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ABSTRACT

At most Canadian and American community colleges and universi-
ties, student ratings have been implemented as a means of evaluating 
course instruction. Although concerns regarding the validity of student 
ratings from instructors’ perspectives have been studied quite exten-
sively, issues associated with the use of student ratings information by 
administrators have been largely ignored. In this study, we surveyed 
52 administrators at a major Canadian university about the types of 
ratings they use, how useful they are, and their purpose. Our fi ndings 
indicate that administrators are interested in knowing about instructor 
characteristics and teaching procedures. In addition, ratings are being 
used for instructor and department evaluation as well as scheduling 
courses. In general, administrators regard student ratings positively 
and think that they are useful. However, they have some reservations.

RÉSUMÉ

Dans la majorité des collèges et des universités, les étudiants évaluent 
leurs professeurs. Les inquiétudes de la validité de ces évaluations selon 
les professeurs, ont été bien etudiées, mais l’utilization et les perspec-
tives des administrateurs n’ont pas été etudiées. Dans cet étude 52 ad-
minstrateurs dans une grande université Canadienne ont répondu aux 
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questions selon les evaluations. Les résultats indiquent que les admin-
istrateurs s’intéressent aux caractéristiques des professeurs et de leurs 
apprentissages. De plus, les administrateurs utilisent les évaluations 
pour organiser les cours. En general, les administrateurs ont donné des 
réponses très positives avec peu de réservations.

Since their inception in the 1920s, the use of student ratings for the evalua-
tion of instruction has proliferated to the point that they are now used regularly 
at almost all universities and community colleges in Canada and the United 
States (Algozzine et al., 2004). Student ratings have been administered with the 
intention of providing instructional feedback to instructors (their “formative” 
function), to inform students in regard to course selection, and to make person-
nel decisions about instructors (their “summative” function). Indeed, adminis-
trators may make extensive use of student ratings information more than do 
instructors (Beran, Violato, Kline, & Frideres, 2005). Considering the potential 
impact of the use or misuse of student ratings information on instructor promo-
tion and tenure decisions, it is important to investigate the type of information 
that administrators consider useful, the reasons they use the ratings, the type(s) 
of information used, and their attitudes about the adequacy of this method.  The 
major purpose of the present paper is to further investigate the use of student 
ratings of instruction by administrators within the context of a major research 
university. 

In an attempt to meet demands for accountability in higher education, 
student ratings have become widespread and standardized (Hourcade, Parette, 
& Anderson, 2003; Nasser & Fresko, 2002). Even decisions about fi nancial sup-
port to a university may be affected by ratings results (Hourcade et al., 2003). 
The use of student ratings has also been described as “a politically expedient 
performance measure for quality monitoring” (Penny & Coe, 2004, p. 215). 
Hence, ratings have obtained considerable prominence in demonstrating value 
in higher education.

An extensive body of research on the reliability and validity of student 
ratings has been accumulated (Ali & Sell, 1998; Greenwald, 2002; Ory & Ryan, 
2001; Schmelkin, Spencer, & Gellman, 1997). Most researchers consider student 
ratings to be useful measures of the instructional behaviours that contribute 
to teaching effectiveness (Marsh, 1987; Schmelkin, et al., 1997). And although 
such ratings do not measure student learning directly, higher ratings tend to 
indicate greater learning than do lower ratings (Abrami & Apollonia, 1986; Co-
hen, 1981). Reliability and validity are also indicators of an instrument’s utility 
or usefulness (Messick, 1988). For administrators, the utility of student ratings 
can be determined according to how they use ratings, the type of ratings infor-
mation they use, and their perception about the usefulness of the ratings.
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Purpose of Student Ratings

Several groups, including students, instructors, and administrators, have a 
stakeholder interest in student ratings. Student ratings can provide information 
to instructors about the quality of their teaching, to students to assist them in 
course selection, and to course developers on the effectiveness of instructional 
strategies (Kulik. 2001; Nasser & Fresko, 2002; Newport, 1996; Schmelkin, et 
al., 1997).1  However, the use of student ratings information by administrators 
has been largely ignored in the research. It is generally assumed that adminis-
trators use ratings to inform decisions about promotion and tenure, but empiri-
cal evidence regarding such a function is rare. Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
student ratings are frequently used for administrative purposes such as making 
personnel decisions (Haskell, 1997; Nasser & Fresko, 2002; Schmelkin, et al., 
1997). Specifi cally, ratings may infl uence an administrator’s decisions about 
instructor salary adjustment, tenure, and promotion. In some research universi-
ties, student ratings may be the only source of teaching information available, 
and may have the second highest weighting value after publications in the 
evaluation of university instructors (Abrami, 2001; Haskell, 1997). 

In addition to assisting instructors to improve their teaching through rat-
ings feedback, administrators may be able to monitor specifi c course improve-
ments. This information may provide administrators with the ability to track 
changes in teaching skills more generally. Such information can also be aggre-
gated to determine the teaching quality in a department or program in relation 
to other programs. Procedural decisions may also be informed by ratings. For 
example, ratings may determine instructors’ course assignments in subsequent 
terms. Kulik (2001) mentions additional purposes such as hiring instructors, ob-
taining accreditation, and rewarding instructors for exceptional teaching. Thus, 
administrators may use ratings to make other administrative decisions  in addi-
tion to promotion and merit.

Content of Student Ratings

Student rating instruments tend to include a variety of items (e.g., Arreo-
la, 2000). These may include ratings of instructors’ enthusiasm, organization, 
and interactions with students (e.g., kindness, attention, and respect shown to 
students). Instruments also often include items regarding instructors’ teaching 
approaches such as the types of materials provided, clarity of explanations, 
expectations for assignments, and fairness in marking.

Researchers have indicated that multiple dimensions of ratings (Centra, 
1993; Feldman, 1976a; Marsh, 1982; 1987; Marsh & Roche, 1993) such as the 
teacher, the course, assessment issues, classroom rapport and workload/diffi cul-
ty are separable issues. Students may provide positive ratings for some teaching 
aspects such as enthusiasm, for example, but lower ratings for organization. 
Depending on the instrument, however, students may also develop a general 
perception of the course and rate all instrument items similarly (Greenwald, 
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1997). Student consistency in ratings across items has been explored (Beran et 
al., 2005). Consistency in administrators’ perceptions of the usefulness of these 
items is unknown, however. It is also unknown whether the type of information 
they fi nd useful is related to their purpose(s) in using the ratings. It is possible, 
for example, that administrators rely more on information about instructors’ 
teaching approaches than their personal characteristics to evaluate teaching 
quality.

Administrators’ Reactions to Student Ratings

Considering the lack of previous research on administrators’ views of stu-
dent ratings, and that most administrators are or have been faculty members 
themselves, a review of research on instructors’ perceptions of student ratings 
may be useful in understanding how administrators in their management role 
perceive the use of ratings.

In using student ratings, administrators presumably need to consider fac-
ulty reactions to the types and quality of information that they provide. Instruc-
tors’ opinions about student ratings can range widely, from supportive to hos-
tile (Newport, 1996; Schmelkin, et al., 1997; Wachtel, 1998). Many researchers 
have concluded that instructors’ views of student ratings are generally negative 
(Abrami, 2001; Centra, 1993; Fries & McNinch, in press; Nasser & Fresko, 2002; 
Theall & Franklin, 2001; Wachtel, 1998). Reasons for opposition include the 
concern that student ratings may be biased by characteristics of the instructors 
and courses such as grades on assignments (Eiszler, 2002; Feldman, 1976b). 
The competence of students in evaluating some aspects of teaching ability (e.g., 
determining if materials are updated) has also been questioned (Lowman, 1984). 
The introduction of student ratings has also been observed to have decreased 
job satisfaction and grading standards of some instructors (Birnbaum, 2000; 
Haskell, 1997; Ryan, Anderson, & Birchler, 1980). The use of students’ ratings 
for summative rather than formative purposes may also raise concerns for fac-
ulty. Given such reactions to student ratings, it follows that many instructors 
may be concerned about how administrators use student ratings in making 
personnel decisions (Nasser & Fresko, 2002; Sproule, 2000).

Administrators, however, are often directed by institutional policy as well 
as student demand to implement student ratings, seemingly with little opportu-
nity of expressing their unique perspectives about the usefulness of such instru-
ments. To be comprehensive, an evaluation of the usefulness of student ratings 
must include the views of administrators who are major users of information 
derived from student ratings of instruction. Thus, we investigated the reasons 
why administrators used the ratings, the types of ratings information that they 
considered useful, their need for information not provided by the ratings instru-
ment, and their views about the rating process.
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METHOD

Participants 

 Our study was conducted at a major Canadian research intensive doctoral/
medical university with approximately 20,000 undergraduate students, 5,000 
graduate students, and 1,800 full time faculty and sessional instructors. A sur-
vey of the usefulness of student ratings was sent to all university Department 
Heads and Deans, 52 of whom completed and returned it. This corresponded 
to a response rate of 53%. Of these, 27 (52%) were Department Heads, 6 (12%) 
were Deans, and 19 (36%) were Associate Deans. The majority of the university’s 
faculties were represented in the surveys returned, although nearly two thirds of 
the respondents (n = 33, 63%) did not indicate their faculty or department.

Instrument

A panel of faculty members from the Faculty of Education, and Depart-
ments of Psychology and Sociology who were experienced in questionnaire 
development and psychometric research developed the administrator survey. 
In addition to their professional expertise in such evaluation, the panel mem-
bers had prior experience with student evaluation of their teaching using the 
university’s 12-item student ratings instrument (see Appendix A), and hence 
were familiar with its content validity.

The administrator survey consisted of three general parts (see Appendix 
B). The fi rst of these (13 items) asked administrators to indicate the useful-
ness for functions they served for both individual (9 items: e.g., merit evalua-
tions, tenure and promotion recommendations, teaching awards, identifi cation 
of teaching problems.) and unit-level issues (4 items: e.g., course timetabling, 
documenting unit teaching, promoting the unit). The second section (13 items) 
asked administrators to rate the usefulness of each of the 13 specifi c items that 
comprise the university-wide student ratings scale. 

Administrator responses in both of the fi rst two sections were rated on 
a 4-point scale from “Not Useful at All” to “Very Useful,” with higher values 
indicating greater usefulness. For each item, respondents could also indicate 
whether an item was “Not Applicable” to their role or unit. The third section 
asked administrators to report their opinions on a range of issues, including the 
cost and people involved in administering the ratings instrument the frequency 
of administration of the instrument, the need for information beyond that pro-
vided by the instrument and the use of measures other than the ratings instru-
ment for evaluating teaching.

Procedure 

The survey instrument described above was sent to all university Deans, 
Head and Head-equivalent administrators in the university. Except for some 
pre-defi ned waiver exceptions (e.g., new experimental courses, low enrollment 
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courses, instructor illness) university policy mandated that the instrument be 
administered in “every course, every term,” beginning in the fall of the 1998-99 
academic year. The system also allowed for the evaluation of up to four intra-
course segments where each segment was associated with a different instructor 
(i.e., in a sequential “team-taught” course).

Administrators receive these ratings as a mean, frequency distribution, and 
standard deviation on each rating item for each course/instructor combina-
tion. The number of student respondents and course enrollees are also reported. 
Mean and standard deviation comparison information for the department and 
instructors at the same level (i.e., junior level, senior level) is also provided for 
each rating item. In addition, the mean student rating of the course workload 
and the total number of times the instructor had taught the course were indi-
cated. Finally, an optional 60-word summary written by the instructor(s) about 
the course could also be included. (To facilitate their selection of courses, much 
of the same information, including the instructor’s summary is also made avail-
able to students on a restricted access Web site.)

RESULTS

To explore the basic structure and the dimensionality of the survey instru-
ment, a principal component analysis with varimax rotation was conducted on 
the response data from the fi rst section of the survey (administrator reasons 
for using the student ratings information). The analysis was selected to allow 
us to determine the factor structure of the scale. Four components with eigen-
values greater than 1.0 were extracted. Table 1 presents the means, standard 
deviations, component loadings, eigenvalues and percent variance from these 13 
items. When an item had a loading of greater than .40 on two components the 
higher loading was used to assign it to a component (Kerlinger & Lee, 2000). 
The fi rst component was comprised of items about the evaluation of teaching 
quality, and the second measured improvements and progress in teaching. The 
third component refl ected administrators’ use of student ratings to evaluate and 
promote the teaching of instructors. Finally, two items related to administrators’ 
use of student rating information to develop teaching schedules loaded highly 
on a fourth component. Inter-item consistencies (Cronbach’s alpha) comprising 
each of the four components were .89, .84, .79, and .71, respectively. The means 
in Table 1 showed high agreement among administrators that they use student 
ratings to identify the quality of teaching, reward teaching, and determine mer-
it, whereas they tended to disagree that ratings were used to timetable courses. 

A second principal component analysis was carried out on the data from the 
second section of the survey regarding the administrative utility of information 
from each of the specifi c items from the student rating scale (see Table 2). Two 
components with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 were extracted: teaching proce-
dures (e.g., course follows outline, support materials helpful) and the instructor 
characteristics (e.g., enthusiasm, students treated respectfully). The internal con-
sistencies (Cronbach’s alpha) for each of these components were .91, and .93, re-
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spectively. Administrators’ mean ratings indicated that the information that they 
found to be most useful included knowing the instructors’ overall instructional 
ability and the respect shown to students. The information that they found least 
useful was the instructor’s ability to follow the course outline.

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, Component Loadings*, Eigenvalues and Percent of Ex-
plained Variance of Purpose of Student Ratings

Components

Items Mean SD Evaluate 
teaching

Monitor 
progress

Evaluate 
unit

Create 
schedule

Faculty merit 3.26 .69 .87 .31 .07 .10
Tenure 3.10 .78 .79 .45 .17 .11
Promotion 3.12 .77 .85 .36 .14 .17
Identifying good/poor teaching 3.42 .59 .65 .00 .27 -.40
Teaching awards 3.31 .82 .43 .73 -.12 .14
Remediation of teaching problems 3.00 .96 .13 .83 .29 -.04
Reappointment of sessional in-
structors

3.17 .82 .19 .77 .22 .07

Tracking teaching 2.95 .74 .34 .72 .09 .16
Assigning courses to faculty 2.11 .85 -.05 .34 .14 .80
Deciding on timetable 1.83 .78 .21 -.10 .34 .81
Documenting overall quality of 
unit’s teaching

2.71 .84 .24 .05 .86 .24

Analyzing trends in unit’s teaching 2.55 .83 .11 .25 .78 .09
Promoting the unit 2.39 .87 .05 .12 .86 .11
Eigenvalue 5.56 2.08 1.40 1.08
% of variance 23.16  22.75   19.30 12.57

* The cells containing the highest component loading item are bolded.

Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, Component Loadings*, Eigenvalues and Percent of Vari-
ance for Administrative Utility

Components
Items Mean SD Teaching 

procedures
Instructor 

characteristics
Overall quality of instruction 3.37 .76 -.03 .73
Course outline provided enough detail 2.70 .88 .77 .34
Course followed course outline 2.63 .92 .86 .27
Organization of content 3.23 .80 .61 .66
Student questions responded to appropriately 3.17 .79 .59 .73
Course communicated with enthusiasm 3.13 .88 .55 .74
Opportunities for assistance were available 3.10 .79 .44 .83
Students were treated respectfully 3.27 .90 .54 .73
Evaluation methods were fair 2.90 .85 .67 .57
Student work was graded in a reasonable time 2.93 .85 .62 .52
Students learned a lot in the course 3.00 1.01 .75 .21
Support materials were helpful 2.70 .92 .84 .33
Number of students in the class completing ratings 3.00 .88 .72 .15
Eigenvalue 8.64 1.09
% of variance 42.06 32.74

* The cells containing the highest component loading items are bolded.
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To examine the relationships among the four purposes and the two aspects 
of administrative utility, the sum of all items that loaded highest on each compo-
nent (bolded in table) was calculated to obtain a single subscale score. Pearson’s 
product moment correlations indicated that the teaching procedures subscale 
was related to teaching quality (r = .56), monitoring teaching progress (r = .49), 
assessing unit quality (r = .72) and course scheduling (r = .47). The instructor 
characteristic subscale was related to the evaluation of teaching quality (r = .44) 
and to monitoring teaching progress (r = .44). These moderate to high correla-
tions suggest that these factors are related, but also measure distinct constructs.

Table 3. Pearson’s Correlations of Purpose and Administrative Utility

Purpose

Evaluate
teaching

Monitor 
progress

Evaluate unit Create
schedule

Administrative utility

Teaching procedures .56** .49* .72** .47*

Instructor characteristics .44* .44* .37 .33

Note. **p < .01, *p < .05.

Content Analysis of Open-ended Items

The content analysis method, as presented in Berg (2006), when applied to 
administrator responses to the open-ended question about the suitability of the 
student ratings instrument in Section 3 of the survey, yielded several different 
themes. This included concerns regarding the limitations of the information 
provided by the student rating instrument. For example, some administrators 
indicated that the ratings are a valid indicator of teaching quality (n = 16, 31%), 
and some noted that ratings should be contextualized and supported by other 
information sources (n = 12, 23%). Some administrators (n = 11, 21%) stated 
that program size limited the utility of ratings information because of diffi cul-
ties in maintaining student confi dentiality (e.g., student demographics or par-
ticular responses might compromise their anonymity), limited student choices 
in program selection, and inadequate resources for administering the student 
ratings system (e.g., no one available to attend class and collect forms). A few 
administrators also indicated that the information provided by the student rat-
ings was not useful for all teaching situations, such as when two or more in-
structors in a team taught course are present during the evaluation period (n = 
5, 10%). Finally, a few philosophical disagreements were registered about stu-
dent ratings: evaluation of the course and the instructor should be separated (n 
= 2, 4%), student ratings drive grade infl ation (n = 1, 2%), or the ratings imply 
that instructors rather than students are solely responsible for student learning 
(n = 1, 2%). A total of 19 (36%) did not provide a written response.

In summary, the majority of administrators stated that they used the ratings 
results for various administrative functions, with the primary purposes being to 
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identify the quality of teaching of individual faculty members and the overall 
effectiveness of their unit. They also reported that information regarding overall 
course instruction was the most useful. 

DISCUSSION

Our study showed that administrators use the student ratings to a moderate 
or high extent for a variety of administrative decisions. General information 
about both instructors’ teaching procedures and characteristics was considered 
more useful for evaluating teaching quality than was information derived from 
specifi c survey items. Also, a minority of administrators expressed concerns 
with the use of ratings information in their open-ended written comments.

This study revealed that administrators use student ratings information for 
four different functions: evaluating individual teaching, monitoring progress, 
evaluating teaching at the unit level, and developing course schedules. In re-
gard to the evaluation of individual instructors, administrators reported that 
student ratings were very helpful in making decisions about merit, promotion 
and tenure, and the identifi cation of good and poor teaching. Moreover, they 
indicated that the teaching ability of instructors can be monitored in terms of 
changes in ratings over time, for recommendations on teaching awards, and for 
the remediation of teaching problems. Administrators also considered ratings to 
be useful in gauging and communicating the teaching effectiveness of the de-
partment or faculty. Finally, administrators found student ratings information 
useful for curriculum planning functions including the assignment of courses 
to faculty and course timetabling. They did not, however, fi nd the ratings useful 
when scheduling courses. It is likely that other resource factors such as avail-
ability of instructors and/or suitable instructional space (e.g., labs), and times 
that courses need to be offered guide this type of decision making.

Given that the student ratings instrument was developed to measure teaching 
quality, it is not surprising that administrators fi nd the ratings most useful for 
evaluating teaching quality. Thus, more general anecdotal reports of frequent use 
were empirically supported in this study. Despite instructors’ reservations about 
being evaluated for tenure and promotion on the basis of students’ ratings (Nasser 
& Fresko, 2002), administrators indicate that ratings are useful for this purpose.

Although student ratings were generally considered useful, a minority of ad-
ministrators also reported concerns about their validity. Ratings were sometimes 
considered poor indicators of teaching quality (e.g., “simplistic”) because they were 
not appropriate for all programs and teaching situations, they evaluated both the 
instructor and the course, or both. They also expressed concerns about the conse-
quences of misuse including their potential effects on grade standards and over-
emphasis on the responsibility of instructors in infl uencing student learning.

Why do administrators report ratings to be generally useful yet express con-
cern about them? Although important for university-wide assessment, student 
ratings may not be suffi cient alone in determining the quality of teaching. In-
deed, consistent with university policy, many administrators identifi ed the need 
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for additional information about teaching. Although it is generally recognized 
that multiple sources of evaluation are required by the university student ratings 
policy, limited resources (e.g., no other suitable evaluation instrument readily 
available, shortage of personnel time) in some units may limit evaluation to the 
use of rating scales as the most effi cient and expedient way of obtaining infor-
mation about teaching quality. Although some departments at this university use 
teaching portfolios and peer ratings from colleagues, these practices are not used 
in every department. As a result, most administrators use the student ratings. 
It is also important to consider that many administrators are, or at least were, 
instructors who have had experience with being evaluated by student ratings. 
Although asked to complete the survey as administrators, it is possible that they 
considered their own teaching experiences as well. These latter personal experi-
ences may also explain any tension about student ratings. On one hand, it is 
possible that some administrators feel pressured to conform to policy and proce-
dures, infl ating the reported usefulness of rating information. On the other hand, 
recognition by administrators of the limitations of ratings instruments may also 
contribute to the more appropriate use of the information derived from them.

Information about instructors’ teaching procedures and more personal in-
structional characteristics were considered useful for many purposes. Teaching 
procedures were more likely to be used for evaluating teaching within the unit as 
well as planning schedules. Both types of information were considered useful for 
evaluating and monitoring teaching. Thus, students’ reactions to the respect, en-
thusiasm, and assistance demonstrated by instructors are taken into consideration 
when administrators evaluated teaching effectiveness. If teaching competence is 
enhanced by a positive relationship with students (Fereshteh, 1996; Hargreaves, 
1998), then it seems appropriate that such characteristics be assessed in evaluat-
ing teaching quality. However, instructors with a less personable approach may 
fi nd themselves judged more harshly by both students and administrators.

The mean scores indicated that administrators considered students’ rat-
ings of the overall quality of instruction and respect shown by instructors for 
students to be the most useful types of information. Given the lack of consen-
sus about the specifi c qualities that comprise effective teaching, this fi nding 
is consistent with the recommendation that administrators use general, rather 
than detailed, judgments about teaching (Algozzine et al., 2004; d’Apollonia & 
Abrami, 1997). Indeed, based on weighted composites of multidimensional stu-
dent ratings items, Cashin and Downey (1992) found that global items are the 
most useful indicator for teaching effectiveness. Of least importance to admin-
istrators was information regarding the consistency between instruction and 
the course outline. Apparently, administrators believe that instructors can teach 
effectively regardless of whether they follow an a priori outline.

Practical Implications 

Just as faculty are more likely to make teaching changes when given spe-
cifi c support from an advisor to help interpret the ratings and make specifi c 
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behavioral adjustments (Penny & Coe, 2004), administrators are also likely to 
need training and support in the practice of appropriate evaluation. For example, 
many administrators come from academic backgrounds that include little or 
no training in statistics or psychometric measurement. There also may be little 
incentive or opportunity for learning the institutional policies that guide the 
administration and use of student ratings information.  Abrami (2001) provides 
several suggestions for enhancing teaching evaluation including open communi-
cation about the results and interpretation guidelines to ensure both the accurate 
understanding of rating results and their limitations. Also, several respondents 
indicated that standardized administration of a student ratings instrument did 
not provide suffi cient introductory information about the questions to assist stu-
dents in completing the items. However, longer and more complex instruments 
are cumbersome to develop and their administration could remain inadequate. 
Hence, evaluations may only provide a general indication of teaching quality 
that should be supplemented by complementary sources of information regard-
ing instructional effectiveness. All user groups, including administrators, faculty, 
and students should be aware of this limitation when using student ratings.

Although the present study informs our understanding of how administra-
tors use student ratings, several limitations should be considered. Our sample 
size may not be adequate to represent the majority of administrators’ percep-
tions of these instruments. Administrators at this university may have attitudes 
towards ratings that are more positive or negative than administrators more 
generally. A similar study at other universities that have used student ratings 
evaluation over a longer duration may show different results. This university 
may also be unique in that it has a campus-wide instrument. This consistency 
may have created an accepted norm that may prevent administrators from pro-
viding critical refl ections on the survey. Also, administrators may differ in their 
beliefs as to whether student ratings results should be shared with students, 
and these differences may have affected their perceptions of the usefulness 
of student ratings. It is also possible that the ways in which results are shared 
with faculty (e.g., through annual discussion, written report, rankings) affected 
administrators’ judgments of their use.

The results of the principal components analyses show that several items 
can load highly on more than one component. Thus, dimensions of the various 
uses and content of student ratings may not be distinct. Alternate measures of 
the usefulness of ratings for administrators should be developed to test the gen-
eralizability of our fi ndings. Also, being asked to identify the department of each 
administrator may have affected their honesty in responding to questions. 

Negative perceptions regarding the use of student ratings held by some ad-
ministrators in this study raise questions that deserve further research exami-
nation. An issue relevant to understanding administrators’ ratings use is their 
ability to accurately interpret their meaning, which can lead to the possibility 
of misuse (Franklin & Theall, 1989). As noted by Abrami (2001), it is uncertain 
whether administrators use the ratings appropriately to inform personnel or oth-



38 CJHE / RCES Volume 37, No. 1, 2007

er decisions. Moreover, it is not yet clear what constitutes appropriate interpreta-
tion: should general or specifi c ratings or relative or absolute ratings be used? 
In addition, knowing more about the differences in the tasks and characteristics 
of administrators that affect the perceived administrative utility of student rat-
ings would enhance our understanding of the issues associated with their use. 
Similarly, the impact of unit-specifi c procedures, traditions, approaches to teach-
ing and organizational culture has yet to be explored. For example, although 
the policy on student ratings for the university in our study indicates that they 
should not be relied upon as the sole indicator of teaching effectiveness, admin-
istrator awareness and interpretation of this policy was not studied.

Whether students should be evaluating instructors is a topic of longstand-
ing debate. Although students may be well-suited to evaluate instructors as the 
experienced “consumers” of the instruction, their competence in evaluating in-
structors has also been questioned (Newport, 1996). The lack of resolution on this 
issue coupled with the recognition that student ratings are necessarily subjective 
may infl uence how administrators use and their concerns about student ratings. 
Research to determine how these interact with different administrative tasks and 
the pedagogical traditions of different units and disciplines is also needed.

NOTES

1 Teacher evaluation includes student ratings as one method of feedback 
which can be interpreted in the context of additional teaching information 
such as a teaching portfolio.
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APPENDIX A

Student Ratings Instrument

1. The overall quality of instruction was (unacceptable to excellent).
2. The course outline or other course descriptive information provided enough 

detail about the course (e.g., goals, reading list, topics covered, assign-
ments, exams, due dates, grade weightings).

3. The course as delivered followed the outline and other course descriptive 
information.

4. The course content was presented in a well-organized manner.
5. Student questions and comments were responded to appropriately.
6. The course content was communicated with enthusiasm.
7. Opportunities for course assistance were available (e.g., instructor offi ce 

hours, out-of-class appointments, e-mail, telephone, websites).
8. Students were treated respectfully.
9. The evaluation methods used for determining the course grade were fair.
10. Students’ work was graded in a reasonable amount of time.
11. I learned a lot in this course.
12. The support materials (e.g., readings, audio-visual materials, speakers, fi eld 

trips, equipment, software, etc.) used in this course helped me to learn.
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APPENDIX B

Administrator Survey

Please rate the usefulness of the following functions:

1. For making recommendations/decision regarding faculty merit.
2. For making recommendations/decisions regarding tenure.
3. For making recommendations/decisions regarding promotion.
4. For identifying unusually good or poor teaching.
5. For making recommendations/decisions regarding teaching awards.
6. For making recommendations/decisions regarding remediation of teaching 

problems.
7. For making recommendations/decisions regarding reappointment of ses-

sional instructors.
8. For tracking improvement or decline in a faculty member’s teaching over 

time.
9. For deciding the course(s) to timetable for a particular faculty member.

Please rate the usefulness of the following student ratings items:

1. Overall quality of instruction.
2. Course outline or descriptive material provided enough detail.
3. Course as delivered followed the course outline.
4. Course content presented in a well-organized manner.
5. Student questions and comments responded to appropriately.
6. Course content communicated with enthusiasm.
7. Opportunities for course assistance were available.
8. Students were treated respectfully.
9. Evaluation methods for determining grades were fair.
10. Student work graded in a reasonable amount of time.
11. I learned a lot in this course.
12. The support materials used in the course helped students to learn.
13. The proportion of students in the class completing the rating.

Other issues:

1. The resources used under the current policy are worth the benefi ts.
2. The class time taken under the current policy is worth the benefi ts.
3. Faculty members seldom complain to me about the current frequency of 

administration of the student ratings instrument.
4. The unit’s student ratings coordinator appears to agree with the current 

policy.


