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Richard A. Moe

Experiences of Course Evaluations at the English
Department of the Junior College

The primary issue to be considered before creating
and implementing course evaluations is the purpose for
which they are intended. Evaluations are questionnaires
eliciting information about the courses being evaluated by
those taking them. It is the purpose of the evaluation
that determines the questions to be asked on it. Of
greater importance is the issue of how and for what
purpose the data obtained from the evaluations will be
used. Without a clearly defined purpose, course
evaluations are of very little practical value.

The diversity of courses offered at a major university
further make the implementation of a single evaluation
less than pragmatic. Using the same standards of data
analysis for all courses, regardless of their size and

content, skews the results in favor of some courses over

others. For that reason, different course evaluations
should be created based on the nature of the courses and
the information being sought for each. It would therefore
seem prudent to allow each faculty or department to draft
its own course evaluation questionnaires to ensure that
the data being elicited best suits the purpose stated for
the evaluation.

As previously stated, it is the purpose and use of the
data obtained from the evaluations that is of paramount
importance. This is again a matter that can best be
defined and determined by each respective department
and faculty. Itis a far more difficult task than the actual
creation and administration of the evaluation, for it raises
numerous questions of ethical, legal, and practical
consideration. Should the results be made public or
should they only be provided to the teacher of the course
being evaluated? Should they be provided to all tenured
faculty members or a select group? Should the results be
used to determine employment policies, such as
promotions, demotions, hiring and termination as well as
the number and type of courses an instructor is allowed to
teach? If so, what standards will apply? Should the
results be indicated in some manner in course
descriptions provided to students, thus possibly
influencing their decisions to take certain courses? The
guestions are numerous and complex so it is imperative
that they should be carefully considered and agreed upon
before a decision is made to actually implement course
evaluations.

The English Department of the soon-to-be defunct
Junior College implemented course evaluations almost 10
years before the university decided to do so. One reason
for deciding to do this was an attempt to resolve a
long-standing problem of how to deal with student
complaints of certain courses and instructors. Without
empirical data to support student claims, attempting to
deal with any course or instructor problems made any
Another reason was to

attempt purely haphazard.

obtain student feedback to enable teachers to make
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adjustments to their courses that would make them more

effective. Within the department a subcommittee of

tenured professors was established to write the evaluation.

Its proposed form was reviewed and debated by the full
tenured faculty of the department and upon unanimous
agreement of its final form, it was then enacted.

In the case of the English Department course
evaluation, it was decided that all classes taught by all
teachers, both tenured and adjunct, would be evaluated at
the last class of a course. In the case of the English
Department, almost all courses were taught on the
semester system, so it was in the last class of the semester
when these evaluations were conducted. The results of
the evaluations of all courses were reported to all of
tenured faculty; adjuncts received reports for their classes
only.

Numerical values from 1 to 5, with 5 being the
highest, were used for responses to questions on the front
side of the evaluation that dealt with how the respondent
viewed the course content as well as the teacher’s
performance. Respondents were also asked whether
they would recommend the course to others or not. The
guestionnaire also asked whether the teacher was late to
class, ended it early, or taught bell to bell, and also how
often the teacher cancelled classes and whether any of
these were unannounced cancellations. One question
pertained to the students and asked to what extent they
prepared outside of class for the course. The back side of
the evaluation form consisted of questions related to the
front side but instead of being a selection of numerical
values, students wrote comments if, they wished.

The results of the evaluations were used in personnel
matters pertaining to adjunct teachers. With 5 being the
highest evaluation possible, the department decided that
the standard for teachers should be 3.6, however,
language being the primary subject taught, it was also
decided that native English speaking instructors should
achieve a 4.0 evaluation. This standard proved to be

effective and the overall average of the department rose

each subsequent semester. It was also noted that
teachers with evaluations below the department average
made revisions and efforts that resulted in subsequent
higher evaluations. When this evaluation program was
terminated, the overall evaluation for the whole
department was 4.1.

In the case of adjunct native English speaking
instructors, the course evaluation program was explained
to them before they were hired and the fact that the
results would be used in determining whether their
courses would be increased, reduced, or even whether
their employment might be terminated. When the
evaluation results for a teacher for a particular semester
were below average, the teacher was called in and his
evaluation was discussed. He was encouraged to make
revisions to those areas which were lowly evaluated and
given a warning that if his evaluation results did not
improve the subsequent semester, adjustment might be
made to his employment. When it was necessary to seek
a teacher for a course, adjuncts with consistently high
evaluations were given first choice.

While these limited measures were effective in
administering an academic program that clearly appealed
to the majority of the students enrolled in the department,
there was dissatisfaction among some of the faculty that
the department had not done enough to establish more
guidelines for use of the data obtained from the
evaluations. The department as a whole seemed
reluctant to establish further guidelines and it is the
assumption of this writer that such decision was based on
lack of precedent in such matters. The course evaluation
program was terminated when it was decided that the
Junior College would be decommissioned.

Based on the experiences and lessons gained from
being closely involved with the English Department’s
course evaluation program, this writer has been less than
satisfied with the course evaluation conducted by the
university. One major complaint is the time set for

administering the evaluation, which has been in the
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middle of a semester. That is too soon and fails to gain

an accurate student assessment of the course which can

only be made at its end, not when it is only half-completed.

Another complaint is that there does not appear to be a
clear policy for the use of the results of the evaluations.
Thirdly, as mentioned earlier, such a generalized
questionnaire form used for all types of classes does not
seem practical. And fourthly, but not lastly, the method
of conducting the evaluation seems outmoded.

With the technology available today, a number of
different types of questionnaires could be created and all
of these could be administered online. Properly
programmed, they could be conducted in such a way that
when a student swiped his ID in a reader, only those
courses to which he had enrolled would appear for
evaluation and he would only be allowed to evaluate those
courses once. At the same time, it would be possible to
ensure that student anonymity be preserved. A
sophisticated evaluation program could evaluate all the
data and create reports for teachers, departments, and
faculties that could be downloaded, thus saving
considerable resources now being expended on printing
and paper.

In conclusion, though, before given attention to the
administration of course evaluations, the more important
questions of what purpose the evaluations are to serve
and how the results will be used require the most

attention.
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