Why Take Instructor/d ass Eval uations Seriously?

Ken Petress

Student class/instructor evaluation time | oons again. For
sonme students, there is confusion as to the eval uations' purpose;
for others, who may or may not appreciate their purpose, there
are lingering doubts that evaluations really matter. VWell, there
are purposes for these eval uations and they do matter. Student
eval uations are not perfect; no perfect judgnent instrunment has
ever been devised. They do serve utilitarian functions -- not in
every case -- however, we should not cease a positive practice
due to a lack of perfection.

One function of student evaluations is to alert faculty to
t hose course preparation, class delivery, and grading practices
that either work well or that need amendi ng or repl acenent.

Facul ty need feedback on their performance and on the choices
they nake in preparing and delivering courses. W do not know
what works well or what is not working so well; we do frequently
have suspi ci ons about these matters; but fornal, nethodi cal feed-
back serves a useful purpose for faculty. Faculty are afforded
the opportunity to inprove or maintain those teaching practices
that work well and to alter or replace those practices that seem
not to achieve their desired ends. Caring faculty take these
matters seriously and strive to inprove their courses. Do al
faculty take evaluations equal |y seriously? No; sonme of us
deride student comments; others dismss themas uninportant or
barely inportant; while still others see them as threatening

commentary; and nost of us see evaluations as useful, needed



f eedback. Students need to take the eval uati on process seriously
so that those who read them have a reason to take them seriously.

Faculty col | eagues and admnistrators, too, have a valid
reason to want students to take evaluations seriously. Faculty
col | eagues, Deans, and the Vice President for Academc Affairs
are responsible for nmaking retention, tenure, and pronotion
recomrendati ons regarding faculty nmenbers. Faculty col | eagues
and admnistrators' judgnments should not be left to whim runor,
or hunches, but ought to be based, in part, on neani ngful student
eval uations. |f student eval uations are inconplete, mssing,
vague, or trite, faculty and admnistrative reviewers have little
recourse than to give such evaluations little weight in their
per sonnel deci si ons.

| believe that the witten portion of student eval uations
are nore useful to ne than are the check off scales. This does
not dismss the useful ness of the scal ed responses, but is a
personal bias. | deplore students who either tell ne "This was a
wonderful or mseable class.” or "The tests were great or awful ."
These comments are too vacuous to be of use to ne. Far better
comrents woul d be: "The tests took too nmuch tinme for nme to
conplete;" or "The tests were structured in a way that afforded
an opportunity to show what | know by giving ne choices." These
| ast response exanpl es are usefully substanti ve.

Eval uati on comments rel evant to instructor behavior also
need to be concrete. Statenents |ike: "The teacher was terrible"

are not useful. |If a comrent like: "The instructor habitually



started class |late and/or held us beyond the class tinme" was
made, corrective actionis clearly called for. Coments |iKke:
"The professor gave us detail ed feedback on our graded assign-
nments; these hel ped us do better on future work"™ or "The teacher
of fered personal gui dance on | ocating research sources"” would
offer incentives for faculty nenbers to continue these practices.
Professors are like the rest of humanity; we do not read student
mnds. W are all adults [students and faculty]. W expect
mature, direct, honest, and detailed feedback on how we are
doing. For the few faculty who do not seemto care about student
reactions to their work and for those who need nore guidance in
improving their teaching, detailed, clear, blunt feedback on
probl ens need to be given by caring students. For those of us
who are doing well, coments denonstrating student awareness of
positive decisions and actions nade by professors are surely
appr eci at ed.

| inplore students to take the tine to seriously evaluate
the courses you pay tuition for and take your valuable tine to
take; your future classes and those taken by future peers rests,
in part, on your wllingness to take the eval uati on process
seriously. WII every student eval uation be taken seriously by
every faculty nenber? That is not |ikely; however, if nost
students do a diligent evaluation job, nost professors wll take

themand their comments just as seriously.



