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Abstract

Those in higher education question whether the assessment of instructional quality can be
separated from student satisfaction and student success, and how and why this might be
done. In the process of exploring these questions, those in higher education must consider
what likely went into the determination of an excellent education in the pre-computers in
education era, and how those differences, if any, may or may not be an issue in today’s
campus classrooms. A recent controversy about student evaluations of faculty (SEFs) at
the University of Calgary frames the following exploration of the multi-faceted and
complex assessment and evaluation issues with regard to SEFs. Several topics are
addressed in this paper: 1) the goals and values of higher education, 2) the educated
person, 3) teaching effectiveness, 4) student satisfaction and student success, 5) the
consumer model of higher education, 6) research on SEFs, and 7) technology and
teaching. An argument is made that student satisfaction and student success cannot be
separated from an assessment of instructional quality, but that a consumer model is
detrimental to the goals of higher education.
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Introduction

A recent controversy shook the Uni?ersity of Calgary regarding student evalu;ations of
faculty. Two main issues fueled the dispute: the implementation of a mandatory, universal teaching
evaluation system, and the publication of results. The Studems’ Union (SU) advocates universal
evaluations aﬁd publication of results to “improve teaching” (Jepson, 1996a). Although course
evaluations have been mandatory at the U of C since 1992, the development and administration of
instruments has been the responsibility of individual departments. Administrations’ use the resulﬁ :
to gauge faculty’s teaching ability, but results are not available to students. The first issue, the
adoption of a universal evaluation instrument, concerns faculty who believe that departmental
distinctions warrant specialized student evaluations. Anton Colijn, president of The University of
Calgary Faculty Association (TUCFA), worries that a set of universal questions will not
adequately address faculty-specific issues (Skierka, 1997). According to a survey of TUCFA
members, 55 percent of faculty oppose a universal instrument, while 72 percent oppose publication
of results (Gazette, Jan 27, 1997). Despite faculty concerns, a 12-item instrument was recently
épproved on a pilot-test basis (Gazette, Feb. 24, 1997). The second issue, the publication of
results, raises concerns about the interpretation of numerical ratings and the possible impact on
instructional quality. Faculty qﬁestion the validity of rating instruments and the reliability of student
opinion. Colijn believes that “a number of factors could influence the ratings--'such as an |
instructor’s gender or race, how ‘cool’ fhe course subject is, the difficulty level of a course and
whether the course is required or optional” (Gazette, Oct. 21, 1996) and cautions that “evaluation
results have to be interpreted carefully” (Jepson, 1996b). Dr. Stalker, law professor and TUCFA
Vice-President, said “many professors oppose the idea of releasing the results of student ratings--
not as a matter of personal interest--but out of fear for the quality of education” (Gazette, Mar 24,
1997). The department head le: Mathematics and Statistics agrees that published ratings may
change how i;eople teach, since instructors may change their style to improve ratings and
popularity rather than actual teaching methods (Skierka, 1996a). Many fear that faculty will avoid

teaching innovations that may negatively affect their course evaluations.
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Students, on the other hand, are demanding information about teaching effectiveness for
course selection. Eighty per cent of voting students in the Fall 1996 by-electioh were iln favor of
published results (Jepson, 1997). Paul Galbraith, (then) SU Vice-President, stated that “publishing
evaluations allow students to tailor their choice of instructor to their learning style” (Skierka,
1996a). Much of the student rhetoric is based on a consumer model of education. The SU states
that students are paying over $3,000 a year to attend the U of C and should be able to access
information to help them choose an instructor (Gazette, Oct. 21, 1996). Students also believe they
can judge good teaching, and that it is “important for students to know what ofher students think of
the teachers...I think if we can make it into university we can understand how to rate teachers”
(Skierka, 1996a). Although a number of issues remain to be resolved, the publication of instructor
ratings has been endorsed in principle by the General Faculties Council (Gazette, Ma; 24, 1997)
and results may be available as early as Fall 1997.

The controversy over student evaluations of faculty (SEF) is not new, nor is it unique to
the University of Calgary. In fact, this issue has been discussed and debated in the literature for
more than half a century (for reviews, see Abrami, d’ Apollonia, & Cohen, 1990; Costin,
Greenough, & Menges, 1971; Cohen, 1981ﬁ Feldman, 1978, 1983; Marsh, 1982, 1984, 1994,
1995). On many campuses, SEFs are the sole measure of teaching effectiveness used for making
tenure, promotion, retention, and merit decisions. Some faculty are uncomfortéble that students
have this much influence on their careers. Ryan, Anderson, and Birchler (1980) found that faculty
believed that mandatory student evaluations affected their own and their colleagues’ morale and job
satisfaction when used for personnel decisions. At the same time, a consumer-oriented and
politically active student population demands high quality educational products and services for
their tuition dollars and access to collective consumer rebong (i.e., SEFs) to guide their purchasing
decisions. Included in this issﬁe are the seemingly conflicting goals of a university. In order to
attract sufficient enrollment, a university must maintain an excellent reputation for both research
and teaching. However, faculty are often trained and selected for their research capabilities, nét

their teaching experience. As an initiation to their teaching role, new faculty are often assigned to
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large enrollment introductory courses which are considered a challenge even by experienced
professors (Sternberg, 1997). Students will not tolerate inadequate instruction as they. pursue
career goals which require nbt only a degree, but a very high GPA in order to compete. A final
twist worth considering is the mutually dependent assessment roles of faculty and students.
Faculty assess student success in their courses and report their findings in the form of grades.
Students indicate their satisfaction with instruction by their responses to evaluation instruments at
| the end of term. Stone (1995) suggests the two assessment roles interact and influence each 6ther:
 the higher the student’s grade, the higher they rate the instructor. Ryan, Anderson, and Birchler
| (1980) report that a large percentage of faculty admit to lowering their aéademic standards to
improve student ratings. Stone (1995) also suggests that rampant grade inflation is a result of
enrollment driven funding that provides an incentive for increased bodies at the expense of
academic standards. His thesis is based on the increased number of marginal or less prepared
students being recruited by higher education institutions to fill available seats.

As demonstrated above, the use of SEFs to assess instructional quality in higher education
is a complex, multi-faceted issue. The discussion that follows explores several topics that are
relevant to understanding why SEFs are sucha widely discussed topic in the literature: (1) the
goals and values of hi gﬁer education; (2) the educated person; (3) teaching effectiveness; (4)
student satisfaction and student success; (5) the consumer model of higher eduéaﬁon; (6) research |
on SEFs; and (5) technology and teaching. An argument will be made that student satisfaction and
student success cannot be separated from an assessment of instructional quality, but that a
consumer model is detrimental to the goals of higher education. Consideration of the priniary goals
and values of higher education and what it means to be an educated person will provide a
conceptual framework for a discussion of research findings on the use of student evaluations of
faculty. This paper will conclﬁde with a discussion of information technology and teaching, and
the potential implications of a technology-based curriculum for the assessment of an excellent

education.
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Goals and Values of Higher Education

An assessment of instructional quality in higher education must necessarily start with an
apriori consideration of its basic goals and values. Most can agree that, despite the wide diversity
of Canadian higher education institutions, the system has three main goals: education, research,
and community or public service. Institutions tend to prioritize these goals diff erently according to
their individual mandate or purpose. For example, universities tend to emphasize research, while
vocational institutions tend to emphasize training and colleges tend to emphasize service. Further,
the main goals may be differentially weighted across different f aculties and departments within an |
institution, such as a university, aﬁd may often be seen as competing with each other. However,
there are many ways to regard them as complementary and even mutually inclusive. Thus,
excellent education and research are also important forms of community service, conducting
research on teaching and learning is a way to enhance teaching, and effective teaching contributes
to the development of skilled reseérchers. Recognizing that different priorities may drive an
institution’s primary mandate, all types of higher education institutions share a common
commitment to their education function. Indeed, the very fact that these institutions fall under the
jurisdiction of provincial and federal departrhents of advanced education signifies this shared goal
of educating students. In order to fulfill their education function, universities must attract sufficient
enrollment to help support the costs of fulfilling their other two functions: research and service. A
university that maintains an excellent reputation for both research and teaching effectively improves
their ability to attract students. Therefore, a university values its excellent reputation. Let us now
consider how a university might evaluate its effectiveness in achieving educational goals.

' The Educated Person

Atfirst glance, it may seem relatively strai ghtforward to determine whether a university is
successfully accomplishing its educational goals. Thousands of univeréity students are conferred
degrees each year. However, careful consideration of the “educated person” reveals that the
educational function of a university is more complex than just granting degrees. In his book

examining the goals of an undergraduate education, Weingartner (1993) challenges us to consider
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what it means to be an educated person. He presents one view that asserts in order for higher
education to be effective, students who embark on the post-secondary path must start with the
knowledge and abilities that enable them to march successfully toward the educated state that merits
a culminating degree. Viewed from this apriori lens, undergraduate education is socially elitist, .
since specification of the outcome determines who is in a position to embark on this educational
Jjourney in the first place. Weingartner (1993) subscribes to an alternate, a posteriori view, which
regards the student as possessing a complex capacity to learn; education is the process that
actualizes this potentiality. Progress is made along a plurality of dimensions and is measured by
what has been added to what existed before - by what has been leamed.l At its root; his a posteriori
view is populist ahd the results sought by higher education constitute a broad range of
achievements; it does not have a unitary design. In maﬁy ways, his educational philosophy is
appropriate for Canadian hi glle_r education, and is hospitable to a heterogeneous population that is
the product of huge waves of immigration from all over the world. Moreover, social progress
depends on an educational philosophy that stresses above all the knowledge and skills that have
been acquired, rather than simply the condition or certification that has been achieved. An a
posteriori and populist view is not necesSariiy held by all who discuss the topic (Weingartner,
1993). A criticism of this view is the philosophy underlying professional education. This
“production” approach to describing the goals of undergraduate education reaséns that the educated
person is a product; a competent physician, lawyer, teacher, or engineer. This line of réasoning
ignores the role of formidable institutions that provide the setting for debates about the competent
professional: guilds, licensing agencies, professional societies. Moreover, important criteria for
conceptions of such professions are derived from their functions: healing the sick, defending the
accﬁsed, teaching youth, building bridges, and so on. Weingartner (1993) asserts that being an
educated person is not a proféssion; society does not delegate the job of defining that state to some
expert organization. Nor is the function of an educated person limitéd to practicing a trade during
working hours. Instead, he echoes Aristotle’s formulation that being an educated person consists

of living well for a whole life. Different philosophies and cultures will generate different accounts
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of living well, and therefore different views of what an educated person is. Only in a society that is
vastly more homogenous than ours could one expect to achieve a consensus or an overarching,
unitary view on so fundamental a set of issues. A broad characterization of the goals of
undergraduate education can heighten our awareness that universities are not just course-giving
institutions; effectiveness in education, rather, requires one to be open to a complex set of
pedagogic means that are or can be available in institutions of undergraduate education.

An additional consideration is that we are, above all, examining the education of
adolescents. Although the age of first-year students is increasing, the largest proportion of
undergraduates is composed of pre-twenty year olds who begin univers.ity shortly after high
school. Weingartner (1993) asserts that we cannot assume that students entering university are
automatically motivated to act in ways that will make them good students. Indeed, if aptitude and
strength of motivation were made the sole criteria for selection into university, beyond past high
school performance, the ranks of undergraduates might be thinned considerably. Because aptitude
and motivation are not seriously considered in admission decisions, one is left with a need to be
concerned with the motivation of students in the pedagogy of undergraduate education. A
professor who believes that motivation is solely the students’ concern would probably be very
pleased with the smaller, “better” classes that would result if motivation were used as an
admissions criterion. The drawback, however, is that far fewer professors would be needed to
teach a reduced number of undergraduates, possibly leaving that very professor without a job.

The fact that motivation is relevant to undergraduate education, and the suggestion that the
majority of undergraduates are yet to become fully formed adults, implies that undergraduate
institutions are engaged in the business of shaping character (Weingartner, 1993). In the sense that
growth and maturation continue during the years of undergraduate study, what happens during
those years influences the direction of those developments. Viewed from this perspective,
universities have an obligation to try to give shape to this direction, in consonance with their
educational goals. That higher education should aim at fostering in its students those qualities of

mind that were classically known as “intellectual virtues™ has not been controversial. Sometimes
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referred to as building a knowledge base, individual programs of study include instructional
objectives ranging in levels of understanding from proficiency, conversancy, competency, to
mastery, with outcomes ranging from measurable to difficult to measure. A comprehension level
goal may be to demonstrate proficiency in the use of the French language, for which the design of
reliable tests is not difficult. Conversancy, which may require analysis and synthesis, would
involve having a grasp of French literature, which is more difficult to measure. We can and do _
design trustworthy tests to determine Whether a student is proficient at expository writing or - |
applying formulae to solve problems. Aiming at higher goals of conversancy and competency are
more distinctive goals of undergraduate education than is the teaching of proficiencies. The
qualities of mind referred to here include, but are not limited to, the ability to suspend judgment in
the face of inadequate evidence, motivation to invest oneself in learning, or to the capacity to
remain open to the views of others. These “intellectual virtues” are not only skills, like the ability
to solve algebraic equations, nor are they knowledge, like an understanding of Einstein’s Theory
of Relativity. Instead, they are an indication of the depth of one’s character. However, there is no
feasible way of examining for the capacity to make courageous moral decisions (Weingartner,

. 1993). Solid evidence for this kind of intellectual growth is not rouﬁnely available at the conclusion
of every semester. Hence, one could find faculty who would disagree that character development is
their responsibility because it is so difficult to measure. However, as we shall éee, expert |
professors readily accept this responsibility and challenge.

Teaching effectiveness: A complex set of pedagogic goals and means

Having considered the overall goals of an undergraduate education, let us now turn our
attention to the views of individual faculty who have been identified as expert teachers and what
they believe constitutes an “excellent university education”. Eaculty often acknowledge that
graduate school may not havel ideally prepared them for their teaching fole. However, judging from
the sheer volume of books (Andre & Frost, 1997; Bess, 1997; Cahn, 1978; Ellis, 1993; Flood &
Moll, 1990; Johnson, 1995; Jones, 1995; Kimball, 1988; McKeachie, 1978; Sterberg, 1997) and

journal articles published on teaching excellence in higher education, the majority of faculty are
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highly motivated and committed to improving instructional quality. Sternberg’s (1997) book
profiles the views of expert professors who have not only taught introductory psychology, but
have written textbooks for the course. There is remarkable consistency in what the individual
professors regard as important and valued instructional goals. They want to portray their discipline
as: (a) an empirical science based on critical thinking, (b) knowledge that is dynamic, not static, (c)
a broad and diverse discipline, and (d) important in everyday life. These goals could easily be
applied to other disciplines. David Myers explains his teaching philosophy in this way: “What
greater life mission would one hope for than to do one’s part to restrain intuition with critical
thinking, judgmentalism with compassion, and illusion with understan&ing?” (p 109). Each
professor describes a complex set of pedagogical means they use in their attempt to ignite a fire in
students that is fueled by an enthusiasm and excitement about psychology. They want to convey
their passion for the subject and consider it a measure of their success when students go on to
pursue graduate studies or even professional careers in psychology. An important means to
consider is establishing the “benchmark” or challenge that many professors view as crucial to
developing a student’s learning capabilities and their character. Excellent professors aim to
challenge their students to grow intellectually and strive for greatef depth of understanding.
Sternberg (1997) takes the pbsition that professors have a responsibility to teach to a student’s
weaknesses as well as to their strengths. He believes that students need to be taught to think in at
least three different ways: analytically, creatively, and practically (p. 141), and acknowledges that
general intellectual ability means that almost everyone is good at some things and not so good at
others. A student may be strong analytically, but not particularly strong creatively, and so on.
Therefore, a teacher who aims to improve analytical, creative, and practical thinking will practically
ensure that they are reaching some of the students some of the time, while not reaching all of the
students all of the time. Many courses emphasize one particular type of thinking, and students who
already think that way do quite well. Sternberg (1997) believes that in order for students to be
successful in later life, they need to learn their own individual pattern of strengths and weaknesses,

and adopt strategies to compensate for and correct their weaknesses. Therefore, a worthy goal of
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undergraduate education is to intellectually challenge students to modify and increase their abilities,
not just to practice what they already know how to do well. In this way, Sternberg (1997) believes
instruction prepares students for the many kinds of intellectual challenges they will encounter
throughout their lives. Recall the Student Union’s argument that published student ratings will aid
students in selecting an instructor that matches their leaming style. If we agree that Sternberg’s
(1997) goal to challenge students to address their leaming weaknesses is a valued endeavor in
undergréduate education, and that professors are in the business of shaping character to prepére
students to live well for a whole life (Weingartner, 1993), we have to wonder whether this
“consumer demand” is actually in the best interests of students. One coﬁld argue that students have
the right to limit their learning experiences to only those in which they believe they will excel. After
all, students are driven to achieve the highest GPA possible to better their chances for employment,
program selection, or graduate school admission. However, if we also agree that universities are
not just degree granting institutions, then we must believe that challenging students to grow
beyond their present strengths and develop new ways of thinking is a goal worth preserving. The
use of published ratings so that students can match their learning style to that of the professor may
inadvertently reduce the value and outcome of the undergraduate education that students’ receive.
Student Satisfaction and Student Success

How important is it to include measures of student satisfaction and student success in the
assessment of the instructional quality of an undergraduate education? Astin (1993) asserts that
assessment results are of most value when they shed light on the causal connection between
educational practice (means) and educational outcomes (goals). If the instructional goals of
undergraduate education include the developing of a character as well as intellectual virtues, and
preparing students to live well for a whole life, and the pedagogic means to achieve this are
complex and demanding, then how do we assess whether we are achieving excellence? One
present method for evaluating student learning is the course grade assigned at the end of semester.
Another is to infer student satisfaction with instruction from student evaluations of faculty. To

make an evaluation, a measurement is interpreted according to some value system. The quality of
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the evaluation depends on both the quality of measurement and the care with which this result is
interpreted. A careless interpretation of good quglity data is likely to lead to a poor evaluation just
as a careful interpretation of shoddy data would (Violato, McDougall, and Marini, 1992). Although
one can argue that current methods for assessing student success and satisfaction are subject to
various sources of bias and error, they are still our “best guess” about whether universities are
achieving their instructional goals. Anassessment of instructional qhality cannot be separated from
student’s perceptions of the quality of instruction and student success. Student satisfaction is an
important measure of teaching effectiveness: “If one takes increased interest and motivation for
learning as important outcomes, it is hard to come up with better measufes than the students’ own
perceptions of their interest. Not only can students provide data about the effects that instrucfion
has had on them, but they also have an excellent opportunity to observe what the teacher does and
what the course requires” (McKeachie, 1990, p. 194). It has been established that student |
motivation is an instructional goal of expert professors (Weingartner, 1993; Sternberg, 1997) and
as such should be a considered a good indicator of teaching effectiveness. In addition,
undergraduate education goals are achieved, and the curriculum actually delivered, only to the
extent to which students learn (Weingartner; 1993). Professor assigned grades or other
achievement measures are our “best guess” that learning has occurred. In subsequent sections, the
extent to which learning has occurred, and or conditions under which leaming' can and does occur,‘
will be examined with respect to student satisfaction with the teaching and learning process.
Consumer Model of Higher Education

However important student satisfaction is when assessing instructional quality, this author
agrees with critics who are against the often used “consumer student” rationale for publishing the
results of SEFs. Haskell (1997) suggests we must consider the “consumer” of higher education to
be society as a whole, rather than limiting consideration of the impact of an undergraduate
education to the individual student. The financial argument supporting the consumer student’s
demand for their rights is on shaky ground when one considers that Canadian university students

pay only a small proportion of the true cost of their education. In large part, the student’s education
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is funded by tax dollars allocated by provincial and federal departments of education. Society
collectively invests in higher education because of the predicted benefits to society as a whole.
One .of the arguments against the consumer model is founded in the belief that SEFs
endanger academic freedom. Schrank (1993), Stone (1995) and Haskell (1997) believe that
because SEFs are used for tenure, promotion, retention, and merit decisions, faculty may feel
~ pressured by administration and students to. modify what they teach about in order to “avoid
trouble”. Schrank (1993) argues that academic freedom is important within the liberal conception
of a university because universities are not only purveyors of the known, but cfeators and
disseminators of the new. To fulfill this crucial creative role, universitiés require openness, the free '
exchange of ideas, éontrovefsy, ferment, dissent, even heresy. Schrank (1993) believes a |
component of academic freedom is tolerance, and that participating in the university environment A
may sometimes involve accepting a fair measure of intellectual discomfort. The current debate on
political correctness and the suppreésion of speech on the ground that it expresses harmful or
hurtful ideas is incompatible with the fundamental premises of an intellectual community. This
argument is not an attempt to protect the “rights” of a faculty member who was racist or sexist.
However, one must recognize the ambi guity of these terms, and the dependence on interpretation
by both the purveyor and the offended party. Schrank (1993) suggests the appropriate response to
speech expressing ideas that are regarded as false, politically unacceptable or dangemus is speech |
that refutes those ideas. Haskell (1997) and Stone (1995) argue that threats to academic freedohl
come from within an institution in the form of the “consumer student”. They argue that within a
consumer model of education, to deny consumer demands is difficult and often results in a watered
down curriculum and inflated grades. Further, SEFs are seen as fiscally efficient way to determine
who is serving the “consumer student’s” demands best. To deny consumer demands in this type of
environment is viewed as undémocratic and downright mean spirited. However, Haskell (1997),
Stone (1995) and McMurtry (1991) argue that an attempt to satisfy the consumer student’s demand
for their political correctness or a high GPA educational product is problematic, if not detrimental,

to the goals of higher education.
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McMurtry (1991) forms a clear and convincing argument against the utility and validity of a
consumer model of higher education, and the explicit shaping and forming of higher education
goals and purposes to supply the demands of a student-consumer market.

The best product on the market, as we know, is the one which is the most ‘ problem-free’

for its purchaser--delivered ready made for ‘ instant easy use’, ‘ guaranteed replacement’ it

if does not work, and ‘repaired cost-free’ whenever it needs maintenance attention. The

best education, on the other hand, is the opposite on all standards of excellence. It cannot

be produced or delivered by another at all, is never ready-made nor instant, and cannot be

guaranteed replacement or service cost-free if it is not working. The higher the standards

it has, the less it can be immediate in yield, the more work it demands of its owner, and

the more its failures must be overcome by its possessor’s own work. An education can

never be ‘problem free’, and poses ever deeper and wider problems the higher the level of

excellence it achieves (p 213).
It follows, therefore, that if the goals of undergraduate education, such as the development of
character, motivation, and intellectual virtues, and the creation and dissemination of new ideas, are
subverted to the production model of certification in a consumer driven market, then universities
will lose their ability to contribute in meaningful ways to society. Students cannot expect to
passively receive an excellent education, nor can professors be expected to give one. One of the
disadvantages of referring to students as customers is that it obscures their central role as producers
of knowledge, in this case their skills and kﬁowledge of the world and their discipline (Mingle,
1995). The development of an educated person who will live well for a whole life must be a shared
endeavor between faculty and students. Both parties must have a say in the quality of this
transaction, and no one party should have sole responsibility for defining and directing the efforts
of the other. Students cannot expect to drive the curriculum to suit their desire for certification.
Faculty, as recognized experts in their discipline, must take seriously their responsibility to teach
well and share their enthusiasm and knowledge with students. As apprentices in a discipline,
students must afford faculty the rights and responsibilities that come with expertise, and become
willing partners in the exploration of a discipline. In order to protect societies’ investment in higher
education, faculty need to continue to set high standards for conversancy in a discipline while

motivating students to engage in the learning process. Students need to provide thoughtful

feedback on their satisfaction with the instructional process and the quality of teaching.
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Research on Student Evaluations of Faculty

Two basic premises underlie assessment in higher education (Asten, 1993). One, an
institution’ s assessment practices are a reflection of its values. A university values its reputation for
excellent teaching, and therefore collects and pays attention to information about instructional
quality. The second premise is that assessment practices should further the basic aims and
purposes of our higher education institutions. The basic motive for gathering information about the

quality of instruction should be to improve the functioning of its institution and its people. Itis

important to keep these premises in mind when'considering the use of information gathered by

SEFs. First, because universities rely on SEFs to evaluate faculty teaching for merit, tenure,

promotion and salary decisions, it is important to assure that they provide valid indications of

instructional quality. Second, because results from student ratings are expected to help improve
instructional quality, then it is important to examine what. mechanisms are in place to capitalize on
the information obtained. The dispute over publication of results at the University of Calgary
revealed a number of faculty beliefs regarding student evaluations. Arreola (1995) provides a good

framework for exploring faculty beliefs about SEFs. Similar categories of beliefs about SEFs will

- be used to organize the following selective review of current and past research findings on SEFs.

This secﬁon will include a consideration of the use of SEFs to improve instructional quality.

Students as unqualified and impulsive judges |

One common belief is that students cannot make consistent judgments about the instructor
and instruction because of their immaturity, lack of experience, and capn'ciousnesé. Costin,
Greenough, and Menges (1971) and Hogan (1973) found correlations between student ratings of
the same instructors and courses over time ranged from 0.70 to 0.87., so this belief can be
disregarded as essentially untrue. It appears that students are !ess impulsive than generally
believed, and that ratings acrds_s instructors and courses, and even over. time, are fairly reliable.
The first belief is based on an assumption that only colleagues are qualified to evaluate their peers’
instruction. Researchers have explored the relationship between student and peer ratings of

teaching with variable results. Maslow & Zimmerman (1956) found that student’s judgments of
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their teacher’ s effectiveness correlated highly (r = 0.69) with faculty judgments of the same
teachers. Doyle and Crichton (1978) compared student, peer, and self evaluations of college
instructors on overall teaching ability. Significant correlations were found between student and
peer evaluations (r = .49), student and self evaluations (r =.52), and colleague and self evaluations .
(r =.64), which provides support for the consistency of student evaluations when compared with
other “expert” opinions of teaching ability. Kremer (1990) found that the overall reliability of peer
ratings varied depending on the professional area being assessed. Interjudge reliability of peer
ratings of research (r = .77) were highest, followed by service (.56) and teaching (.50). Peers are
more confident rating a peer’s research ability, rather than service or teaéhing performance. Rather
than supporting the belief that peer’s are better judges of teaching than students, the research éited
above supports the use of both student and peer evaluations of teaching ability.

Murray, Rushton, and Paunonen (1990) provide an interesting perspective on what peer
and student ratings can tell us about teaching effectiveness in different types of courses. They
investigated relations between peer ratings of faculty personality traits and student ratings of
teaching effectiveness in six types of university psychology courses (from introductory non-major
to graduate). They found clear evidence that perceived teaching eff ectiveness varies substantially
across different types of courses for the same instructor. Correlations between cumulative . ...... ..
instructor ratings in different types of courses ranged from .06 to .78 and averéged .49, indicating |
that teaching effectiveness shows only moderate cross-situational consistency. It is the exception
rather than the rule for an instructor to perform exceptionally well or exceptionally poorly in all
types of courses. The authors posit that although faculty are trained and selected for their more
homogenous cognitive and intellectual characteristics, it is their heterogeneous personality
characteristics that best predict teaching effectiveness. Becauge personality characteristics, as
measured by peers, may prediét teaching effectiveness in various types of courses, as measured by
student evaluations, then departments should assign teaching tasks according to the type of
situation in which faculty are most likely to excel. Benefits from this arrangement would accrue to

departments, faculty and students, as well as increase an institution’s reputation for good teaching.
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Somé faculty believe that students ére unable to make accurate judgments until they have
been away from the course, and possibly away f roh the university, for several years. Drucker and
Remmers (1951) showed that alumni who have been out of school from five to ten years rated
instructors much the same as students currently enrolled. Recent evidence by Overall & Marsh
(1980) and Marsh (1984) further substantiates this earlier finding, and shows this belief to be
| ~ essentially untrue. Students’ evaluations collected at the end of a course are remarkably similar to

the retrospective ratings provided by the same studeﬁts several years later.
| Student Ratings as a Popularity Contest
Faculty do not want to believe that enthusiasm or expressivenesé is all that is needed for
one to be perceived as an effective teacher. As a result, teacher expressiveness, which includes
enthusiasm, humor, friendliness, physical movement, vocal inflection, warmth, and charisma, has
“been examined for its effect on student ratings of faculty. Perhaps the most famous set of
experiments in this area are the Dr. Fox studies on the “educational seduction” phenomena. Ware
and Williams (Ware & Williams, 1975, 1977; Williams & Ware, 1976, 1977) and Meier &
Feldhusen (1979) conducted laboratory studies of student’s reactions to video-taped lectures
presented by a professional actor. The lectures differed on two variables: instructor expressiveness
and amount of lecture content. After viewing the.tape(s), students rated the instructor and the . |
content, as well as completing a quiz on the lecture material. General results indicated that: (a) moré
substantive lecture content results in greater student acHievement than less substantive lecture
content, (b) student ratings reflect the amount of lecture content when instructor enthusiasm is low,
(c) student ratings do not reflect the amount of lecture content presented when instructor
enthusiasm is high, and (d) a highly expressive presentation will receive higher student ratings that
will a presentation that lacks expressiveness, regardless of the amount of substantive content
presented. These findings were substantiated by similar laboratory research (Bascow & Distenfeld,
1985; Basow, 1990) which also found significant main effects for teacher expressiveness over
content. Perry, Abrami, & Leventhal ( 1979) conducted a “Dr. Fox” type study using videotapes
of areal psychology professor; but failed to replicate all of Williams & Ware’s (1976, 1977)
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results. However, they did replicate the earlier finding that regardless of content (high vs.
medium), expressiveness affected student ratings of lectures more than achievement, and
conversely, in low expressiveness lectures, content affected ratings more than achievement. This
suggests that students taught by instructors lacking enthusiasm, humor, friendliness, charisma,
and the like may rate their instructors more severely on the basis of lecture content than their actual
achievement would justify. When students are unsatisfied with instructional delivery, they rate the
instructor lower regardless of how well they succeed in the course.

The Dr. Fox studies have been criticized for lack of genera]izabili ty because the
experiments were not situated in natural classroom settings. However, é recent study by Stephen J.
Ceci (“Student ratings news”, 1997, Murray, 1997) suggests that the “halo-effect” for expressive
instructors, regardless of content, carries over to the classroom. In this study, Ceci taught his
developmehtal psychology course two semesters in a row using the same syllabus, films, textbook
and tests. The second time he taught the course, Ceci varied his presentation style by varying his
pitch, speaking more enthusiastically, and using more gestures. Unsurprisingly, student ratings of
his enthusiasm improved. However, a surprising difference in student evaluations was that
students rated Ceci’s level of knowledge, ofganization, faimness, and even the quality of the
textbook much higher in the second course. Student achievement on tests was basically the same in
both semesters. Ceci suggests that “student ratings are far from the bias-free indicators of |
instructor effectiveness and quality that many have touted them to be” (p. 5). Ceci’s findings
support the proposition that student perception can be manipulated by teacher expressiveness.

In another classroom-based study, Widmeyer & Loy (1988) found that a visiting lecturer
who was introduced as either “warm” or “cold” was rated si gnificantly differently by students
immediately after the presentation. Students who were told the lecturer was a “warm” person rated
him as more pleasant and sociable, less irritable and ruthléss, more humorous, less formal, and
more humane than did students who were told that the same guest lecturer was a “cold” person.
Student ratings of the visiting lecturer’s teaching ability were also affected, with the “warm”

lecturer receiving significantly higher ratings. This study supports the contention that positive
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attributions to a stimulus person greatly influences subjects’ overall impressions of personality and
teaching ability. Findings on teacher expressiveness suggest that if instructors want to positively
af feét how students rate their personalities and teag:hing ability, they should present themselves as
“warm”, speak enthusiastically, and use more gestures. A sense of humor also improves a
teacher’ s ratings. Gorham & Christophel (1990) investigated the relationship between a teacher’s

use of humor and overall immediacy and student’s perceived cognitive and affective learning

outcomes. The total number of humorous incidents recorded for each teacher was positively

-correlated with the frequency of his/her use immediacy behaviors, and the overall use of

immediacy behaviors was highly correlated with students’ perceived leérning outcomes. Bryant,
Comisky, Crane, & Zillman (1980) also found a strong correlational relationship beiween teachers’
use of humor and students’ evaluations of their teachers’ effectiveness.

Instructor warmth, humor, and immediacy, all of which are elements of “expressiveness”,
seems to positively affect student’ s ratings of instructors and their perception of engagement in the

course. Perhaps the more expressive instructor is not just “more popular” but is actually

* constructing a classroom environment more conducive to engagement, which may lead to increased

learning. Additional evidence that supports this proposition comes from a study conducted by
Frymier and Thompson (1992) that explored associations between students’ motivation to study,
teachers’ perceived credibility, and teachers’ use of affinity-seeking strategies..Results indicated |
that several affinity-seeking strategies (i.e., interpersonal skills such as listening, optimism,
sensitivity, openness, facilitating enjoyment, trustworthiness, comfortable with self, dynamism
and supportiveness) were significantly associated with competence and character, indicating that
the use of affinity-seeking in the classroom may assist in the development of teacher credibility.
Students’ perceptions of teacher credibility and teachers’ use 'of affinity-seeking strategies were
found to be positively and si gﬁi_ﬁcantly associated with students’ motivation to study. The
correlations here suggest that teachers who use student-oriented affinity-seeking strategies that
indicate teacher interest in and respect for students are more likely to have students with higher

levels of motivation, as well as be perceived as more credible (Frymier & Thompson, 1992). What
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can be concluded from research on expressiveness is that the instructor who actively attempts to be
more expressive, warm, humorous, affinity-seeking and immediate will have positive effects not
only on student ratings of their teaching, but may construct classroom climates more conducive to
motivation and engagement. Although Ceci did not find a difference in achievement, the Dr. Fox

studies found that more substantive lecture content resulted in better student achievement. It seems

- that the more expressive teacher with substantive lectures will positively affect both student

satisfaction and student success.

| Gender effects

A common belief suggests that gender of the student and the ins'tructor affects student

ratings. Because university teaching is still a predominantly male profession, and SEFs have'the
potential to influence advancement in such a career, it is worthwhile taking a closer look at possible
gender biases in SEFs. Gender has typically been examined in terms of whether male and female
professors receive different mean ratings. Basow and her colleagues have looked at the issue of
gender bias with a focus on more subtle effects (Basow and Distenfeld, 1985; Basow and Silberg,
1987; Basow, 1990; Basow, 1995). A complex picture emerges when SEFs are examined as a
function not only of professor gender but also student gender, gender-typing of the discipline,
status of the professor, and gender-typed characteristics of the professor (Basow, 1995). Male
students have been found to rate female faculty lower than they rate male facufty, especially when |
faculty gender differences in rank, discipline, and student-perceived personality traits are controlled
for (Basow & Silberg, 1987). However, when such variables are not controlled fdr, female faculty
are sometimes rated higher than male faculty (Feldman, 1983). Different aspects of teaching also
appear important for male and female professors in obtaining good overall ratings, and both male
and female students have gender-related expectations for their professors (Bennett, 1982;
Kierstead, D’ Agostino, & Diil, 1988). For example, Sandler (1991) fdund that it seems more
important for female professors to demonstrate warmth and friendliness than it is for male
professors. With respect to sensitivity, student comfort, and respect, female teachers are rated

higher than male professors, especially by female students (Basow, 1995). Bennet (1982) found
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that a highly structured instructional approach was viewed by students as more professional, and
when women faculty used a more collaborative and innovative method of téaching they were seen
asless compotent. Male and female faculty also may differ in their teaching style or may appear to
" students to possess different personality traits (Basow & Silberg, 198’7).v For example, female
professors appear to run a more democratic classroom and generally are rated higher than their
male counterparts i'n interpersonal traits and behaviors, such as helping students (Feldman, 1983;
Murray, Rushton, & Paunooen, 1990). Basow & Silberg (1987) found that although women
tended to rate their female professors somewhat higher than their male professors they tended to
view their male professors as more dynamic and as better teachers.
An examination of gender effects is further complicated by the fact that male and f emo.le
. professors are not similarly situated or represented on Canadian oampuses (Table 1). Women are
overrepresented in the leoturer positions and underrepresented in the ranks of the professoriat.

Table 1
Full-time Faculty by Gender, Type of Appointment, and Rank 1995

Female Contract - .09 % 34 % 58 %
Male Contract 0.64 % 1.0 % 9.2 % 30.6 %
Female Tenured/Leading to Tenure 11.0 % 25.9 % 36.3 % 15.1 %
Male Tenured/Leading to Tenure 88.0 % 61.1 % 47.7 % 10.4 %
Source: Statistics Canada. Postsecondary Education Section. Unpublished data.

Students are much more likely to be taught by tenured, high ranking male professors during their
university career, and less likely to be taught by women profi essofo. Because higher evaluations
tend to be associated with rank, women may lose out. For example, tenured professors tend to
receive better ratings than untenured professors and teaching assistants; upper level courses tend to
be rated higher than lower level courses (Feldman, 1983). Pérhaps because of their lower
representation on campus, female professors are seen as atypical and therefore their gender is
notable. Basow (1995) found tﬁat male f aculty were rated similérly by their female and male
students, regafdless of divisional affiliation, whereas female faculty were frequently rated

differently by their female and male students, especially in the humanities and social sciences. Male
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students}f requently rated female professors the lowest on fairness, thought stimulation, and overall
teaching. The practical significance of this research, despite somewhat small reported effect sizes,
is that in the case of the untenured female faculty member with few years of teaching experience in
the humanities or the social sciences, who teaches a large number of male students who expect low
grades, these small effect sizes may add up to gender-biased perceptions and evaluations, as found
in an earlier study (Basow & Silberg, 1987). Research demonstrates the complexity of gender ‘
variables when they operate in the university setting, but is by no means conclusive. Further
investigation is warranted to better understand and predict the impact of stereotypical gender
expectations on student evaluaﬁons in the predominantly male universify teaching profession.
| Grading effects

One common belief is that the grades or marks students receive in the course are highly
correlated with their ratings of the course and the instructor. Stone (1995) believes instructors are
rated higher when they lower standards and artificially raise grades, however, research on this
question has yet to produce consistent and conclusive results. Abrami, Dickens, Perry, &
Leventhal (1980) failed to find any evidence of a large grading-standards effect on ratings, and
considered the size of the differences they did find to be relatively unimportant when student
ratings are used to make gross distinctions between instructors. Others have found that increased
grades or more lenient grading criteria do result in higher student ratings of teaching effectiveness.
Holmes (1972) found that when students’ grades disconfirm their expectancies (i.e., they believe
they will receive an A but are told they received a B) they will tend to rate the instructor lower on
teaching effectiveness. Powell (1977) found that evaluations of both the instructor’s performance
and the course decreased as the stringency of grading criteria increased. DuCette and Kenney
(1982) found that correlations between grades and evaluatior'ls. vary across types of courses, with
required courses showing the strongest correlation between grades and> ratings. Some researchers
interpret these findings to suggest that higher grades are a natural result of more effective teaching.
Howard & Maxwell (1980, 1982) and Beatty & Zahn (1990) suggest that the relationship between

grades and student satisfaction is a welcome result of important causal relationships among other
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variables, such as student motivation and engagement, rather than simply as evidence of
contamination due to grading leniency. This line of research may also lead to investigations of the
relationship between student assessment and instructional goals and means. Expert professors
agree that assessment and instruction must agree (Sternberg, 1997). If students are to be tested for
thinking but are instructed in ways that emphasizes the acquisition of facts, then students will be
confronted with assessment that does not match the way in which .they were taught. Students will
quickly learn that they will not be held accountable for thinking. The cost of this mismatch will be a
loss of students’ trust in the instructor’s credibility. I-iolmes’ (1972) study on grade expectancy
suggests that students’ ratings are also an indication of their trust in the .assessment- practices of an
instructor. A question worth asking with regards to grading effects, that is not dealt with in the
literature, is whether a professor’s grading practices, as perceived by students as a fair or unfair
assessment of their performance, may affect ratings of the course. Two items on the universal
ratings scale approved by the General Faculties Council at the University of Calgary (Gazette, Feb.
24, 1997) will measure student opinion about grading practices. Perhaps the pilot-study of this
instrument shou_ld evaluate whether students’ opinions about grading, as measured by responses to
these two items, are related to measures of overall teaching quality; In conclusion, the beli.ef that
student ratings are highly céfrelated with their grades can be supported or unsupported by the
literature, and is still an open question that warrants further investigation.

Validity, Reliability, Usefulness

Researchers have questioned the validity, reliability, and usefulness of student evaluation
instruments on various dimensions using different research methodologies (for reviews, see
Abrami, d’ Apollonia, & Cohen, 1990; Costin, Greenough, & Menges, 1971; Cohen, 1981;
Feldman, 1978; Feldman, 1983; Howard, Conway, & Maxvyell, 1985; Marsh, 1982, 1984).
Further meta-analysis of the research on the design and testing of valid .and reliable instruments is
not a goal of this paper. However, an examination of the usefulness of student evaluations with
regards to whether they can be used to improve instructional quality is important to the present

discussion. McKeachie et al. (1980) found little effect of ratings alone on teacher improvement, but
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they found significant improvement when the ratings were communicated in a face-to-face
counseling session. Marsh and Roche (1993) investigated the efficacy of a student evaluation
process that included instructor self-evaluations and a feedback/consultation intervention. As a
result of midterm student and self evaluations, faculty targeted specific aspects of their teaching .
with the help of the consultation advice from excellent instructors. The student ratings at end of

term improved significantly for instructors who employed these techniques compared to a control

group who did not. Marsh and Roche’s (1993) findings suggest that student evaluation feedback

coupled with expert consultation is an effective means to improve feaching effectiveness. Ina
similar study that employed feedback to faculty, Abbott, Wulff, Nyqufst, Ropp, and Hess (1990)
examined student satisfaction with eight processes of collecting student ratings of instruction by
varying (a) method (group interviews vs. individual standardized ratings forms), (b) timing
(midterm vs. end of course), and (c) amount of instructor reaction to student ratings (restricted vs.
extended). Consistent with predictions drawn from reactance and social comparison theories,
Abbott; etal. (1990) found that students were more satisfied with interview methods at midterm
followed by extended instructor reaction than with traditional approaches f of collecting student
opinions about instruction (i.€., standardized ratings forms administered at the end of a course).
The authors believe that students were more satisfied with the group interview process at midterm
because they were able to compare their opinions about the course with others,. and they expected
to benefit more fully from changes the instructor instigated as a result of the feedback. Findings
from this study indicate that students are most satisfied with a faculty and course evaluation
process at midterm that enables them to observe the effects and benefit from their feedback on
instruction. The various approaches to investigating the usefulness of student evaluations for
improving instructional quality indicate that standardized instruments administered atthe end of
term have less impact on teaching effectiveness than midterm formative evaluations that provide
feedback to instructors. If the Student’s Union at the University of Calgary truly wants to help
improve the quality of teaching on campus, then perhaps they should direct their lobbying efforts

towards the implementation of a midterm course evaluation process that provides useful and timely
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feedback to the instructor, rather than arguing for a process (standardized instrument administered
at the end of course) that has been shown to have limited impact on teaching ef; fectiveiiess.'
Teaching and Technology

A relevant area to consider as part of the complex set of pedagogic means used to deliver
undergraduate education is the use of insti'u_i:tional technology for teaching and learning.
Universities are motivated to spend vast amounts of money acquiring technology because it
incr_'eases their reputation for innovative teaching, and in order to prepare students to live well for a
whole lifeina technology-rich society, higher education must promote the acquisition of
technology-related knowledge and skills across disciplines. Formal evicience linking this
investment to stucient achievement and motivation has been modest, but encouraging (Kulik &
Kulik, 1980, 1987; Ehrmann, 1995). Though enthusiastic claims for the impact of computer
integration upon achievement have not been realized, the motivational aspects of technology have
been recognized as a sufficient condition upon which to base their acquisition and use (McKeachie,
1990). A teclinology-based curriculum seems to be a win-win situation for both faculty and

students. However, a belief expressed at the University of Calgary is that SEFs may cause some

faculty to avoid teaching innovations or experiments that may negatively affect their evaluations.

There is no research that specifically investigates the relationship between SEFs and the integration
of technology. On the surface, fai:ulty concern is hard to justify in light of f; indings that |
technology-based instruction made small but significant contributions to student success and
student satisfaction. However, a possible limitation to relying on student recognition of teaching
excellence and technology integration lies in the initial demands made on novice students and
faculty, and the nature of changing faculty and student roles as a result of integrating technology.
Although technology has been increasingly available and used for teaching and learning
since the microcomputer revolution of the 1970s, students still vary gréatly in their readiness for
participation in a computer-using portion of a syllabus, while faculty members are most unequally
prepared to make use of computers in their teaching (Weingartner, 1993). The instructor who plans

to require the use of computers must plan strategies to address both weak or non-existent computer
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skills in themselves and students, and also develop tasks to appeal to those who have already
mastered the needed skills. This “anticipatory remediation” (Weingartner, 1993) for both novice
faculty and novice students may impact SEFs during the transition, as both teacher and learner
grapple with a relatively new and complex means of instruction.

Integrating technology into the teaching-learning transaction has been found to transform
the teacher’s role from being the traditional “sage on the stage” to being a “guide on the side” as .
student roles change from being passive receivers of content to being more active participants and
partners in the leaming process (Roblyer, Edwards, & Havriluk; 1997). The transition from
teacher-directed to more student-centered instruction has been the resulf of a move from
predominantly behaviorist to more constructivist approaches to student learning. It was originally
believed that tcchnoloéy would serve a behaviorist, “teaching-machine” role in the classroom
(Skinner, 1954). Along with a transition in the work world from a mass production, industrial
model of the physical laborer, to a model of the knowledge worker in an information age, there has
been a transition in education and péychology from a behaviorist, stimulus-response-feedback
model of the learner to a more constructivist, knowledge building, information processing model
of the leamner. Constructivists, like Seymouf Papert, envisioned a new role for the computer, that
of partner in the active knowledge building and problem solving learning processes of the student.
In today’ s technology-supported undergraduate classrooms, it is hypothesized that students may |
initially resist becoming more actively involved in their own learning, because of past success with
behaviorist and traditional approaches, and may actually react less positively to the change from
teacher-centered, content-driven learning, to a more student-centered constructivist approaches that
require more effort and engagement on part of the student. Faculty members may actually be
integrating technology in effective ways to increase student involvement and engagement in their
own knowledge construction, and the result may be that students react iess positively to the
increased workload and demand, and actually rate the faculty member less favorably than another
faculty member who expécts more traditional, passive forms of participation from students. Add to

this the frustrations of hardware, software, and network instability, variable access, and the
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newness of the field and experimental teaching methods, and the integration of technology for
teaching and learning becomes more complex and complicated. This proposition has not been
explored using experimental conditions, however, it certainly warrants further investigation to
determine whether there are “growing pains” in the transition period while students and faculty
struggle with technology, and whether this affects SEFs.
Conclusion 4

This paper pfoposed no major solutions to problems associated with SEFs. It was argued
that an assessment of instructional quality cannot be séparated from student satisfaction and student

success. One of the primary goals of a university is to educate students, and the extent to which

students learn is an assessment of its performance. It is the professor’s responsibility to motivate

and engage students in the learning process, while setting rigorous standards for achievement.
Student satisfaction with instruction is an important variable to formatively assess in order to
constantly improve instruction. Ratings of instruction can be effective in improving instructional
quality when collected mid-way during the semester and discussed with the faculty member. It was
argued that the consumer model of education has dangerous implications for instructional quality if
it leads to a reduction in rigor and standards; and it obscures the student’s role as a producer of
knowledge. Perhaps the faculty at the University of Calgary should continue to resist widescale
publication of ratings to avoid pitfalls inherent in trying to please the “consumer student”. Faculty
concemns and beliefs about SEFs were discussed and some were shown to be misconceptions.
However, it appears that student satisfaction can be inﬁuenced by such variables as teacher
expressiveness, gender, rank of professor, and possibly expected grade in the course. The validity
and reliability of SEFs must continue to be discussed in the literature, and faculty may find it in
their best interests to be aware of variables other than content'coverage that affect student ratings. A
new area that may cause initial unreliabilities in student ratings is the integration of technology for
teaching and learning. Future research into the outcomes of technology-supported curricula should
include careful analysis of the impact of the shifting paradigm from teacher-directed to student-

centered instruction on student evaluations of faculty.
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