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Committee on Student Evaluation of Teaching (SEOT)

Report and Recommendations

Overview

Why Another Analysis of Student Evaluations of Teaching?

Continuous improvement of teaching practices requires the continuous supply of useful data on the effectiveness of those practices.  Over time, universities have developed a large collection of instruments with which to collect these data.  UBC, like most universities, has no shortage of these instruments currently in use.  The fundamental question addressed in this report is: How can all the constituencies at UBC be better served by the current plethora of student surveys of teaching effectiveness?  

To answer this question, we have proposed a survey model featuring a module for each of the constituencies involved (University, Faculty level, Academic Unit, and Instructor).  Students, arguably the most important constituency, are the central focus of each module.  

Unique Contributions of This Report

Ours is not the first UBC committee to review student evaluations of teaching. Previous committees have made sensible recommendations regarding the nature of the items that should be included and the process by which the items should be administered. So what is unique about our recommendations? 

We believe our model, which recommends a modular approach to the construction of student surveys of teaching effectiveness, can represent a unique contribution to the way in which student data are collected and used. The potential strengths of this model are outlined in the section entitled “Modular Design” under “Rationale.” We believe that the modular approach achieves at least three objectives: (1) it engages all constituents more thoroughly, thus increasing buy-in from Faculties and instructors; (2) it encourages greater improvement of teaching by allowing for tailored instructor-centered feedback; and (3)  it acknowledges a wider array of teaching and learning contexts. 

By creating modules for the major constituents of the evaluation process, the model invites the creation and use of specific items yielding the data that the University, the Faculties, instructors, and students need to make judgements about teaching quality and to continually improve it. 

Introduction 

Composition and Mandate of Committee
The Committee on Student Evaluation of Teaching was struck in conjunction with SHINE 2010 (Student Horizons in Education). SHINE 2010 seeks to both continually improve teaching effectiveness at UBC and measure that effectiveness. It is this second objective that motivated the creation of the Committee on Student Evaluation and Teaching. 

Committee members: 

· Gavin Dew, Vice-President Academic and University Affairs, Alma Mater Society 

· Frank Echols, Coordinator Standing Committee for Evaluation of Teaching, Faculty of Education 

· Joy Johnson, Professor and Associate Director - Research & Graduate Programs, School of Nursing, Faculty of Applied Science, 

· Michelle Lamberson, Director, Office of Learning Technology 

· Anka Lekhi, M.Sc. student, Department of Chemistry 

· Jaymie Matthews, Associate Professor, Physics and Astronomy Department, Faculty of Science 

· Gary Poole, Director & Associate Professor, Centre for Teaching and Academic Growth 

· Martin Schechter, Head & Professor, Health Care and Epidemiology, Faculty Medicine 

· Allen Sens, Senior Instructor, Political Science Department, Faculty of Arts 

· Administrative support: Sarah Rosenthal, Office of the Associate Vice-President, Academic Programs 

The Committee’s mandate: 

· to recommend a prototype of an evaluation form; 

· to provide recommendations regarding the process for data collection and analysis 

· to provide these recommendations by the end of the Fall, 2005 term 

Note that this was not a research committee in that we were not charged with the task of designing a research project to identify new survey items, new implementation methods, or correlations among items and student performance. Rather, it was acknowledged from the outset that a considerable amount of research had already been conducted in these areas and it was this committee’s task to use this research to help inform the requested recommendations.

The Student Evaluation of Teaching Working Group held 7 meetings between September and December, 2005.
Scope and Brief History of Reviews of Student Evaluations of Teaching at UBC 

Several UBC committees have discussed student evaluations of teaching over the last 15 years. In 1991, a Senate Ad Hoc Committee on Teaching Evaluation recommended improvements to the handling of teaching evaluations. A subsequent committee reported in 1996 that improvements had occurred since 1991, but more changes were needed. In 1997, a subcommittee of the Committee of Deans examined and reported on teaching evaluations. In 1997, the Senate struck an Ad Hoc Committee on Teaching Quality, Effectiveness, and Evaluation, which reported in 1999. In addition to recommendations regarding process, past committees have provided useful examples of items that can be included in a student survey of teaching.  Some of those are included in the current report as examples within our recommended modules.  Overall, however, adoption of recommendations from past committees has been only partial and change has been relatively slow. 

The Proposed Model 

Operating Principles and Objectives 

The UBC SEOT committee established a set of operating principles and objectives for student evaluation of teaching at UBC based on previous UBC experience, the efforts of comparable institutions in North America, and the deliberations of the committee. 

1) Serving the constituencies. The first operating principle of the committee is that any UBC SEOT system should serve five constituencies: 

· the central administration; 

· the faculties; 

· the instructional units; 

· individual instructors; and 

· students. 

The committee adopted a “modular” approach to addressing the needs of these constituencies (for more discussion of the modular approach see “Modular Design” below). Each constituency will have its own “module” within the SEOT form with the exception of students (see the second operating principle below). Each module will be composed of questions to be asked of students. 

2) A student-centered process. The second operating principle of the committee was that the entire SEOT structure was to be student-centered. That is, the SEOT had to be a mechanism through which all constituencies could receive reliable and valid information and feedback from students on a wide range of topics that relate to their learning experience at UBC.  As such, constituents must seek student input regarding the content of each module.

3) Constituency “ownership”. The third operating principle of the committee was that the constituents should have a decisive role in the composition of the questions on the UBC SEOT. Such a “bottom-up” process would ensure that all constituents could have their own unique SEOT needs represented. The committee believes that pre-existing Faculty and departmental student evaluation forms, with or without modifications, could become the respective modules in the SEOT framework. 

4) Retain the opportunity for additional (non-routine) responses. The fourth operating principle was that all constituents should have the opportunity to add additional, constituency specific questions to the SEOT form, either in questionnaire or open-ended format. 

5) An instructor-centered component. The committee believed that individual instructors should have the ability to ask students specific questions about pedagogy, technique, class activities, etc. in their own, dedicated module that would be used entirely for feedback on subjects unique to their own instructional practices and innovations. 

6) A university-wide implementation strategy. An implementation process involving stakeholders, staff, and UBC administration will be necessary to achieve “buy-in” and the support required to make the UBC SEOT a success. 

Modular Design 

Rationale 

The committee adopted a “modular” approach to the design of a SEOT form in order to serve the needs of the five constituencies noted above. Each constituency (with the exception of students, as the entire form is student centered) will have its own “module” within the SEOT form, and be responsible for providing the questions to be asked of students. Therefore, the form will consist of four modules of questions: 

1. the central administration; 

2. the faculties; 

3. the instructional units; and 

4. individual instructors. 

Each module will be dedicated to questions relevant to that specific constituency. This approach was adopted for the following reasons: 

1) To ensure all constituencies are served.  Different constituencies will have different questions to ask of students. By adopting a modular approach, the SEOT form will be able to gain feedback from students on the entire learning experience at UBC. 

2) To ensure constituency “ownership”. By emphasizing that the questions for each module are to be provided by the constituents (i.e., by central, the faculty, units, and individual instructors), the modular approach allows each constituency to have ownership and responsibility for the questions asked of students, as determined by their own needs and desires. 

3) To allow for more instructor-centered feedback. A modular approach will permit instructors to ask course-specific questions of their students, related to pedagogy, classroom technique, course materials, assignments, new teaching innovations, instructional technologies, and any other questions related to specific courses. This module will permit a greater capacity for instructors to gain useful, pedagogy- and objective-specific feedback from students.

4) Flexibility. A modular approach is inherently flexible, allowing some modules to be used at different frequencies or times of the year, or delivered to different samples of students for more specific feedback. 

Description

As illustrated in Figure 1 and discussed above, the evaluation instrument is envisioned as a 4-module form, with a preliminary section for instructions.  Modules 1-3 are composed 2 sections in each.  Module 4 is optional, and may be used by the course instructor(s) for feedback on specific strategies or techniques in support of ongoing scholarly efforts.  
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Figure 1  A Visual Representation of the Modular Approach to Student Evaluations of Teaching.  
Please note that there is no implied delivery method in this model.  The survey should be capable of being distributed in a face-to-face or online setting, accommodating both on-campus and distance education contexts.  From a technical perspective, this would require a system which is capable of producing a paper form, or a secure, web-based survey.  Further technical considerations of such a system might (not an exhaustive list):

· Support a variety of levels of access, editing, and responding (roles such as student, instructor, academic administrators, system administrators, etc., who are able to perform different tasks based on the role); 

· Support configuration by faculty, department and program; 

· Allow individual instructors to modify questions and receive the results; 

· Be configurable by academic year and term; 

· Support courses with one or more instructors (e.g., for a course with two instructors, Modules 3 and 4 would be duplicated); 

· Contain an item database that supports individual and unit repositories; 

· Contain an item database capable of being shared across departments and programs; 

· Be capable of integration with UBC’s authentication/identity management system (Campus Wide Login or future equivalent); 

· Support integration with UBC’s major information systems and programs (Student Information System, Faculty Service Centre, Human Resources system, WebCT). 

Several forms can be developed in the case of atypical yet recurrent teaching situations such as team-teaching. It is not necessary for one form to be all things to all people.  Further research needs to determine if such a system exists, or, if not, the level of effort required to modify or develop a software program to support the proposed model.

Overlap in Item Domains 

The modular approach to student survey design neither assumes nor dictates that the items one constituency would like to use must be completely different from another’s.  For example, it is entirely possible that the things central administration wants to know overlap with the things a Faculty wants to know.  This could create some redundancy in the items presented to a given student. In survey construction, not all redundancy is undesirable, depending upon the wording of the instructions and the items, and the overall length of the survey. If redundancy is deemed undesirable, it can be reduced on the short-term and eliminated over time.

Step-wise survey development: One way to reduce redundancy is to have items for Module One (central administration) selected and distributed in advance of the selection of the items for the other modules.  If there are items in Module One that answer questions a Faculty would otherwise have put in Module Two, they need not be repeated.  A similar process could be adopted for Module Three, which pragmatically will probably develop from an instrument the department is already using.  If there are items in the first two modules that make some department items unnecessary, they can be eliminated.  Finally, the instructor-specific items can be added to augment those existing in Modules One through Three.

Learning from Redundancy: A potential challenge would arise if an item in one module addresses a topic that another constituency is interested in but does not like the way the item addresses the topic.  For example, central administration might want to include an item assessing the extent to which students feel they have been treated with respect.  A given department might also be interested in this issue, but wants to conceptualize respect as being multi-dimensional and thus ask questions about respect for ideas, respect for different learning styles, and so on.  In these cases, the items can remain in the same survey until it is ascertained which items best serve the needs of the constituencies.  If the individual department approach proves more useful and statistically robust, then central administration can adopt that approach for future measures of respect.  If both constituencies get different and useful information from their separate items, they should remain in the survey.  Also, items that tap the same concept can be compared as one way to assess the accuracy of the survey.

Process Considerations 

There are four major objectives to be served by a system of teaching evaluation: 
1) To give the students an opportunity to be heard; 
2) To provide instructors with summative and formative feedback about their teaching; 
3) To provide administrators with teaching evaluation data for use in personnel decisions; and 
4) To provide information to unit heads charged with the responsibility of monitoring the quality of instruction in their unit. 
Teaching evaluations by students are an important part of an instructor’s teaching portfolio, but student evaluations should only be part of a more comprehensive protocol for examining teacher effectiveness. 

When “Student Ratings of Instruction” (SRI) are used for personnel decisions, instructors must have confidence in the instrument and the process.  The first stage in the process assures that the instrumentation used is reliable and valid. This means that knowledgeable individuals are involved in item construction and are responsible for the establishment of form reliability and validity. 

The second stage assures that the administration of the form meets acceptable practice. Students need to understand the gravity of the process: data collection conditions should be exam-like (where individuals are not influenced by others). Students should be given ample time to complete forms, specific procedures for the distribution and collection of the completed forms should be published and followed, and the data should be treated confidentially. 

In the third stage, the data should be analyzed, summarized and reported in a systematic manner. The results should be transparent and equitably reported. Attributes such as class size, whether the course is required or elective, graduate or undergraduate, have consistently appeared in the literature as variables influencing SRI. A minimum number of respondents should be established, but not fewer than 5 (else too few for valid feedback and may compromise student identity). A representative number of respondents are required for a valid number of responses.  Table 1 provides guidelines for acceptable (valid) return rates as published in the research literature.
Table 1 Minimum acceptable response rates for student evaluations of teaching 

	Class size 
	Minimum acceptable response rate

	5-20
	80% 

	21-30 
	75% 

	31-50 
	66% (75% recommended) 

	50-100
	50% (66% recommended) 

	100+ 
	50% 


Regarding the interpretation of data at the administrator level, it is crucial that decision-makers understand the strengths and the limitations of the data; therefore, it is important that the information be placed in its proper context. A summary score of 3.8 for Dr. Blue may not be significantly different from a score of 4.1 for Dr. White, yet the latter is considered the "better" teacher. Some administrators might appreciate an opportunity for assistance in this area. 

The reporting of the data must maximize its formative potential.  Central administration, Faculties, academic units, and instructors must be privy to data generated by Modules One, Two, and Three.  Instructors must have exclusive access to data from Module Four.  Student must also have access to data that can help them make informed decisions regarding their programs and their learning.

The Way Forward 

Recommendations Regarding Implementation
1. An Implementation and Analysis Committee should be struck, with input from the Senate Committee on Teaching and Learning and others. The principal mandate of this committee should be to design standards of survey implementation and to provide further recommendations regarding analysis, reporting mechanisms, and actions taken based on survey results. 

2. The pros and cons of both face-to-face and web-based administration of the survey should be explored in detail. Our committee acknowledged literature indicating that response rates are currently unacceptably low for many web-based administrations. On the other hand, we also acknowledged the potential convenience of web-based administration (both for completion and analysis) and that students have become “web savvy” and thus expect web-based options for the completion of surveys and forms. 

3. Consideration should be given to the administration of the University-wide module such that general items referring to educational experience are presented, via the web, to a large sub-set of the student body each term. These questions would address more general perceptions of students’ experiences as learners at UBC. 

4. Alternatively, University experience questions could be kept on the form for all students with the instruction: “If you have already filled out this section this term in another course, please proceed to the next section.” 

5. Students must be involved in the selection of items for this survey. In particular, their input should be sought for the modules addressing University-wide, Faculty-Wide, and unit criteria. 

Recommendations Pertaining to the Instructor-Specific Module 

1. A pool of items should be created and made available on the web for instructors to access for use in this module. Instructors could tailor these items to their specific teaching context. 

2. The results of the Instructor-specific module should be for the formative use of the instructor and the dissemination of these results should be left to the discretion of the instructor. 

Challenges 

Buy-in: Ensuring the real and perceived validity and utility of student evaluations of teaching is contingent upon buy-in and engagement at all constituency levels. For administrators, a modularized model should provide access to aggregated institutional data on student perceptions of instructional quality and a flexible tool to measure key performance indicators in instruction. For instructors, personalized formative value must be reinforced in order to enhance the sense of a constructive exercise rather than an onerous burden or commoditization of instruction. Furthermore, sample items and workshops should be provided for instructors to reduce this perceived burden.  For students, easy access to results (as a course selection determiner) and a sense of the multi-level impacts of evaluation outcomes will build engagement and interest. On an overall level, student evaluations of teaching must be widely regarded as a valuable component of an ongoing meta-dialogue on teaching and learning as vital components of UBC’s academic culture, and all relevant constituencies must be involved as early as possible in the planning and implementation process. 

Response Rates: Regardless of the chosen mode of delivery, considerable efforts must be taken both to maximize response rates to provide an accurate and reliable estimate of instructor quality and to encourage engaged, reflective responses. With appropriate messaging and engagement, it should not prove necessary to provide incentives to respondents.

Support: The committee cannot reinforce strongly enough that this undertaking will not succeed without a clear commitment to providing adequate funding, resources, and administrative support on a capital and ongoing basis. This initiative must be adequately resourced to be successful; otherwise, the more things change the more they remain the same. 

The Need for a Central Organizational Structure 

We recommend that an independent office be established that will provide the organization, coordination, and expertise required of a university-wide evaluation system. Minimal staffing would include a Coordinator and with a support staff person. This could be a stand-alone office or it could be aligned with Planning and Institutional Research (PAIR).  They would need office space and the necessary supplies and equipment for effective functioning. Primary responsibilities would include providing on-call expertise to academic units to assist with instrument development, processing and reporting of data, and workshops with administrators to ensure valid and reliable interpretation of data. This unit may undertake scanning and reporting responsibilities by unit request or may eventually expand to serve a broader mandate, such as that conducted at the University of Washington and the University of Western Ontario.  In keeping with the two components of the SHINE 2010 initiative (teaching support and good evaluation of educational impact) the recommended office can work closely with the Centre for Teaching and Academic Growth and the Office of Learning Technology, and other instructional development offices within the Faculties.  However, to avoid conflict of interest, it must be structured so that we do not have the same people overseeing evaluation and providing teaching support.

Some Important Considerations Regarding the Evaluation of Teaching Assistants 

This committee focused on recommendations regarding the structure and delivery of traditional end-of-term evaluations.  However, UBC also needs a university-wide approach for obtaining feedback for all Teaching Assistants (TAs). TAs have a range of duties, from marking to leading tutorials or labs to running entire courses. Because of this range, as well as the specific professional needs of TAs, applying a consistent model campus-wide for assessing the teaching activities for all TAs should be further explored. 

In many courses, TAs are the main one-on-one contact that students have with a teacher. Thus, in order for UBC to maintain high standards of teaching, there should be a clear assessment method of TA teaching activities. Evaluation forms serve to recognize excellence in teaching as well as identify areas of professional development. Having some consistent questions on an evaluation form allows for inter-departmental comparisons where perhaps different professional development methods are being used for TAs. Such comparisons can provide more information on effective professional development methods. Moreover, some departments hire graduate students whose current area of study is outside the department, so it would be useful to have comparable evaluation forms for hiring purposes. 

However, what will such an assessment look like? The following are just a few questions that need to be considered before a recommendation can be submitted: 

How closely related should the TA evaluation form be to a faculty evaluation form? What are the benefits and drawbacks to having the two types of forms look similar? In terms of including graduate students among the UBC teaching community, the evaluation form could contain more uniformity between all members of the community. However, TAs may have different teaching duties and themselves may have distinct professional needs. 

Should all TAs be evaluated by students or just the ones who interact with students? Should there be a common form for all TAs in a department? One common form may not be appropriate for all TAs in a department because of the various duties. Is a common form among TAs performing the same task more appropriate? Some departments have used a separate evaluation form for their Problem Based Learning Tutors. 

Can the recommended modular model be applied with a set of core university-wide questions followed by questions from the faculty and then the departments, finally TA-specific questions? Many TAs are not given the opportunity to ask specific questions so it may prove beneficial for graduate students looking to enhance their professional development. If the recommended modular model is applied, what questions from each section will be the same or different from other evaluation forms? For example, TAs who lead tutorials may have a question on the evaluation form which addresses how well the tutorial helped students clarify the course material. Other TAs who teach in a laboratory setting may have questions asking how well the TA promoted inquiry based learning. 

Finally, how should the evaluation be implemented for TAs? Should TA evaluations be publicized? What happens when an area of professional development is identified? Will TAs be required to take a training session? For departments where there are more TAs than positions, evaluations can be used for hiring and for departments where there are more positions than TAs, evaluations can be used for placement. 

Across universities, teaching is being given greater emphasis in hiring procedures and a commitment should be made to our own graduate students such that they receive the teaching development opportunities that make them attractive job candidates. A well-thought out, planned method to evaluate the teaching activities of TAs is a way to help identify such professional development areas and would benefit both undergraduates, many of whom are taught by graduate students, and our graduates who may be seeking teaching-related jobs. In this pursuit, detailed and comparable evaluations would be a great addition to their teaching portfolio.

Summary

This report proposes a modular design approach to student evaluations of teaching.  Such an approach will increase both buy-in for and benefit from a process that occupies considerable time and energy at UBC.  The proposed approach will require dialogue within and among the various constituencies.  It will also require the dedication of adequate resources to make it work and convince those constituencies that the dialogue and process will be worthwhile.  This committee believes both the dialogue and resources will: (1) help ensure that all academic programs meet the highest standards of excellence; (2) support innovations and improvements in teaching; and (3) enable UBC to achieve its goal of becoming one of the world’s best institutions of higher education.
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