– Best Practices for Interpretation of the Skidmore College Student Rating Form–
Skidmore College values highly effective teaching. However, assessing teaching it turns out is an
equally challenging endeavor. Historically, Skidmore, has relied on survey of students as a primary
mechanism of evaluating teaching effectiveness. Skidmore prides itself on teaching quality and on the
hard work of assessing teaching effectiveness in a comprehensive manner. Acknowledging that student
ratings should only a part of one’s portfolio, they are included and thus, the considerations below are
presented for use by faculty and faculty who are evaluating a colleague’s portfolio, whether at the
department, committee, or administrative level.
Considerations for Administering Forms
1. Students should be made aware when the forms will be administered, and/or care should be taken
to ensure a majority of students are present on the pre-identified day.
2. Administration of ratings forms should not be conducted on the day of a quiz, test, or large
assignment.
3. Instructors should clearly identify a student to read aloud the directions included in the packet
and ensure return of the completed forms to the appropriate party. Instructors should not return
the forms themselves.
4. The instructor should leave the classroom to ensure anonymity, and should give adequate time to
the ratings process, the last 5 minutes before class is adjourned is not sufficient, and instructors
might consider administering at the start of class. If the instructor has concerns over possible
group dialogue they may ask a colleague to oversee the completion, but not return, of the ratings
forms.
Considerations for Interpreting the Student Rating of Course and Instructor Summaries
1. Those reviewing the summaries of a colleague should consider the standard deviation or the
variability in the measurement, which is important when considering scores. details on form and
its output are available on this IR webpage. On the individual item summary for a given course
item the SD is the horizontal bar pictured below.

It is critical to note that, often, small differences between a rating and a mean are not statistically
meaningful. To know if a score is meaningfully different it is essential to not only compare the
means, but the standard deviations as well. For example, an instructor with a rating of 4.11 on
instructor overall (item 4.1) might seem lower then the college average of 4.57 for a semester.
However, when considering the college SD is 0.75 the rating of 4.11 falls within the SD (mean
of 4.57 – SD of 0.75 = 3.82), thus any score between 3.82 and 4.57 should not be considered
meaningfully different from the College mean. This consideration is even more important in
smaller courses. This should be born in mind when exploring the line plots (example below). An
additional level of caution may be warranted as the data are obviously not randomly sampled,
there may be concern of the SD.

2. One should consider the number of students who completed the ratings form. The validity of data
from low samples sizes can be fraught. Relatedly, one should also consider how many completed
the form out of those enrolled, providing insight into the representativeness of the data. In the
example below while the response rate is perfect, the number of students is still low, and more
susceptible to skewness or one or two students impacting the means.
3. One should consider the rules of significant figures, in so far as, not reporting digits calculated
beyond the precision of the original data or the precision of the instrument (e.g. 4.12345, when
the form only measures in whole numbers). Consider the example of a real estate agent who sold
an average of 11.621 houses/year of the last 5 years, what is 0.001 of a house? While
mathematically possible, and provided in the summary, one should question the value, or
significance, of these digits, and appropriate rounding should be considered.
4. One should consider that not all means are created equal. Consider the situation of two sets of
ratings with a similar mean, one could be made of high with some poor scores whereas another
could receive modest scores across the board. Exploring additional metrics beyond the mean, such
as the median or the frequency distributions (example in item 1 above) can be useful to go beyond
the known issues with means.
5. One should consider Instructor characteristics. There is relatively consistent evidence of bias
against women, people of color, age, those who are non-native English speakers in higher
education. In partial agreement, Skidmore found a small, but statistically significant negative
effect of faculty reporting as a person of color (African, Latin, Asian, Native American).
Interestingly, at Skidmore the % of the class that was female was negatively associated with
student ratings. More complete student demographic data, might show the bias effect could be
more significant, as shown by other studies. Finally, previous research has documented that
factors unrelated to teaching, such as a greater perceived attractiveness (1, 9), gender (6), or
“likability” (5) of the instructor significantly influences scores. Thus, instructors are individuals
and their individual characteristics, unrelated to teaching, play into their ratings, which urges
caution in any comparison to others.
6. One should consider course characteristics. At Skidmore we found that academic division, course
level, course enrollment, and # of credits were found to impact student ratings. Instructors and/or
department/program colleagues should provide course context that may aid interpretation.
7. There is general concern about the validity or meaningfulness of such ratings (8). Consider one
study that found students who saw a silent 30 second video of the instructor and rated them, their
ratings then correlated with the end of semester scores (1). Consider that other studies have
demonstrated that students who perform well in a first course and rate the instructor
correspondingly, perform worse in subsequent courses, or that teaching effectiveness might be

negatively correlated with student ratings (2, 3, 7) or is unrelated (8). Also, those who adopt active
learning may be penalized despite greater learning (4).
8. Bearing the above in mind, the numerical ratings should be considered onto themselves, and
relative to the instructor only. There should be relatively minimal concern of a singular “lower”
rating in the context of an instructor’s overall term or career. We all know that you can do the
same thing twice and get two different results. Each class has a unique chemistry, for better or
worse.
9. Last but not least, the student ratings should but a piece in an otherwise comprehensive portfolio,
in terms of individual faculty presentation, but also in the reading of those portfolios when making
decisions about appointments and promotions.
In summary, the above recommendations should not be considered an exhaustive list of
recommendations or practices that could be evolved to better assist in our evaluation of teaching, nor be
considered the end of such discussion.
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