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The phrase “Building a better mousetrap@ conjures up images of a Rube Goldberg-type contraption, an elaborate children=s board game and an enlarged roach motel. Whatever the design, a mousetrap should reliably trap mice. Literature on student evaluation of teachers suggests that instrument design for teaching evaluation is at least as diverse as instruments design for trapping mice. So, too, each evaluation instrument should reliably evaluate teaching. As reported by Pike (1998) and Seldin (1999), student evaluations of teaching are a large factor regarding faculty retention, tenure, promotion and salary—the summative function of evaluation (Cashin, 1999). In addition, teachers need valid and reliable feedback in order to improve their teaching—the formative function of evaluation (Cashin, 1999). Yet, Seldin (1999) reports that only 14% of colleges in 1998 conducted research on the validity and reliability of their teaching evaluation instruments.

Educators have been concerned about confounding factors that influence student course evaluation ratings. Munz and Fallert (1998) found student mood to be correlated with instructor and course ratings. Stanfel (1998) outlines problems with the typical evaluation process and proposes a web-based evaluation instrument. Student ratings of teaching are often found invalid and fail to measure important student variables such as their study behavior (Grenwald & Gilmore, 1998). Clayson (1999) notes that students find characteristics of the teachers=s personality to be important variables in effective teaching. Kwan (1999) found academic discipline and class size to have an effect on student ratings.

Research has determined that students evaluate classes using common factors such as rapport with students, course value, course organization and design, fairness of grading, course difficulty, and workload (Jackson, Teal, Raines, Nansel, Force, & Burdsal, 1999).  

The purpose of the present research was to redesign the student evaluation of course/teacher instrument used at Christian Brothers University. My goal, as both teacher and department chair, was to develop an instrument that would give me valid, reliable and manageable feedback on teaching effectiveness based on what students and faculty reported as being valuable.  


Method and Results

In the first phase of the study, during the evaluation period set by the university in spring 1999, 705 students (in 30 sections of behavioral sciences courses) filled out the established evaluation instrument using a scantron, “bubble”, questionnaire (form A) containing16 statements with a likert-type response scale along with a newly developed open-ended evaluation instrument (form B). During a subsequent class time, a sample of 30 students filled out a questionnaire regarding form B. Using this feedback and the data from form B, we created and gave a second questionnaire (form C) to 30 students the following fall semester (20 students were psychology majors, the other ten represented majors from science and business). Form C featured 54 statements concerning areas of evaluation (e.g. course content, textbook) with a likert-type response scale measuring the students= perceptions of the importance of each of these areas in evaluating a class (1=not important and 5=very important); 26 statements concerning values gained in a course (e.g. beneficial to my career) with a likert-type response scale measuring the students= perceptions of value (1=not valuable and 5=very valuable); and a page where students listed five to ten important class characteristics which would influence how they would evaluate the class (e.g. course level). We calculated the mean rating for each importance statement (see Table 1) and for each value statement (see Table 2). We collated the important class characteristics which included the school and department that offered the course, the course level and difficulty, whether or not the course was required, time the course was offered, number of classes the student was taking concurrently, initial student interest in taking the course, if the student had taken a course with the instructor before, and amount of time the student spent on class outside of class time.

We used these results to develop a new six-page evaluation instrument (form D) which measured characteristics of the course and the student (e.g. ADid you find this course difficult? @), satisfaction with areas of evaluation (e.g. tests, instructor qualities) and values learned or enhanced in the course (e.g. Built confidence). Form D was used to evaluate all behavioral sciences courses in November 1999. This data was collated and used to create a one-page open-ended evaluation instrument (form E), which was used by our department to evaluate our courses in April 2000 (see Appendix).

Discussion and Conclusions

Faculty and administrative feedback on the six-page instrument (form D) generally agreed that this evaluation was too cumbersome to responsibly manage all the information given. One could put the responses on a scantron form and analyze the responses as percentages. However, this would, once again, reduce the evaluation to a quantitative instrument. The faculty are enthusiastic about the newest version of the evaluation, form E. One faculty member sums it up: “The new teacher evaluation forms are much more succinct, to the point and user friendly. The questions are good, I like that they are qualitative, and they are what I want to know.” The students also provided feedback about form E in comparison to form A (scantron). They commented that form A was “silly”, “not the student’s view of the course”; students  “were not obligated to write anything at the bottom”, “gave few comments for the average course”, “don’t read questions”, “may give teacher all 5’s and students may still feel the teacher is not good”, and “large classes average a 3". Yet, they felt form A had the advantage of being standardized and quantified for easy comparison, takes less time and is less intimidating than form E, and could cover more areas. With form E students could respond in an honest, personal and constructive way. One student said of form E that teachers and administrators would “hear me instead of my circle” referring to the bubble on the scantron form. Students felt that form E will be considered more seriously by both teachers and students. Some students voiced concern about anonymity with form E since teachers may be able to recognize student

handwriting. To address this concern, we are currently experimenting with having the department chair use voice recognition software to read the written comments into a word processing program. The chair will then give each teacher a typed version of the student comments. Since many students felt form A and form E complimented each other, our department is currently using both forms. The teachers will receive both the computer summary of the scantron forms and the typed comments from form E.

In addition to the earlier-mentioned problems with the standard university evaluation instrument, Teitelbaum (1997) has found quantitative instruments, in general, to be androcentric in nature. Although her article addresses the gender bias in standardized tests (e.g. ACT), her points apply to any quantitative instrument. These types of instruments are reductionistic, atomistic and give the appearance only of objectivity. Quantitative teaching evaluation instruments may, indeed, be gender biased toward the masculine view of knowledge. This bias may be detrimental to both teacher ratings and student attempts at sincere evaluations of teaching effectiveness. I argue that a qualitative student evaluation instrument, based on both quantitatively and qualitatively derived data and student, faculty and administrative input, will result in a valid, reliable and manageable evaluation of teaching effectiveness. I believe that with effort and a proper perspective, we can build a better evaluation instrument (if not a better mousetrap).
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Appendix (Form E)
Christian Brothers University

Behavioral Sciences Course Evaluation

Instructor __________________
Date ____________

Course Name/Number________
Days/Time_______

1. Please describe characteristics of this instructor that enhanced your learning (e.g., preparedness, honesty, organization):

2.  Please describe teaching methods in this class that helped you learn (e.g., activities, discussion, lecture):

3.  Please describe the instructional tools used in this class that helped you learn (e.g., syllabi, handouts, videos):

4.  What was the most interesting, or best, part of the class?

5.  What part of the class can be improved?

6.  How can this class be made more relevant to your world?

7.  Please write any additional comments that you have about this class on the back of this page.  

Table 1 
Means for Ten Highest Rated Areas of Importance in Evaluation
Area of Evaluation in Descending Order
Mean Rating

1.
Fair grading



4.60

2.
Teacher knowledge about subject
              4.60

3.
Clarity of class requirements

4.60

4.
Interesting teacher


4.47

5.
Teacher interest in student learning    
4.43

6.
Teacher enthusiasm


4.37

7.
Teacher honesty


              4.37

8.
Examples given


              4.33

9.
Teacher preparedness


4.20

10.
Course content (subject area)

4.20
 






Table 2
Means for Ten Highest Rated Value Statements

Value Statement in Descending Order
Mean

1. Beneficial to my career


 4.56
 




2.  Understanding course content 

 4.44

3.  Application to my major 

 4.44

4.  Application to my life


 4.40

5.  Relaxed atmosphere 


 4.16

6.  Earn credit for graduation 

 4.16

7.  Help me become a well-rounded person 
 4.00

8.  Fulfill a requirement for my major 
 3.96

9.  Develop communication skills 

 3.96

10.  Help my GPA 


 3.92

