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Random Thoughts . . .

Myths about student ratings of teaching abound on 
every campus, usually accompanied by confident 
assurances that ratings are just popularity contests 

that reward entertainers and penalize the best teachers. (Re-
markably, the second group always seems to include the ones 
doing the assuring.) Some years ago we surveyed the myths 
and summarized the extensive research that showed most of 
them to be wrong.[1] Now it’s 15 years later and a lot more 
research has been done, with similar outcomes. Unfortunately 
the myths are still alive and well, so here is the 2008 version 
of what “everyone knows” about student ratings and how 
much of that wisdom is supported by research. 

* * *
Myth. Student ratings are not valid assessments of teaching 
quality.
Fact. False. Thousands of research studies have shown that 
student ratings correlate positively with every other measure 
of teaching effectiveness, including alumni ratings, peer rat-
ings, administrator ratings, measures of learning (e.g., stan-
dardized tests, common exams in multi-section courses, and 
ratings of student portfolios), and student motivation.[2] The 
magnitude of the observed correlations varies considerably 
across individual studies and a few studies report contradic-
tory results, but the weight of the evidence is clear. If students 
consistently say someone’s teaching is good or bad, they’re 
almost certainly right.
Myth. The highest ratings go to the easiest courses.
Fact. False. Up to a point, courses rated as more difficult on 
average get higher ratings than easier courses, with ratings 
only beginning to fall when courses reach levels of difficulty 
beyond the backgrounds of most enrolled students. In a recent 
study of 1,045 engineering, science, and humanities courses 
at two universities, Dee[3] found that student perceptions of 
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course workload were not significantly different for courses 
in the top and bottom quartiles of student ratings, with the 
marginally higher workload rating going to the courses in 
the top quartile.
Myth. Bad teachers who are easy graders get higher evalu-
ations than good teachers who are strict graders.
Fact. False. Individual instructors who give high grades rela-
tive to local averages may get higher ratings than they would 
if their grades were lower,[4] but no studies have turned up 
ineffective teachers who got high ratings just by giving high 
grades.[5] However, the possibility that it could happen sup-
ports the common recommendation to use multiple sources 
of assessment data.
Myth. They may not like me now because I’m rigorous and 
maintain high standards, but in a few years they’ll appreciate 
how good a teacher I was.
Fact. Generally false—it happens sometimes, but not often.[1, 2] 
Alumni ratings correlate significantly with student ratings 
given previously to the same instructor. If your students 
think you’re a great teacher now, most will still remember 
you fondly in the future, and if they think you’re lousy, don’t 
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expect to start getting holiday greetings from them in five or 
10 years. 

* * *
Not all common beliefs about evaluations are wrong, of 

course. It’s true that teachers who are enthusiastic and car-
ing tend to get better ratings than those who are reserved and 
distant, but so what? Enthusiasm and caring of instructors 
also correlate with motivation and learning of their students,[2] 
suggesting that the higher ratings are probably deserved. It’s 
also true that other things being equal, elective courses tend to 
get higher ratings than required courses, upper-level courses 
tend to get higher ratings than lower-level courses, small and 
moderately sized classes get higher ratings than very large 
classes, student ratings in engineering and the sciences are 
lower than ratings in other fields, and female instructors in 
engineering and the physical sciences get lower ratings than 
male instructors.[2] On average these effects are small, but 
they exist and should be taken into account when ratings are 
used to make decisions about such things as reappointment, 
tenure, promotion, and merit raises.

In short, student evaluations have high levels of reliability 
and validity and should always be part of the process used 
to evaluate teaching. There are some aspects of a course that 
students are in no position to evaluate, however, including 
whether the course learning objectives are appropriate, the 
content is current with the state of the field, and the course 
adequately prepares the students for subsequent courses 
in the curriculum. Those things can only be evaluated by 
knowledgeable peers. Student ratings should therefore not 
be the sole source of teaching assessment data but should be 
supplemented with peer ratings and other measures of teach-
ing effectiveness.[6] If different sources agree, as they usually 
will, it’s a good indication that the overall assessment is a fair 
one; if they disagree, it’s a red flag, and an effort should be 
made to find out what’s going on.

Since student ratings will undoubtedly remain central to 
teaching evaluation (as they should), everything possible 
should be done to make them as effective as possible. The 
following recommendations—most of which are drawn from 
the papers cited in Reference 2—address that goal.

•	 Use a rating form that has been developed with the as-
sistance of someone knowledgeable about educational 
measurements. There is a science to survey construc-
tion in general and educational rating instrument con-
struction in particular. Either use a form that has been 
developed and validated elsewhere, such as the IDEA 
Student Ratings of Instruction system (<http://www.
idea.ksu.edu/>) or TCETools (<http://tcetools.com>), 
or work with an education specialist on your campus 
or an external consultant.

•	 Don’t trust ratings collected from fewer than 10 
students or less than 2/3 of a class, and don’t make 
personnel decisions based on ratings from a single 
semester. 

•	 Use a few global or summary items with Likert-scale 
(1–5) ratings for summative evaluation (evaluation used 
to help inform personnel decisions), and a longer list of 
more specific items for formative evaluation (diagnostic 
evaluation used to help instructors improve their teach-
ing). Global items correlate more strongly with student 
learning than more specific items do, and you’ll get a 
higher rate of return if there are fewer questions. 

•	 When evaluating ratings, remember that they may be 
slightly affected by factors other than the quality of 
instruction, such as the nature and level of the course, 
the class size, and the gender of the instructor. The 
IDEA system and TCETools include provisions for 
taking these factors into account.

•	 Try to persuade students that their ratings will be 
considered carefully and may have an impact on fac-
ulty personnel decisions and decisions about teaching 
assignments. If you can make this case convincingly, 
most students will take the ratings seriously and you 
should get a good rate of return. If you can’t make the 
case, there is no reason the students should take the 
ratings seriously and you should not be surprised if 
they don’t.
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