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Abstract: Student evaluations of teaching (SET) questionnaires are widely used in higher education to enhance
the quality of teaching. More study inthe area of qualitative analysis of student reasons for rating items
may produce rich, multi-dimensional information, beyond quantitative ratings data, to give the institutions
conducting SETs a better idea of student perception on quality of teaching. This paper reports the findings of
a major Turkish state university’s student evaluation of teaching questionnaire completed by 192 junior
students from the Education Faculty. The qualitative data has been analyzed to determine the reasons given
by the students for their ratings of closed-end items, the relationships between these reasons and the students’
own perception of their mnitial interpretations of the questions put to them. Such rigorous analysis of student
mterpretations should be of value in developing better understanding of student perception about questionaire

items and relationship between the reasons and the ratings given by students.
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INTRODUCTION

Student evaluations of teaching (SET) questionnaires
are widely wused throughout Iigher
establishments  to enhance the quality of faculty
teaching. Many studies were related to their importance
in the academic performance environment [1-6]. Yet,
despite the more than 2000 mainly quatitative studies [7]
the credibility of the questionnaires remains a matter of

education

concern,
Student feedback may be used to
improve tecahing [8]. Taking evaluation as a part of a

evaluation

change process,Geis, [9] used an instructional feedback
model to identify elements that had potential influence
on feedback use by the recepient.

Geis Model: The questionnaire designer sends the
message, via the questionnaire, to the student who then
sends the message to the evaluator by means of the
completed questionnaire. Geis [10] argued that the sender
and the recipient of the message might alter the validity
and interpretation of the message strongly. Therefore the
stages, including the question formulation, the rating by
the student and the analysis of the questionnaire items,
have a structure which by its nature leaves considerable

probability for different and subjective interpretations
by participants (designer, student and evaluator).

The reliability and validity of the message exchange
process depends on conveying the message n an
intended manner. Thus in this study, the evaluation
process of teaching was considered as the process for
the exchange of messages. During a communication
process, conveying and interpreting the message in
an intended manner can increase the credibility of the
communication process.

The key message process begins before the student
[the information processing system) completes a SET
questionnaires and mcorporates two stages which are
not contained in Geis” model — the stage during which
questions are designed and the stage during which the
SET are distributed (commumecated) to the students
[the ‘task enviromment’). An Extended Instructional
Feedback Model was therefore utilised for explaiming of
message exchanging process during questionnaire
completion by students.

Student Evaluation of Teaching

Quantitative literature: The literature about SET
questionnaires can be classified into four aspects:
Students; Faculty, Courses; and Other Variables
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[administrative, environmental, etc.) Considerable
literature exists in respect to quantitative research on
student-related variables [11, 14-22].

However, student-related variables such as the
impact of personal interest, motivation, personal
characteristics, potential bias that might vary depending
on the individual personal differences, have been
subjected to fewer research studies [18, 23-29]. The
principle method of these studies, however, has been

quantitative analysis.

Qualitative literature: There are a limited number of
other researchers who have investigated how
students interpret  the questionnaires
qualitatively [30, 33-25]. Aiming to close this qualitative
gap in the literature, Alderson [35] has been among the
most pioneering researchers in understanding and
explaining how items in
questionnaires.

The research of Low [30, 33] provides further
explanations among the studies on expression, style,
format and the scaling of items in questionnaires.
Alderson [35] and Low [32] agreed that research on this
subject remained mnsufficient.

Alderson, [35] provides further valuable insight to
the problems that might be encountered during the
process of exchanging messages between sender 2 and
recipient 2, from step 3 to step 5. Block [36] conducted a
similar study as a result of his interest in Alderson’s
findings, leading him to explain:

items  of

students interpret the

“While I cannot possibly know what the original designers
of this particular questionnaire meant when they worded items
as they did. I do know that their interpretation would surely be
more narrow than the collecion of multidimensional
interpretations provided by the respondents involved in this
study [424].

Problem Solving: Kitchener, [37] states that when
contradictory  assumptions, and ideas,
conclude with different solutions, this amounts to ill-
structured problem solving. In the questionnaires,
whether they may contain closed or open ended items or
both, the fact that the students suggested alternative
solutions with
questiormawe and that they stated divergent types of
thinking, bears the hallmarks of ill-structured problem
solving during rating the items.

As Jonassen, [38] emphasised, in the process of
solving ill-structured problems, the individual differences
in students, such as familiarity, blurriness, knowledge
about the process they are participating in, personal

evidences

alternative reasons for items m the

cognitive styles, self awareness and self-confidence,
motivation and determination, result in significant
variations in their solutions. When Jonassen’s[3&]
definition of a complex problem is taken into
consideration, the task of rating items in the questionnaire
is also complex. The complexity becomes apparent when
all things are considered around on the subject matter
of the items and all the particular features relating to
the field of the items which are to be rated. The students
are required to put forward a reason or reasons to
support the solution they have chosen during this
complex decision-making process. These reasons might
be of cognitive and or non-cognitive origin.

Jonassen and Tessmer [39] suggest the cognitive
and metacognitive processes are necessary in solving
ill-structured problems. However, they also emphasize
that as these are insufficient on their own, so emotional
and connotative processes are also necessary.

By using this pomt of wiev, the studies of Low
[30, 33]; Solas [34], Alderson [35] and Block [36] can be
considered as steps towards using ill-structured problem
solving explanation for the results based on qualitative
data obtained from reasons of questiomnaire ratings.
Moreover, Robertson [25] used the problem solving to
analyze the reasons behind the ratings given by students
to questionnaire items adding further understanding of
the research problem at issue.

Low [33] explained the phenomena:

“While it is certainly important to know if particular
questions do or do not cause statistically significant response
biases, it is rather more important to find out what leads
respondent to answer as they do [2].”

Based on the approach that Robertson [25] used,
the qualitative data obtamned from this study 1s also
interpeted by using ill-structured problem solving
approach.

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to make a
qualitative reasons given by
educational faculty junior class students for their ratings
to the closed-ended items in the questionnaire to
determine perceptions of the students for items.

assessment of the

To achieve this purpose, the study focuses on two
sub-problems:

¢+  To what extend a specific item wording effected the
students perceptions ?

s What is the relationship between reasons and ratings
given by students for a specific item?
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Such rigorous analysis of reasons is important as
it leads to multi-dimensional and rich information,
beyond quantitative ratings data, to provide the
researchers studying SHETs a better understanding of
student perceptions.

METHODS

A qualitative case study design was used to answer
the research question presented above. The topic to be
studied was complex human and institutional relationship,
so qualitative method was more preferable to qualitative
methods and alse such phenomena was mnot easily
translated to numbers [40].

Sample: The SET questionnaire of the Gazi University
Education Faculty was conducted among 192 junior
students from the three faculty departments of Elementary
Education Class Teaching, Pre-School Education and
Social Sciences Teacher Education., differing from the
study sample of Robertson [25]. The students were
selected and sampled using a purposive sampling
approach which 1s suitable for qualitative method, during
the Fall Semester of 2004-2005. The junior students’
more extensive experience of the faculty teaching was
preferred to the freshmen and sophomore students in
evaluating effective teaching. Senior students were not
used in the study as the low number of volunteers from
the group could not produce a credible analysis of their
perspectives.

Table 1: The 20 items used in the Gazi SET questionnaire

Instrument The evaluation
questionnaire for obtaimng the qualitative data. Twenty
items were used in the questiormaire which is exactly
the same as the university used as an instrument for

evaluation of teaching (Table 1). Likert’s 5-point scale

study used an

was used m the study for the students to rate items. The
questionnaire used m this study, different from the
original instrument used by the university, contained a
space next to each item in which students were able to
explain or rationalise the reasons for their ratings, thus
producing the qualitative data and the items contained
in both instruments are the same. At the end of the
semester, in the course time, the students were given the
questionnaire to complete.

The purpose of the study were explained to the
students before they were asked to complete the
questionnaires. They were asked not to rate the items
that they did not understand, had no knowledge of,
or which were 1wrelevant to the content of their courses.
No personal identifiers of the students were requested
as the study was based on anonymity. The students
were requested to provide the reasons, by writing, for
the choices they made, in the free spaces allocated on
the questionnaire.

Qualitative Data Analysis Method: Conventional content
analysis was used for the analysis of the qualitative data.
Van Manen [41] denoted that the researcher in that kind
of analysis tries to discover the ‘experiences’ of the
students from their comments. The students provided a

1. He/she clearly explains the content and the objectives of the course and subjects at beginning of the term.

2. He/she makes preparation for the content of the course before sheshe comes to the class.

3 He/she is meticulous about beginning and ending time of classes.

4. He/he is master of the content of the course.

5. He/ she use proper voice tone, language and expressions during the course.

6. He/she makes the class interesting and enjoy able.

7. He/she uses teaching objectives properly and effectively.

8. He/she never mentions too much about the subject which are out of scope of the content.

9. He/she manages the class without using grades as threat.

10. He/she creates a democratic environment allowing students to ask questions and mention their opinion during the course.
11. He/ she has successful communication skills.

12. He/ she treated the students equally.

13. He/she never mentions and is never under the influence of his/her personnel problems.

14. He/she is always a role model with his'her physical appearance and his/her behaviours.

15. He/she leads the students to research activities.

16. At the end of each class time, he/she alway s summarize the subjects and daily content and mention about important points.
17. Tt it is necessary, he/she devotes time to the stadents out of the class.

18 Examination questions reflect the course content and objectives.

19. He/ she evaluated the exams objectively.

20. He/she grades examinations and assignments on time and warns students about their mistakes and deficiencies.
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Table 2: The matrix of category-ratings for Ttem 6

Class A Class B Class C General Total
Reasons 123 45T12345T123 4 5 T1 23 45T
s/he sometimes tells about an idea or one of her/his nice
memories related with the subject 00 0 321240 0 0 88 0 0 0 0 0 6 6 0 0 0 3 353
sthe tells about practical jokes during class that do not
disturb objectives of the course 000 0550000330000 220000100
it will be better i’ s'he instructs faster 000112000000 O0000 00000112
s/he uses the materials, hands out Xeroxes 000 112000099 0001 010 0021012
s'he gives educational examples o0 2147000035535 0000 000 021912
her/his methods are suitable with the course 000011000 000O0O0O0O0CO0OGCO00O0O0TI11
s/he does not use the materials; there is no need for this indeed oo 0 011000 00O0O0CO0O0CO0T1T1TO0O00022
s'he does not use the materials, but s/he is genial and charming o011 326011013001 0 010 1333 W
s’he gives examples (e.g. related with Fenerbahche football tearn)
and relates course subject with daily life 002 024000 023230 0 0 3 6 9 0 02 3 131%
sthe is genial and sympathetic 000 0119000 0330000 00000044
s/he has very nice mimics and jests 000 0119000022000 0 11000044
s/he has no temper and s/he does not act formally 000 000000011 0000 000 00011
her/his jokes are not funmy 000 0100002130000 00000223
sthe does not offend us 000 000000 O033 0000 O0O0CO0O0O0O033
her/his voice is not monotonous, but attractive 000 00 0O0OCO0CO0ODO0D1I 1 000 0 000 00011
her/his motivation is high 000 000000011 000 0 000 00011
s'he is 50 good at lecturing, but s'he does not get
involved during our presentations 000 000000 0000000 440 00044
s'he gives interesting examples related with the course,
but we prepare the learning materials 000 000000 O00O0CO0OO0O0CT1 010 00101
our instructor acts like a player
and play different roles during class hours 0 0 0 0 2 2
s’he acts naturally and makes jokes 0001230001890 011020013104
sthe provides information as if s/he is in a conversation with us,
but s/he sometimes depart from the subject 000 0220000000000 00O0O00O022
s'he is open to different ideas and suggestions o0 0 022000000010 0 010 10023
s'he signs songs or read poems and addresses us by our names 000 0330000000000 000 00033
course is too monotonous o000 00O0O0CO0O1 OO01 04 4 3 0 110 45 3012

total of 3517 comments against the 20 items in the
questiormaire. The term “unit” 15 used m this study to
mean each original comment provided for each item from
each student. The term “category” refers to each obtained
criterio (reason) for the ratings deducted from the
comments. Emergent Haney et al., [42], Latent, Frankel &
Walen, [43] coding approach was used to find categories
for ratings arising for each item. Tdeas or ‘meanings’ in the
units were naturally and inductively obtained from
comments for each item.

Firstly, two researchers agreed on qualitative content
analysis and then decided to determine the categories to
serve for the classification of ideas in the units, together
with counting their frequency, thereby agreeing on a
common view before reading the data.

The researchers then, independently from each other,
read all 3517 student comments to identify the general
categories based on each item, facilitating coder
agreement. Five of the student participants agreed to

assist the two researchers interchangeably in order
to aid understanding and analysis of the student
comments in building the categorizations (collaboration).
The researchers compared the categories and frequencies
they had determined for each item during the above
process and then jointly agreed the main categories
for each item. The agreed categories form the ‘criteria’
which the students used as the basis for their ratings for
each item.

A sample of twenty randomly selected questionnaires
and their list of main categories were submitted for peer
debriefing to two professors from the Faculty to check
whether the categories of every item properly represented
the main i1deas of units from which these categories were
obtained.

In line with this peer debriefing, the researchers read
the qualitative data and related categories mdependently
from each other for the second time within a period of
three months. They added new categories if needed.
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Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 5 Step6 Step 7
Person(s) preparing Non-rated forms ~~ Students receiving Rated forms Those who Qualitative and Implementation of
the form the form evaluated forms  quantitative analysis  the results in higher
of message ecucation
Recipient 1 Recipient 2
Sender 1 — Message 1 —_ Sender 2 — Message 2 —_ Sender 3 —_ Message 3 —_ Recipient 3

Fig. 1: The Extended Instructional Feedback Model

For the purpose of analyzing qualitative data, matrices
of category-rating analysis, which resemble the matrix
suggested by Lewis [44] for open-ended items, were used
for open-ended items in the survey. The researchers
entered the frequencies of rating m relation to related
categories in the matrices.

The researchers compared their matrices of category-
rating analysis based on every item, thereby using the
different categories for each item and different frequency
figures. Consequently, they established a common matrix
of category-rating analysis for every questionnaire item.
At the end of tlis process, the differences which
appeared in the matrices were removed with the agreement
of the researchers and the five assisting students.The
matrices were designed to explicitly present the data of
the three separate classes. The items to be analyzed were
written down at the top of every matrix. Each line
written for every category in the matrix displayed the
frequencies equal to the scores m the Likert scale and
how many times the related category appeared. The last
column group showed summation of frequency data from
all three classes.

For each item in the questiomnaire, 15-25 reasons
(categories) were 1dentified Despite the fact that all the
within the framework of behaviour that the
mtended  to

reasons
items measure were analyzed, the
mainly  on data producing

difference on interesting variables or on data that

researchers  focused

could not be explained with Likert’s scale.
RESULTS

Results obtained from this study can be classified
mto two sets namely, “wording of the items related”
results and “students related” results. To give a clear and
coinsize point of view about the results and also to
stress the importance of the item wording in
questionnaries, the results given here are constrained
with “wording of the items” related results. Since,
Coffey and Gibbs, [43] sated that ‘virtually all student

22

feedback questionnaires used in UK are “home-grown” °.

The pharase ‘home-grown’ is also used by Kolitch and
Dean, [46] when they refer to the range of SET
instruments used in much of the USA.

Overlapping in the item caused uncertainty: [tem 20
He/she grades examinations and assignments on time
students their
it is apparent that students were being

and warns about mistakes and
deficiencies,
asked to measure with only one rating up to six different
behaviours. The principle behaviour intended to be
measured is an unknown to the students. This created
uncertainty in the student responses: "He/she reads the
exams on time. He/she does not give the feedback
individually. Hefshe gives the feed back when He/fshe
remembers’; “He/she reads the exams early and gives
feedback’, *He/she
gives/does not give feedback’, ‘He/she gives homework,
He/she does not give feedback’, “He/she does not read
the homework on time, but gives feedback’; "There 1s no

homework for this course’, ‘“He/she reads the exams on

‘He/she reads the exams late’;

time, but gives feedback when requested’. The important
point here 1s that the students rated a single behaviour
or some behaviour contained in the overlapping items,
which was important for them individually so they did not
all rate the same behaviour. The same problem was seen
foritems 1, 7, 14 and 16. The questionnaire designers and
evaluators might have thought that the students rated
based on the entire item. The results have contradicted
this assumption. The overlapping items might have
caused the emergence of individual differences during
the ill-sttuctured problem solving process. Hong, [47]
explained that problem solvers had to organize and
adjust theirr cognitive efforts with different degrees
towards different directions when the objectives and
process alternatives are not clear. Cashin,[21] defined
“validity” mn such questiormaires as the extent to which
the questionnaire items identify some aspects of
effectiveness of teaching. Based on this definition, the
validity of items in 1, 7, 14, 16 and 20 can be questioned.
When the reasons for these items are analyzed, it can be
surmised that each student rated one of the parts of the
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items, or that they measured subject matter which was
beyond the mntended dimension to be measured m the
item. The same problematic wording can be encountered
m the questionnaires and their items in the American
and British universities. For example, in the question
bank of the American University, Washington D.C., item
201 and 212 under section “instructor ratings™ are worded
as “The instructor speaks clearly and can be heard
without difficulty” and “Instructor 1s skilful i observing
and responding to students’ reactions”, respectively.

Some parts of the conditionally worded items were
focused and rated: Students concentrated on some parts
of the conditicnally worded questionnaire items and
rated accordingly. For example the students concentrated
on the conditional part of item 9 and relative part of
item 10. In item 9, students were asked whether the
faculty manages the class without the anxiety of grade.
The reason of seven students 1s, ‘Grade 1s not more
important than learning’. The reason of seventeen
students 1s, ‘I do not have an anxiety of grade as I leamn
the lesson very well’. The comment of one student is,
‘The Faculty says that solving this question shall bring 5
points to the midterm grade. This gives me a negative
feeling’. The reason of another student is, *Anxiety of
grade appears during the midterms’. And finally
another student reasoned, ‘Since there is no oral exam,
there 15 not amxiety of grade’. The students rated in
accordance with these reasons and also were observed
to rate based on the first section of the item, that 1s, the
practices concerning grades and on their feeling
about this issue. Item 10 Hes/she creates a democratic
enviromment allowing students to ask gquestions and
mention their opinion during the course. Out of 100
reasons givern, the reasons of twenty seven students
included, ‘He/she enables the students to reveal their
ideas and answers the questions enthusiastically’. 32
students reasoned, “We can ask him/her what we don’t
These rated these
items based on the relative part of the relevant item. For
both items, the students rated by focusing on the
different parts of items mstead of whole items. Whle
rating, the  students concentrated on the parts
conceming “anxiety of grade” and “opportunity to ask

understand’. students therefore

questions”, which are concrete and relevant experiences
on which they have knowledge or strong feelings.

Ambiguous wording in some items increased the
number of reasons: Students gave the items 2, 4, 6and 11
an excessive number of reasons compared to other items.

For example, the student reasons for item 4 He/she is
master of the content of the course, included: "He/she
our questions clearly’; ‘He/she relates the
daily life affairs with the course subject, this makes me
understand the course well’; *He/she 1s
lecturing’; "He/she begins to explain the easiest
problems to the most complicated one’; ‘He/she updates
himselt/herself about the new developments’, "He/she

Answers

fluent in

has many sources’, ’I do not believe that explanations are
thorough’, ‘He/she lacks course material during the
class’; *Student lectures, peer readings and the use of un-
qualified or assistant teachers gives us a superficial
understanding of the course’, "His/her teaching method
suits me, He/she 1s knowledgeable in "His/her field’.

A great majority of the reasons explained are the
behaviours that might take place mn the literature within
the scope of a teacher being knowledgeable. The
important result here is that there were 29 different
reasons given for the item The excessive number of
reasons for rating might be explained by the item being
worded ambiguously, which can trigger the use of
unknown problem solving elements and, as Wood, [48]
and Kitchener,[49] argue, tlus might have created the
probability of multiple solutions or non-selutions in ill-
structured problem solving.

Another possible explanation for the result 15 the
lack of a common list of definitions and peculiarities for
the behaviours within the scope of the items mn question
[21]. In other words, each student may give comments
more m line with "His/her background rather than common
attributes.

Some items were misunderstood because of unclear
wording: Ttem 7 He/she uses teaching objectives properly
and effectively. The item’s construction seems to create
missed meaning or misunderstanding. For example,
student reasons included, ‘He/she does not threaten us
with grades’; "He/she 15 an effective teacher with both
discipline and sincerity’; and, ‘He/she gave advice on
what to be careful about when we became teachers’.

We can see that these reasons do not appear to be
related to the item. The first reason s more about the
characteristics of a successful teacher, the second about
successful class management and the third about the
course content. 16 students giving these reasons rated 5.
The behaviours the students chose to rate and gave high
ratings were not the criteria on the effective and timely
use of course objectives. A clear result for this item is the
fact that although twenty nine students said they did
not understand this item, these students all rated the
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item - four giving a rating of 3, fifteen giving a rating of
4 and ten giving the top rating of 5. The comments of
three of these students are sigmficant i showing
how the students decided on their scores: ‘The teacher
is successful in general. T did not understand this item,
but I rated because of "Histher successful way of
lecturing”; "He/she 1s good in communication, but the
question i not understandable. However, T rated
because He/she likes us’; and, 'T wanted to rate because
He/she 15 successful in general’. Other student
responses to this item mcluded twelve who did not rate
and did not comment and twenty students who said
they had not rated because they didn’t understand the
item. The number of students who rated without
understanding are higher than those who did not
understand and did not rate. The same result was
observed in Robertson’s study, [25] but in that study the
students rated the item low because of misunderstanding,
contrary to the ligher scores in this study.

The items in the Gazi questionnaire can be likened
to those evaluated by Tagomori and Bishop p.75, [49]
who identified that that three quarters of the items in
questionnaires were complicated, hardly certamn, or
subjective. The finding that some of the Gazi students
who misinterpreted the item rated nonetheless based on
characteristics of the teacher that impressed them, tends
to support the view of Gick, [50] and Jonessen, [38] that
when students faced a problem they were not familiar
with, the students interpreted the problem area based on
their experiences and then tried to solve it.

CONCLUSIONS

As  Robertson, [25] stated, understanding and
rating a questionnaire item can be considered as an
ill-structured problem solving process. Bearing in mind
this point of wiev, definiton or description of the problem,
which can be considered as sending a message to the
recelver, 1s an important step for understanding of the
problem. In other words, according to the Geis,
[¢]lmodel, sending a clear message to receiver is an
important factor for the message to be understood in an
mtended manner by the receiver.

The use of overlapping, conditional and broad
meaning wording for items, or the use of wording which
was difficult to understand, 1s revealed to have had a
strong effect on the student perception process during
the rating of questionnaire items. This process can be
explained as ill-structured problem solving and is
determined to be the cause of the variation of the rating
scale, the emergence of features about which items did

not intend to measure and the halo effect. This
assessment reaffirms the findings of Marsh and Roche,
[51] that items with inappropriate or bad wording may
not provide valuable information and what is to be
measured will be unclear with the average ratings
obtained from such items. According to these results,
accurate wordings of items are important for the credibility
of questionnaires in order to accumulate the student
rating and rating criteria on one common point. If the
results of the questionnaire were examined using the
“Extended Instructional Feedback Model” (EIFM)
significant differences could be found among students
with their message perceiving { problem understanding)
manner For example, the issue or 1ssues mtended to be
measured in the items by the questionnaire designers are
constrained and limited, compared to what the students
sought to measure in rating and reasoning the same items.
It 1s unlikely that the designers and senders of the original
messages planned to measure the extent of variable and
extreme behaviours produced by the items in the
questionnaire. However, this un-intended outcome has
the advantage of bringing out data about the features of
the teaching which the students paid most attention to
or valued. The opinions of students, who are the main
source of the data derived from the -evaluation
questionnaires, could be valued and directly mcluded
mto an evaluation process. In light of the findings of
this study, it is recognised that requesting students to
state their reasons when rating the items enables the
formative evaluations to be more functional and helpful
to the overall objective of such surveys which was one of
the main goals of Geis, [9]Model i.e. to improve the
quality of faculty and teaching and by implication, the
quality of the learning experiences and academic
outcomes for the students.
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