on university tfeaching and learning

Student Ratings of Instruction:
Principles for Practice

In 1990, the Dathousie University Office of
Instructional Development and Technology
surveyed teaching units regarding student rat-
ings of instruction practices. The forty-three
departmental responses indicated that Dalhou-
sie has a decentralized system of student ratings
with a wide variety of procedures and question-
nairesinplace. Qursurvey revealed that student
ratings are used widely and are often viewed as
an "important” measure of teaching perform-
ance.

Student ratings are used in the tenure and pro-
motiondecision-making process, for individual
teaching improvement purposes, and for depart-
mental planning  Unfortunately, some instru-
ments are poorly designed and not appropriate
for the purposes they are meant to serve. How
canquestionnaires and procedures forsummative
evaluation be improved at Dalhousie? Not by
designing a single questionnaire and central
processing, butbyidentifying principles of sound
practice and by adopting policies to ensure that
they are respected by all academic units.

The following Principies were adopted by the
Senate Committee onInstructional Development
inMarch, 1991 They are now being studied by
the Senate Academic Planning Committee An
expanded version of this document and further
information on student ratings for summative
purposes (personnel decisions) and formative
purposes (improvement of teaching) can be

obtained from the Office of Instructional Devel-
opment and Technology.

The principles are derived from a review of re-
searchinthe field and reflect those areasin which
there is a high degree of consensus about what
comprisesappropriate and effectivepractice. The
consistency of results achieved by over thirty
years of research provides a useful set of guide-
lines for the development and implementation of
student rating programmes at Dalhousie Univer-
sity.

The general agreement on important elements of
practice notwithstanding, it is important to take
into account the context of the particular teach-
ing evaluation programme. While remaining
sensitive to departmental differences and to the
need for flexibility in the evaluation process,
effective practice nonetheless requires consist-
ency in particular areas. The principles outlined
here are aimed at achieving consistency in these
arcas and at improving the quality of the data on
teaching effectiveness which informs the
evaluation process.

Alan Wright
Carol O'Neil




Student Ratings of Instruction
Principles for Practice

I. General Principles

The purpose of an evaluation of teaching pro-
gramme should be clearly defined and under-
stood.

An attempt should be made to gain student in-
put and ensure students are informed when
devising and implementingevaluationof teach-
ing programmes.

A fundamental distinction must be made be-
tween formative (for teaching improvement)
and summative (forpersonnel decisions) evalu-
ation.

THE REMAINDER OF THE PRINCIPLES APPLY TO
STUDENT RATINGS OF INSTRUCTION PRACTICE
FOR SUMMATIVE PURPOSES

II. Student Ratings of Instruction
for Summative Purposes

1

Student ratings should be used in conjunction
with othier indicators of instructional effective-
ness rather than as the sole indicator,

Students should be asked to give "overall" or
"global" ratings of those dimensions of effec-
tive teaching which are within their ability to
fairly judge and which are relevant to the par-
ticular teaching situation.

ITI. Planning the Evaluation
Environment

3

2%

The student rating form should contain a state-
ment about the purposes the ratings of instruc-
tion are meant to serve.

a)
b)

)

d)

5.

The student rating form should contain the fol-
lowing information:

students are notrequired toidentify themselves;

the instructor will see the compiled results only,
and will not have access to the completed ques-
tionnaires themselves;

comments will be typed before being given to
the instructor;

results will not be given to the instructor until
the final grades have been submitted.

The provisions of the Collective Agreement with respect
to signing comments must, however, be observed.

Detailed procedures forthe use and distribution
of the results of student ratings of instruction
should be determined and controlled at the de-

partmental level, (

IV. Student Rating of Instruction

Questionnaires

6.

Globalor"overall"ratingsinanumber of courses
overaperiod of time provide the most valid and
reliable data for summative purposes.

The response format should be devised to en-
sure reliable data in a form useful for expressed
purposes. Highly recommended are:

« theinclusionof both open- and closed-ended
TESponses;

+ in close-ended responses, the use of a con-
tinuum of five or more points (to provide
morediscriminating datathana "yes" or "no”
IesSponse);

« employing nominal rather than ordinal_
measures (verbal descriptors, not numbers).




8 Studentrating of instructioninstruments should
contain five to fifteen questions.

9 Information on responding students (age, sex,
major, expected mark, etc.) should be kept to a
minimum and should setve ademonstrably valid

purpose.®

Administration Procedures

10. Standardized procedures for the administration
of student rating of instruction instruments
should be in force across campus.

11. Smdentrating of instruction instruments should
be administered in the classroom during regular
class hours.

12, Swdent rating forms should be administered
during the last two weeks of class, but not dur-
ing the last class or with the final exam

13 The response rate should be recorded.

14. The instructor should read the directions to the
students, appoint a student(s) to distribute and
collect the forms, then leave the room The
instructor must not be present when the forms
are being filled out.

15 The student representative should put all used
and unused forms in an envelope, sign the en-
velope and return it to the person responsible
for collecting the forms (preferably departmen-
tal support staff).

16 Students and faculty members should be in-
formed of mechanisms for reporting failure to
follow proper administration procedures.

17 Theteacher should not have access to the tabu-
lated resulits until after the final grades have
been submitted.

A more detailed document which elaborates on
each of these principles and discusses the relevant
research findings is available from the Office of
Instructional Development and Technology

*A Note on Bias

Very often, those involved in the student rating of
instruction process express concern over potential
"biasing" effects (factors not related to teaching,
such as student, professor, or course characteristics
which might influence the ratings). In general,
researchers have found that the influence of such
extraneous factors is minimal (a combination of
such factors account for no more than 15% of the
variance) and reflects genuine differences among
students rather than bias per se. Much of the concern
over potential sources of bias in student ratings
appears to stem from a misconception of what the
ratings represent. Student ratings reflect the differ-
ential values, perceptions and experiences of stu-
dents and are not absolute measures of teaching
effectiveness. However, the differing perceptions
of students are themselves important and legitimate
inputs into the evaluation process.This process is
aimed at forming judgements about teaching effec-
tivenessinavariety of contexts. Whileitisimportant
to take into account the sources of variation in stu-
dent responses when interpreting student ratings of
instruction, the existence of such variations should
not be viewed as evidence that student ratings are
not valid orreliable measures of teaching effective-
ness from the point of view of learners.
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