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ABSTRACT

This paper is an extension of an earlier study examinin,
student agreement on the importance of course- relate
teacher behavior. One finding of the earlier study was
substantial agreement between males and females on the
characteristics  considered  important to  teaching
effectiveness. However, the results seemed to indicate a
greater emphasis given by students to those characteristics
which impact directly on grades than those which impact on
leaning. The results of this study indicate that students do
differentiate teacher traits on the basis of importance to
leaning or to good grades.

INTRODUCTION

As a device for evaluating the performance of college
teachers, the student evaluation of teacher effectiveness has
become widespread. Typically, the student fills out a
standardized evaluation form near the completion of the
class in which he or she is enrolled. Evidence for the
extensive use of teacher evaluation has been documented by
a number of researchers [e.g. Lein & Merz, 1978; Peterson,
Kerin & Martin, 1978]. For example, in a study designed to
identify the methods used for evaluation of business faculty,
Lein and Merz [1978] received responses from 374 business
schools. Although respondents indicated that they used
various combinations of methods to evaluate business
faculty, over 70 percent of the schools used some form of
teacher evaluation by students. Not only are more schools
using this method of assessing teacher effectiveness, many
also use the results to make administrative decisions (e.g.,
faculty retention, promotion, salary and tenure).

As the use of student evaluations of teacher performance has
increased, so has the amount of literature reporting the uses
and abuses of these devices [see, for example, Miller, 1978;
and Miller, Brokaw & Shaaban, 1977]. It is evident that
there are both proponents and opponents of the use of
student evaluations of teachers as input into personnel
decisions. Most faculty members agree that these
evaluations have value 1f used for faculty development
purposes, but are leery of their usage for other purposes. One
reason for this concern is the many reliability and validity
issues related to teacher evaluations--issues which have been
investigated by a number of researchers. Researchers have
discovered, for example, that many who construct such
ratings are not sufficientl %uahﬁed to do so [Costin,
Greenough & Menges, 1971]. Furthermore, when colleague
and supervisor ratings of teacher effectiveness were also
obtained, low correlations were found between colleague or
sup76rvisor ratings. One controversial study [Rodin & Rodin,
1972) concluded that students are not able to judge teaching
effectiveness.

Many. variables have been identified which influence
student Eerceptlon of teacher effectiveness. In many cases,
either the teacher cannot control the variables or the
variables may be difficult to measure. Studies undertaken
include those examining student attributes such as student
achievement [Banziger & Smith, 1978; Costin et al., 1971];
achievement factors [Banziger & Smith, 1978]; personality
traits [Warren & O’Connell, 1978]; and leader behavior or
style g wanson, 1975; Kinicki & Scfmeshelm, 1978; Baba &
Ace, 1978]; type of course, i.e., required vs. elective (Miller,

1978; Miller et al, 1977]; course content, i..,
nonquantitative, primarily conceptual such as organizational
behavior and marketing to more quantitative, less conceptual
such as finance and operations management [Neely &
Schaffer, 1979]; teacher demands [Sullivan & Skanes,
1974]; class size [Miller, 1978; Miller et al., 1977]; sex of
teacher [Elmore & LaPointe, 1975; Wilson & Doyle, 1976];
and teacher personality [Elmore & LaPointe, 1975; Witty,
1947]. Although full discussion of these issues is beyond the
scope of this paper, the interested reader is directed to
reviews such as those of Costin, Greenough & Menges
[19711 or Sullivan & Skanes [1974].

A recent study [Stevens & Marquette, 1979] examined
differences between faculty and student ratings of the
importance of teachers’ course-related traits. Another
[Stevens, Adams & Stevens, 1980] investigated differences
among the students themselves about the importance of
course-related teacher behaviors. If differences exist in terms
of faculty and student ratings of teacher effectiveness then
the potential value of student evaluations may be severely
limited. Other studies have found that supervisors and
subordinates tend not to agree as to the relative importance
of dimensions of the subordinates’ job [Cummings &
Schwab, 1973] and, in fact, disagree over subordinates’ jab
duties and requirements [Maier, Hoffman, Hooven & Read,
1961]6 One result of the Stevens & Marquette [1979] stud
was the finding that both students and faculty disagree wit
the statement that they “used the same criteria to evaluate
performance.” Stevens & Marquette concluded that
differences do exist between student and faculty perceptions
of important teacher traits. One result of the Stevens, Adams
& Stevens [1980] study was the conclusion that students
seemed to place more emphasis on characteristics which
have impact directly on grades more than those which have
impact on learning. If teachers base their effectiveness
standards on leaning criteria and students base theirs on
grading criteria, the use of student evaluations may be
nappropriate as a means of judging teacher effectiveness.
The question then arises, do students differentiate behaviors
on the basis of the importance of those behaviors to grading
and to learning? Is there a difference between the importance
ratings of undergraduate and graduate students? Of males
and females? Of older and younger students? In an effort to
answer these questions the present study was designed as an
extension of the earlier Stevens, Adams & Stevens [1980
stu(giy. For the present study a sample of undergraduate an
raduate students was asked to rate the same 17 traits used in
the 1980 study. These traits are commonly regarded as
characteristic of effective teaching in courses where the
teaching mode is predominantly lecture.

METHOD

Sample and Procedure

A convenience sample of 409 students enrolled in a large
southwestern state university was used. Responses were
received from 134 undergraduates and 275 graduate students
enrolled in principles of management or beginning personnel
courses. Questionnaires were administered to the students by
a faculty member during regular class time. The
questionnaires were accompanied Y a cover letter assuring
respondents of complete confidentiality.
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Of the total number of students completing questionnaires,
74.3 percent were mature (that is, 23 and over) while 25.7
g@rcent were in the traditional age range of 22 or younger.
ixty-three percent of respondents were male and 36 percent
female. Graduate students made up 67.2 percent of the
sample (at least partly accountmﬁ for the skewed age
distribution) with 32.8 percent of the returns coming from
undergraduates. These data are shown in Table 1.

Instrument

The original questionnaire was composed of two parts. For
purposes of this report, however, data from only the first
part, “Traits,” will be analyzed. This part of the instrument
contained 17 statements describing teacher traits.
Respondents were asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 7 how
important they believed each trait to be in helping “you %16'[
good grades.” The 17 traits were repeated and the
respondents were then asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 7
how important they believed each trait to be in “helping you
lean.” Demographic data were also requested indicating age,
sex, class, and grade point average.

Results

A comparison using t-tests was made of the means of each
pair of variables, that is, each one listed under importance to
grad.es with the same variable listed under importance to
eaning. The means and the 2-tail probability value for each
trait are shown in Table 2. Significant differences between
the means are seen in 13 of the 17 items. In seven of those
the importance to leaning is greater than the importance to
grades. Of these seven only one, entertaining lectures, seems
to contradict our traditional thinking ~about teacher
effectiveness. Six items are seen as more important to grades
than to leaning. All of these items are consistent with
popular wisdom about influences on grading.

In an earlier study [Stevens, Adams & Stevens, 19801 it was
noted that the ranking of traits seemed to yield a clue as to
which characteristics of teachers are considered important b
students. The first three items in the ranking, we suggested,
had a clear, direct impact on a student’s grade in the course.
These items were “tests related to course materials” (#16),
“clear expectations” (#17), and “fair tests” (#15). Some
comparisons may be made between data presented in Tables
2 and 3. As can be seen from Table 3, in the present study
these three items all appear in the top five mean rankings for
all demographic breakdowns as Important for Grades.
Furthermore. Table 2 shows that students differentiate
between the importance to grades and to leaning for these
three traits. Not onlly is the difference in means statistically
s1%n1ﬁcant (p < .0071), but there is a difference of more than
1.0 between each pair of means indicating a difference of
practical significance as well. While the three traits are
considered by respondents to be somewhat important to
learning (means of 5.0 to 5.4), they are seen as extremely
important (means of 6.3 to 6.6) to grades.

As can be seen on Table 2, a statistically significant
difference exists between the means for 13 of the 17 items
when importance to grades is compared with importance to
leaning. Table 3, by highlighting the five highest ranking
traits in each category, further illustrates this distinction.
Note that traits numbered 16 and 15 apﬁgar as first and
second (i.e., their mean scores were the highest) in every
sub-group of Importance to Grades. Only once (as fifth for
the under%raduates) does cither of these traits appear as
Important for Leaning.

On the other hand, traits 7 and 6 appear as first and second
in Importance to Learning for all sub-groups, but neither
appears in any sub-group of Importance to Grades. This
result tends to support popular wisdom in that we would
expect stressing applications (7) and emphasizing
understanding of concepts (6) to contribute importantly to
learning. It may be reassuring to some that the students, in
this sample at least, agree.

It may be less comfortable to note that the item with the
lowest mean rank for either Grades (4.438) or Leaning
(4.069) is ‘has high grading standards.” Faculty often
maintain that such standards contribute to learning; students
seen less sure. In a similar vein, it is interesting to note that
item number two, “lectures in an entertaining manner” is
seen, by the oullﬁ(er students at least, as being important to
learning (ﬁftﬁ ranked), while it does not appear in the top
five of any other sub-group.

Tables 4 through 9 (these tables are available upon request
from the authors) provide the complete breakdown of item
means for grades and learning for each of the sub-groups.
Students’ ages made little difference in how they scored the
importance of teacher traits to leaning or to grades. Younger
students seemed to place more weight for learning on
entertaining lectures (#2), teacher’s concern for students
(E#IO) and the availability of teachers outside of class (#11)
than did more mature students. (These results are reported in
Table 4.) This is not unexpected. Younger students, when
considering importance to grades, also scored organized
lectures (01), entertaining lectures (#2), predictable exams
(#3), and concern for students (#10) higher than the mature
students did. However, the mature students scored exams
requiring creative thinkin 51%n1ﬁcantly higher than did their
younger classmates. (See Table 5.)

More differences were noted when the undergraduates’
means were compared with graduates’ means. Table 6
indicates that undergraduates were si(gn;ﬁcar_ltly more
concerned about the impact on grades of eight items than
were graduate students. Graduates scored only one item,
requires creative thinking on exams, higher than
undergraduates. This difference also existed m the age
breakdown which, since one could reasonably expect

raduate students to be over 23, is a predictable similarity.

he same item was scored as significantly more important to
leaning by the graduates than by the undergraduates. These
results are shown in Table 7. Undergraduates rated five
items as significantly more important to learning than did
graduates. These items included entertaining lectures,
predictable exams, concern for students, accessibility outside
of class, and objectives which reflect teac_hin%. Indicating the
importance of class material for exams is clearly related to
grades; however, it is, perhaps, harder to see its relationship
to learning. Entertaining lectures, similarly, are difficult to
relate to learning. Students may be assuming that
entertaining lectures will help them to pay closer attention to
the course material and, therefore, lean more. Likewise, they
may believe that if the importance of material for exams is
indicated they will be concentrating on, and remembering,
the important material of the class; again, helping them to
learn more.

The largest number of significant differences between means
is apparent in the breakdown by sex. Table 8 indicates 11
items for which there is a significant difference between the
mean ratin%s by females and the mean ratings by males.
Curiously, for every one of the 17 items, the mean rating by
females 1s higher than the mean rating by males. We can
only speculate
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on possible reasons for this result. Since females typically
are better performers tn the student role they may place more
emphasis than males do on grades and leaning. If so, they
mi%ht tend to see relevant traits as more important than
males do simply because those traits are related to goals
(grades and learning) on which the females place more
1mportance.

Only four of the items on_Table 9 reflect a significant
difference between males’ and females’ ratings of
Importance to learning. All four were also significantly
different in importance to grades.

The difference in ratings by males and females seems to be a
departure from the findings of our earlier study [Stevens,
Adams & Stevens, 1980] which showed unexpectedly high
agreement between the sexes. However, note that the
differences found here are all a matter of degree. Females
consistently rated all traits higher than males did but both
sexes rated the identical traits as the top four of the
seventeen. Females simply saw them as even more important
than males did. There is, then, agreement between the sexes
that, for instance, understanding concepts and stressing
a}}l)phcatlons are both more important to grades and leaning
than entertaining lectures are.

CONCLUSIONS

The analysis of student ratings of the 17 course- related
teacher traits in this study indicates that students do tend to
differentiate teacher traits on the basis of the importance of
those traits to learning or to good grades. Seven items were
seen as more important to leaning and six as more important
to grades. Although all but one of these traits are consistent
with academic expectations, a problem may still exist in the
use of student evaluations of teacher effectiveness. Since
evaluation forms do not specify whether teachers are to be
evaluated on their contribution to leaning or to grades,
student evaluations may mix up objectives. If we wish to
evaluate effective teaching on the criterion of contribution to
student leaning, care could be taken to include those items
which relate to leaning, and possibly, eliminate (or at least
minimize) those that relate to grades. Furthermore,
directions could explicitly ask students to evaluate their
instructors contribution to their own leaning.

Differences noted between graduate students and
undergraduate students were as expected. The similarity of
results between class and age categories is not unusual given
the expectation that most (but obviously not all) of the
mature students will be graduates and few (if any) of the
younger students will be graduates. The differences noted in
these categories seem to bear out the expectation that
graduate students are more independent, more willing to take
responsibility for their own learning and grades, while
undergraduates are more likely to want to be entertained, to
be actively guided and cared for. In a class composed of
both graduate and undergraduate students this phenomenon
could create misleading evaluations of the instructor as well
as confusing feedback to him or her.

The differences noted between male and female ratings tend
to corroborate our present understanding of differences in
male and female classroom performance. On whether there
Is any further significance to the oddity that all female
ratings exceeded male ratings, we can only speculate. Could
there be a similarity to the graduate-undergraduate
difference? That is, are males more willing to accept
responsibility for grades and learning and are females more
dependent on the instructor? The data do not provide an
answer.

One shortcoming of this study is that no items were included
which could reasonably be expected to receive low (not at
all important) ratings. It is difficult to determine just how
discriminating students are when nearly all ratings are at or
above 5.0 on a 7 point scale. Other areas for future research
include further attempts to determine those characteristics
seen as more important and less important for learning by
faculty and comparing student rankings, for learning, of
those characteristics with faculty rankings. If a set of traits
can be found which both students and faculty consider to be
important for student learning we may move closer to
maling student evaluations of teacher effectiveness a useful
tool.

TABLE 1

Characteriatica of Fampls
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Magurs (74,30 - 333
Toral [LOOT) o
Sen
wale (B3.AT) el 3.38
Female (36,81) . 1.33
Toral (1DOT} w09
Class
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Total (10911 Wl
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TABLE 2
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