the forms.
In many departments, students perform these
functions.

*The person administering the questionnaire
should point out any open-ended questions or
space provided for comments. This approach will
increase the amount of student feedback.

«Students should be given sufficient time to com-
plete the form. Most forms take fifteen to twenty
minutes to complete.

Interpreting Data

The following guidelines should help insure that
data from student evaluations is used fairly within a
department’s evaluation system:

1. Individual instructors are likely to feel less
threatened by student evaluations if they have a
voice in what will be included on the rating
forms and how the data will be used. In addi-
tion, departments may wish to leave space for
one or two optional questions on the forms so
that instructors can choose items that seem to
be particularly relevant to their subject matter
and teaching methods.

2. Atleast ten students are needed to provide
minimally sound data. Classes over twenty will
be most reliable. If less than 75% of students
fill out evaluations, the data must be inter-
preted with extreme caution.

3. Data must be collected over time. For decision-
making purposes, research suggests gathering
data from five courses of at least fifteen stu-
dents. Ideally, the selection of courses included
should reflect the various types of courses an
instructor teaches (e.g., graduate, undergradu-
ate, large lecture, small discussion, seminar, lab).

4. Overall ratings are the most appropriate for
decision making, since they have the highest
correlation to student learning. Items that ask
about specific skills or attitudes can provide
useful diagnostic information that may help an
instructor improve. Also, keep in mind that no

one teacher can be expected to excel in all
aspects of teaching.

5. Faculty should be given time and encourage-
ment to improve before any final decisions are
reached. In addition, they should have an
opportunity to respond in writing to the results
of student evaluations.

6. Data for one instructor should only be com-
pared to average ratings in related disciplines,
since studies have found that there are signifi-
cant differences in average ratings among
disciplines. You could also use departmental
norms, but such comparisons may be difficult if
the department is very small or if instructors
teach widely different types of courses.

Using Student Feedback to Improve
Teaching

Studies indicate that student ratings do lead to
improvement if teachers study them carefully.
They also suggest that the degree of improvement
can be much greater if the teacher shares the
results with a colleague or a teaching consultant.
CTL staff provide this kind of consultation to all
faculty and TAs in Academic and Health Affairs.

One major drawback to end-of-the-semester
evaluations is that students enrolled in the class do
not benefit from the results. There are a number
of ways for instructors to gain useful insights from
students while there is still time to make adjust-
ments in a given course.

The most immediate gauge of teaching effective-
ness is how much students learned from an indi-
vidual class session. One method to measure their
learning is the “minute paper,” where the instruc-
tor gives students a couple of minutes to answer a
question in writing. Questions might include:
“What was the main point of today’s lecture?”
“What one point is still unclear?” You would not
need to respond to each student’s answer; rather,
you could clear up any misconceptions or answer
specific questions that seem particularly important.

You might consider having a suggestion/question
box for students to offer their thoughts, concerns
or critiques at any point in the semester. A high-
tech alternative would be to set up an account on
e-mail as a type of electronic suggestion box. This
technique is particularly useful for large classes,
and you could discuss any relevant questions or
comments with the whole group.

If you are interested in a broader perspective, you
could try a very simple form of early feedback. Ask



students to write down 3 things they like about the
course and how it is being taught and 3 things
they would like to see changed, along with specific
suggestions for changing them. Once you have
collected and categorized the responses and
determined the major trends, you can report the
results back to the class. While you are not obli-
gated to adopt every suggested alteration, it is an
exercise in frustration to ask for this type of feed-
back if you have very little latitude or authority to
innovate.

You can also obtain student feedback by using a
short rating form at any point in the semester.

This fall, CTL will begin offering individualized
rating forms to any instructor who wishes to gather
information for improvement. You will be able to
choose from a bank of over 250 items for inclusion
in your evaluation instrument. After your class
completes the evaluation, the forms will be com-
puter scanned, and you can discuss the results with
one of our consultants.

Student feedback can lead to teaching improve-
ment if several criteria are met. First, the teacher
must believe the feedback is valuable and valid.
Second, the teacher should have some motivation
to improve, either intrinsic or extrinsic. Third, the
feedback should provide specific areas to work on
and suggestions for improvement.

CTL’s staff has worked with several departments
(and many individual instructors) on teaching
evaluation and we would be glad to consult with
others who wish to construct a student rating form
or a complete evaluation system. The department
(or individual instructor) would be responsible for
making decisions about the final product and the
specific methods to be used for collecting and
interpreting data. CTL can help with issues such as
establishing consensus, defining some general
guidelines for constructing rating forms and pro-
viding assistance with other methods of evaluation.
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