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Student Evaluations; fact or
fiction

In most tertiary institutions determining student satisfaction
and gauging the effectiveness of teaching is commonly achieved
by the use of student evaluations. How reliable are these
evaluations and what do they measure?  How do students
perceive the evaluation process and the resulting feedback?
This paper examines student evaluations from both student
and academic staff perspectives.  It looks firstly at the
administration, analysis and interpretation of student
evaluations, the tools used to obtain data, and factors that
influence student responses.
Secondly, the perceptions of academic staff is sought, regarding
the influence of evaluation outcomes on their teaching practices.
Current literature is reviewed to provide a wider view of
evaluation methodologies, particularly in the field of computing
education, both in New Zealand and other countries.

Keywords
computing education, student evaluations, factors influencing
teaching practices

1. INTRODUCTION
“For those who dread opening their evalua-

tion packets, the irony is clear.  Even the best
teachers get bad evaluations” (Bodie, 1994).

In order to maintain their own self worth, many
students, who are not doing well academically will
find reasons, preferably beyond their control, to
explain why they are not succeeding. (Covington,
l976).  The obvious target is the person delivering
the course.  Their opinion of the teacher, whether
true or only perceived, is very real to the student.
Unfortunately evaluations are sometimes used as a
chance to release frustrations and get even with the
teacher.

When teachers receive negative evaluations they
often dismiss them by questioning the students’ ability
to evaluate courses accurately or alternatively blame
the administration of evaluations. (Bodie, 1994).  In
addition, course administrators often use evaluations

to satisfy requirements for tenure, promotion, and
post tenure review  (Gallagher, 2000; Martinson,
2000; Murkison & Stapleton, 2001).

It would be difficult to find a course administra-
tor who at sometime, has not had conflict with teach-
ing staff regarding student evaluations (Murkison &
Stapleton, 2001).  Not only are there three sepa-
rate parties, with separate opinions of the value and
use of student evaluations, each party is often dis-
trustful of the way in which others use evaluations
(Sojka, Gupta, & Deeter-Schmelz, 2002).  Although
there is much conflicting literature, generally the con-
sensus is that evaluations have some value and that
they are here to stay (Gallagher, 2000; Hobson &
Talbot, 2001; Sojka et al., 2002).

This paper looks at evaluations from the perspec-
tive of these three groups.  A small case study was
done involving information technology students at
the Eastern Institute of Technology (EIT), a medium
sized polytechnic generating approximately four
thousand EFTS annually.  In addition some sugges-
tions for improved use of evaluations are also made.

2. STUDENT
PERSPECTIVE

Students were found to be generally concerned
with how evaluations are used and whether their
opinions are taken seriously.  As student evaluations
are generally made at the end of a course any re-
sulting changes are not implemented until the course
is offered again.  Current students therefore do not
experience these changes, reinforcing the idea that
their comments are being ignored. (Sojka , Gupta
& Deeter-Schmelz 2002).  In addition, students tend
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to be over surveyed. This in itself can lead to frus-
tration and annoyance at surveys and those who
administer them (Kalton, 1983).  While some stu-
dents see value in the evaluation process, many oth-
ers view them as a waste of class time.  There may
well be a correlation between the number of evalu-
ations carried out per term or semester, and the
amount of consideration students give to their  re-
sponses.  This could be the subject of further re-
search on our part.

At our own institute (EIT) there has been a con-
scious attempt made to reduce the number of evalu-
ations.  In order to allow students to see a result, a
summary of evaluations results is placed in the li-
brary, and course controllers report back to stu-
dents and discuss any major points of concern.

Most people will remember at least one incident
in their student life when a teacher has ‘rubbed them
up the wrong way academically’, or whose teach-
ing practice was a direct antithesis of their learning
style (Martinson, 2000).  Add personality conflicts
to these factors and it not surprising that students
often view evaluations as a chore and may respond
in an almost nonchalant manner.

3. TEACHER
PERSPECTIVE

The lecture is the most common form of delivery
in tertiary institutions and is usually associated with
the transmission approach to learning. The teacher
imparts facts which students are expected to repro-
duce in an examination  (Centra, 1993).  “Listen to
me.  Copy down these facts and learn them.”  Stu-
dents generally see this mode of delivery as involv-
ing the least effort.  “Just tell what I need to learn for
the examination.”  The feedback we received was
that generally teachers prefer to develop the stu-
dents’ organisational skills, as well as cognitive skills
such as original thinking and problem-solving tech-
niques.  This requires active participation from stu-
dents and may meet with resistance from the stu-
dent .  However, professional teachers must be strong
enough to do what is in the student’s interest
(Martinson, 2000), rather than what they know may
result in better evaluations.

The wording of evaluation forms was found to
favour the transmission approach to teaching:

The teacher knows their topic.

The teacher is well prepared for class.
These questions promote teacher-centred learn-

ing. (Centra, 1993)
Evaluations generally lack questions on study and

learning production or on the development of the
students cognitive skills such as original thinking and
problem-solving techniques.  “This automatically
creates unfairness”  (Murkison & Stapleton, 2001).
Murkison & Stapleton (2001), stated that a consci-
entious teacher will have expectations that students
are equipped with certain levels of understanding,
but also, that they will undertake independent study.
A teacher will not necessarily receive recognition for
this assumption and could well be ranked low as a
teacher.  In their investigation of the relationship be-
tween evaluation ratings and study production, they
concluded that there was a strong indication of a
negative relationship between rankings and study
expectations of  teachers of students.  This could
not be proven to be significant because of other
unmeasured explanatory variables such as teaching
styles and difficulty of subjects.

Statisticians accept that comments in question-
naires are generally only made by people with strong
views on a subject.  Those with neutral opinions tend
not to comment  (Deming, 1960; Kalton, 1983; Kish,
1995).  As with students, teachers commented how
they often have students to whom they cannot re-
late, which can result in a personality conflict .
Washbum 1993, (citied Bodie, 1994) stated that
from personal experience, about one in seven stu-
dents are generally unsatisfied with the course. Hill
1993, (citied Bodie, 1994) thought the figure was
closer to one in ten or fifteen.  The following sce-
nario is therefore possible.  In a class of thirty, ap-
proximately three or four could be dissatisfied and
make negative comments, while the remainder,
twenty-five or six, who are satisfied with the course
make few if any comments.  The result is a biased
evaluation of predominantly negative comments.

The length of time teachers have been teaching,
and their understanding of the reasons that students
make negative comments is immaterial, they hurt
(Bodie, 1994).  Good teachers generally want to
reach every student and find rejection hard.  “Argu-
ably some of those teachers who hate evaluations
may be counted among the best educators.  They
care so much it hurts.  But they don’t feel like good
teachers. They feel lousy” (Bodie, 1994)
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Some unprofessional teachers learn ways to
manipulate the evaluation system (Murkison &
Stapleton, 2001), or resort to using such practices
as conducting evaluations at the end of class when
students do not have time to comment, or doing things
that increase the chance of favourable ratings such
handing back assessments with high grades or
changing course requirements “because they want
to be more fair” (Bodie, 1994).  One teacher con-
fessed to rewarding their class with chocolates a few
weeks before evaluations ”because they are pleased
with the progress the class is making.”  These teach-
ers, who are motivated by ego, tenure, or self-im-
age concerns, seek positive evaluations at the ex-
pense of good teaching practice. (Bodie, 1994).

Teachers should not dismiss evaluations as hav-
ing no worth but view them as an opportunity to
develop as a teacher (Bodie, 1994; Gallagher, 2000;
Murkison & Stapleton, 2001).  Teachers who think
that they have been effective in the classroom must
be prepared to test this view to ascertain whether
students share this opinion (Gallagher, 2000).  Con-
structive criticism given and taken in the right spirit
can lead to improved teaching (Centra, 1993;
Coxwell, 1995).  Centra (1993) stated that evalua-
tions serve a formative purpose if the following four
conditions are met;

Firstly, teachers must learn something new from
them; secondly, they must value the new informa-
tion; thirdly, they must understand how to make im-
provements; and finally, they must be motivated to
make the improvements, either intrinsically or ex-
trinsically.

4. ADMINISTRATOR
PERSPECTIVE:

Most tertiary institutions require academic staff
to undergo an evaluation process to satisfy require-
ments of tenure.  This process is designed for self-
improvement and merit-performance purposes
(Murkison & Stapleton, 2001) .  Often the major
contribution to staff evaluations comes from data
obtained from student evaluations. Some institutions
require their academic staff obtain a 90% satisfac-
tion rating in their evaluations (Bergmann & Gray,
2003).  Furthermore, students are generally una-
ware of how evaluations are used for staff appraisal
and consequently do not realise the effect their evalu-
ations may have (Sojka et al., 2002).

Student evaluations are an important part of staff
evaluation but should not be used as the primary or
sole source of data  (Martinson, 2000).  Other is-
sues such as staff evaluations, peer observation,
collegiality and contribution within the faculty, also
need to be considered.  Furthermore, administra-
tors must realise that there are other unmeasured
variables that may effect evaluations, for example
an evaluation response may be a result of the teach-
er’s personality or relationship with the class rather
than teaching ability  (Martinson, 2000).  An admin-
istrator should take a global overview of evaluations.
If all teachers but one are receiving generally good
evaluations from the same group, then there is an
apparent problem.  Is the problem the subject, class,
teacher, class dynamics or a combination of these?
What can I do to support my staff and facilitate
change? (Personal communication, John Nelson
Section Manager EIT Hawke’s Bay)

Finally administrators must ensure that evalua-
tions are correctly administrated, analysed and in-
terpreted, and not incorrectly used to reinforce pre-
held opinions toward staff already held by adminis-
trators.  An unknown statistician has been quoted
as saying “If you interrogate data long enough sooner
or later it will confess”.

5. CONCLUSION
There will always be conflict with evaluations

while there are three separate parties with separate
agendas.  Evaluations can become more effective if:

Students receive feedback from the evalua-
tions and see that their opinion is valued.

Students are well briefed on the purpose of
the evaluation i.e. whether they are evaluating a pro-
gram or a teacher.

 It is made clear to students that evaluations
are not to be used for a personal attack on teaching
staff and any such comments will be filtered out be-
fore reaching the person concerned.

Teaching staff realise evaluations can be used
to improve the delivery of courses.

Teachers are given the support and resources
to use evaluations to improve teaching and courses.

 Administrators use evaluations as only part
of the evidence for staff evaluation.

 Administrators administer evaluations cor-
rectly.
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Evaluation data is interpreted correctly.

REFERENCES
Bergmann, B. R., & Gray, M. (2003). Student

Evaluations:  Inaccurate, demeaning, misused.
89(5), 44-48.

Bodie, J. V. (1994). Evaluating student evaluations:
The search for perspective. The Journalism
Educator, 49(1), 76-81.

Centra, J. A. (1993). Reflective faculty evaluation :
enhancing teaching and determining faculty
effectiveness. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Covington, M. V. (l976). Self-worth and school
learning. New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston.

Coxwell, M. J. (1995). Paying attention:  Showing
respect for student opinion. The Delta Kappa
Gamma Bulletin, 61, 49-51.

Deming, W. E. (1960). Sample design in business
research. New York: Wiley.

Gallagher, T. J. (2000). Embracing Student
Evaluations of Teaching: A Case Study.
Teaching Sociology, 28(2), 140-147.

Hobson, S. M., & Talbot, D. M. (2001).
Understanding Student Evaluations: What All
Faculty Should Know. College Teaching,
49(1), 26-31.

Kalton, G. (1983). Introduction to survey sampling:
Sage.

Kish, L. (1995). Survey sampling. New York: Wiley.
Martinson, D. L. (2000). Student Evaluations of

Teaching and their short term validity.
Journalism and Mass Communication
Educator, 54(4), 77-82.

Murkison, G., & Stapleton, R. J. (2001). Optimizing
the Fairness of Student Evaluations: A Study
of  Correlations between Instructor Excellence,
Study Production, Learning Production, and
Expected Grades. Journal of Management
Education, 25(3), 269-291.

Sojka, J., Gupta, A. K., & Deeter-Schmelz, D. R.
(2002). .Student and Faculty Perceptions of
Student Evaluations of Teaching: A Study of
Similarities and Differences. College Teaching,
50(2), 44-49.


