UNCSA’s End-of-Course Student Feedback Process: The Task Force’s Findings and Recommendations
Introduction
Collecting end-of-course student feedback is the most common practice employed at universities to evaluate teaching competence for high
stakes personnel decisions, e.g., contract renewal, promotion and merit raises. The instruments and methods that collect and present this
feedback are relatively easy, efficient, and cost-effective, and the reported quantitative scores enable recipients to use the data for their
purposes.
However, there is a growing body of evidence suggesting that the use of student ratings of teaching in personnel decisions is problematic.
The instruments typically used in this process do not legitimately assess teaching competence―the most significant criterion on which to
base these decisions. At best, these instruments seek student opinions about faculty teaching capability, and student opinions and/or
satisfaction are NOT legitimate measures of teaching capability. Additionally, data generated from these processes are often used in
statistically problematic ways and can be influenced by course characteristics like time of day, subject, class size, and whether the course is
optional or required―factors that are not under the control of faculty. And studies suggest that students perceive instructors differently
based on the instructor’s gender, race, ethnicity, age and physical attractiveness.

Process
The goals of the Task Force this year were to visit all divisions / schools to get a complete picture of the challenges UNCSA faces with regard
to the current end-of-course student feedback process and to make both general and specific recommendations about how to improve
what we currently do. In addition, an anonymous survey was created for the faculty to use to submit their thoughts, and one-on-one
meetings were held by request. The feedback gathered revealed that the issues with the current evaluative process fall into five categories:
the instrument itself, how the results are used, response rates, oversight, and culture of teaching at UNCSA. The Task Force updated the
Provost, the Vice- Provost and Faculty Council on their progress, and engaged in several discussions with the Director of the Teaching and
Learning Center.

Recommendations
Based on our conversations with faculty and our reviews of the literature and other university models for collecting and using student
feedback about teaching effectiveness, the Task Force suggests that UNCSA implement the following evidence-based best practices:

1.

Student Feedback

Students are ideally situated to comment about their experience of a course (e.g., the extent to which an instructor appears prepared for
class, communicates clearly, stimulates interest, and demonstrates enthusiasm and respect for students), but they cannot rate an
instructor’s knowledge/content expertise, learning outcomes, teaching methods, course design/organization, course materials,
assignments, and grading practices. Hence, students are not qualified to “evaluate” teaching. The task force recommends reframing the
purpose of our survey with a name change to something like: “End-of-Course Experience Survey,” “Student Course Feedback,” “Course
Experience Questionnaire,” or “Student Learning Experience Questionnaire” as an easy first step toward collecting the kind of
information that a student is developmentally equipped to provide and communicating the student role in this process accurately.
2. Survey Instruments
A review of our survey instruments is recommended to ensure that all our questions are well worded, grammatically correct, and culturally
sensitive, and that they are appropriate, i.e., they are associated with our notion of effective teaching and they invite the kind of
information students can provide. Questions should either ask students to focus on specific instructional behaviors (e.g., gives feedback
in a constructive manner) or to reflect on their learning (e.g., new understandings or greater interest attributed to the course).
Broad-/global-/summary-type questions should be avoided (e.g., rate the overall effectiveness of this instructor) to enhance clarity and
mitigate the influence of irrelevant factors/bias.
Organize items according to subcategories to give students a context/orientation for the questions and to align with elements of teaching
we emphasize and evaluate in other ways, e.g., Course design; Instructional practices; Inclusive practices; Assessment practices; Course
impact.
A bank of optional items should be developed so that instructors can customize their surveys to reflect course and pedagogical
differences and make them more useful for teaching improvement purposes and more relevant for use in personnel decisions.
Our instructions to students should be reviewed, as well, to remind them of the purpose of the survey and their responsibility for
contributing to campus conversations about teaching and learning. They should also be encouraged to respond to any open-ended
questions.
3. Report

A review of the faculty report that summarizes students’ feedback is recommended to ensure that the statistical information presented is
clear, appropriate, and sufficient for our purposes. If we organize the student survey into subcategories (see Survey Instruments), we
may wish to have our report organized in the same way. This could help us focus on areas for improvement.
Our current report presents the “mean” or average (AVG) rating for each item, but is this the best information to present given that this
type of calculation is susceptible to outlier ratings (i.e., extreme responses) when sample sizes are low—a particular issue for small size
course sections and low response rates? (See Appendix: Table) The mean score also invites misunderstanding because it does not make
statistical sense to calculate the average of “categories” (i.e., “strongly agree”, “agree”, etc.); categories are just categories, not
quantities that can be meaningfully averaged. Should an additional measure or perhaps an image be presented to protect against
misrepresentation of the data? Alternatively, should we continue presenting the mean score with the caveat that good judgment and
understanding must be applied in the interpretation of such measures? Care must be taken to guard against drawing unwarranted
conclusions.
Advice for understanding and using the data should either appear on or accompany the report as an aid for users. For instance, symbols
such as “N” and abbreviations such as “AVG” should be defined, and the points/values assigned to categories should be identified.
While the qualitative information can be very helpful for faculty for improvement purposes, there is widespread concern about the
possibility that it could be misused. One idea is that none or just certain portions of the survey feedback be made available to the deans.
Another idea is to give students the option to sign their feedback forms; faculty would receive all the comments, but only signed ones
would be made available to the deans.
Consider establishing a protocol for addressing discriminatory, obscene, or demeaning comments appearing in student end-of-course
feedback. University of Oregon has such a protocol that allows faculty to flag offensive comments for review and possible redaction by a
teaching evaluation committee.
Recommendations should be provided to instructors for how best to use their students’ feedback, e.g., by sorting comments into themes
and focusing on the most frequent themes rather than on the most negative comment.
4. Faculty Narrative
A crucial part of teaching evaluation is an instructor’s reflection of their own teaching. Self-reflection should be a regular part of an
instructor’s course planning and development anyway, but the instructor’s own voice should be available at the course level to
complement student feedback and provide a context for it. This could be done in a separate document at the time the faculty member
reviews the survey results or in an addendum to the end-of-year annual self-evaluation. This would allow instructors to address any special

circumstances surrounding a given course (e.g., new courses or innovations in teaching, a shift from an elective to a required course,
excessive work load demands on students within the course, student resistance to certain types of material, etc.).
5. Response Rates
As noted in the attached Appendix: Table, end-of-course response rates are low across campus and across classification levels. Low rates
of return are a unique challenge in small sized course sections especially where students might imagine their anonymity to be more
tenuous, perhaps reducing their willingness to respond truthfully or to respond at all. Nevertheless, there are things we can do to try to
increase these rates.
•
•
•

•
•

Instructors should encourage participation by emphasizing to students the importance of student feedback to improved course
design, teaching, and learning.
Establish a standard time frame for completion of the survey that holds across all schools and disciplines for undergraduate and
graduate students and according to best practices for high school students as determined by high school academic and arts
programs/faculty.
Whenever possible, ask students to bring a laptop or tablet to class to complete the evaluation at a scheduled time. According to the
literature, return rates are highest when faculty schedule class time for this important activity. By setting aside time for this,
instructors are not only demonstrating their investment in the process and increasing the overall student response rates, but they are
also increasing the likelihood that students have time to think through their responses to produce less rushed, more thoughtful
feedback. Setting aside class time also communicates to students the importance of evaluations in the teaching mission at UNCSA.
Collect student feedback frequently to reinforce the message that students’ voices matter (see Formative Feedback);
Talk to your students about the usefulness of student feedback in your personal teaching experiences; cite changes you have made in
previous semesters as a result of students’ feedback.

6. Formative Feedback
Instructors should be encouraged to solicit student feedback in the classroom on a regular basis and to use that feedback for improving
instruction. This can provide us with helpful feedback in considering the design or approach of a course, classroom/studio activities,
instructional technologies, guest speakers or other elements of individual teaching practice. It also is another way to demonstrate our
concern for student learning.
Many institutions now provide a centrally distributed Midterm Student Experience Survey to collect feedback for mid-course adjustments
or for clarifying goals and expectations with students. Feedback collected via this Survey is only available to the instructor. Whether we
use such a survey, invite the help of the Teaching and Learning Center to collect and analyze student feedback and consult privately with
us, or conduct such a process ourselves, taking time for this is highly recommended. There is evidence that most faculty find that students

whose views are solicited via mid-course feedback feel more committed to the course, engage more actively in it, and consider themselves
partners in ensuring successful outcomes for the course―attitudes that should help boost our end-of-course survey response rates.
7. Interpretating & Using Data
Those who will be making decisions about others’ teaching competence should be trained in how to interpret and use survey results as
part of a holistic assessment of teaching effectiveness. Among other things, they should be reminded to look for patterns and consistency
within courses and across time and to not over-interpret small differences in averaged scores and rare comments as indicative of a
problem, a decrease in quality, or an indication that one faculty member is materially better than another. They should also be reminded
that feedback from low enrollment sections/courses and those that generate low survey response rates should be treated with caution as
they may not be representative of students’ perceptions.
Personnel decisions should be influenced by survey results only when: (a) consistent feedback from students has been obtained over
many courses and over many semesters; (b) the majority of students in the courses have responded; and (c) the results are quantitative.
Written comments from students should not be used in personnel decisions.
The Task Force also recommends greater transparency in the use of student feedback data, whether for teaching/learning improvement
and/or personnel decisions. A section of the faculty manual should be devoted to this in great detail.
A portion of annual letters from deans should focus on teaching effectiveness. Recommended practice suggests that small differences in
student feedback results not be emphasized. Instead, administrators might use broad categories (“excellent,” satisfactory,” “needs
improvement”) to describe teaching effectiveness.
Training for those who will be making decisions about others’ teaching competence might include meeting with the Director of Teaching
Effectiveness, a training course, a statistics course, and/or reading select articles about the appropriate use of survey results.
8. Student Feedback Oversight Committee
There should be a single committee that is responsible for making decisions involving student feedback with faculty representation from
all schools/divisions and all academic levels within the arts schools.
In order to improve the quality and usefulness of student feedback, the committee should design a handout for students that explains key
features of helpful written feedback on end-of-course surveys, encouraging them to address comments to the instructor; make feedback
relevant, specific and constructive; and avoid comments not related to learning.

Guidelines for evaluators should be developed by the Task Force for easy reference taking into account the differences in teaching high
school students versus graduate and undergraduate for arts and academics.
9. Holistic Evaluation of Teaching
We need to do more than simply replace problematic evaluation instruments and encourage participation! Given the
complexity/dimensionality of teaching and the challenges inherent in evaluating all aspects of it, it is imperative that we seek evidence of
teaching competence from multiple sources in multiple ways for evaluation purposes. A multi-source approach may be in place already for
some of us, but it is time to review what we are doing now. The goals of a comprehensive system are to ensure teaching evaluation is fair
and transparent, is conducted against criteria aligned with our notions of teaching excellence, and includes input from students, peers and
the faculty themselves.
Combining the systematic evaluation of teaching with direct efforts to assist faculty in developing their effectiveness is essential. There is
a great deal of evidence that it can be harmful to evaluate faculty teaching without providing training, improvement and support. Faculty
at all levels should be encouraged to be reflective about their teaching and to pursue opportunities for improving their practice.
10. Culture of Teaching
•
•
•

Do more to establish a culture of teaching at UNCSA with rewards, acknowledgements and support, but also by communicating that
we value teaching with every opportunity, e.g., the UNCSA and school websites, promotional videos, student orientations, etc.
Make teaching a significant part of interviewing considerations and hiring decisions.
Promote the Teaching and Learning Center’s staff and services and other teaching enhancement resources so that all faculty are
aware of them and know how to access them.
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Appendix
(See attached) Table: Course Sections Offered by Number of Students Enrolled and Return Rates of Students’ End-of-Course “Evaluations”

Course Sections Offered by Number of Students Enrolled and
Return Rates of Students’ End-of-Course “Evaluations
All Levels (High School Arts, F2019; High School Academics, Sp2019;
Undergraduate, F/Sp 2019; Graduate, F/Sp 2019)
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