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Overall purpose and recommendation:  

 

The ad-hoc committee was asked to investigate the pros and cons of switching from the current 

in-class (face-to-face: “F2F”) student assessment of instruction system to an electronic, online 

student assessment system. The committee met several times over the course of the current 

academic year to discuss the issues and information obtained, and conducted extensive 

interviews with faculty and administrators at all of Longwood’s peer institutions that were either 

using or studying the use of online assessments. The committee also conducted an online survey 

of Longwood University faculty regarding the possibility of switching to an online evaluation 

system. The results of this survey are included in this report.  

 

Possible scenarios:  

 

a. Continue using current in-class system 

b. Search for and adopt/purchase a different in-class system (because WebSAID will not 

be functional much longer due to programming problems) 

c. Purchase online system that will function independent of Banner 

d. Purchase online system that will function in conjunction with Banner 

e. Conduct a pilot study for a number of semesters in which a random selection of 

faculty will use both in-class and online forms, and compare results to assess validity, 

etc. 

 

In sum, based on the information below, the committee recommends that:  

 

• a pilot study should be conducted to compare the validity and utility of on-line vs in-class 

assessment systems, in which a random sample of instructors would administer both 

types of assessments over the course of 2-4 semesters  

• senators should share the information contained in this report with their departmental 

colleagues, and should engage in departmental discussions on this issue over the next 

academic year 

• the Senate should discuss and debate this issue over the course of the coming academic 

year 

 

 

 

 



 

The pilot study should address the following concerns: 

 

• The online system must be reliable and easy to use. 

• To achieve an appropriate response rate, students must have some incentive to use the 

system.  One approach would be to provide student grades electronically only after 

students have completed the evaluations for their courses.  If they do not complete the 

evaluation, they would have to wait until paper copies of their grades arrive in the mail. 

• To gain the trust of students, measures taken to preserve their anonymity must be 

effective and easy to explain. 

• To gain the trust of faculty, pilot tests must show that the online format does not 

significantly differ from in-class evaluations.  In particular, it is critical to assure the 

ability to detect patterns with a very high response rate among students who either love 

the class/instructor or (worse) despise the class/instructor. 

If pilot testing shows that the online system does not satisfy these concerns, we should continue 

to use paper-and-pencil evaluations during class time. 

 

After the above processes have taken place, the Senate should have sufficient information to 

reach a consensus regarding the proposal to adopt or not adopt an online system for student 

assessment of instruction. Faculty/Staff/Administrators should also keep abreast of technological 

developments in online system administration during the pilot study. In particular, the well-

documented concern regarding the completion of student assessments outside of class may well 

be alleviated in the near future through the development of capabilities for students to complete 

assessments in class electronically by connecting to the online system via cell phones.  

 

The Senate would, of course, have the option of considering recommendations and proposals 

regarding not only the method of SAI data collection, but also the data collected and the 

guidelines regarding faculty and administrative use of SAI data.  

  

Peer Institution contacts and information:  

 

As part of our investigation, the committee determined that the following peer institutions were 

either using or were in the process of investigating the use of online student evaluations.  

 

Elon University  

Rollins College 

The University of Tampa 

Salisbury University 

The University of Texas of the Permian 

                    Basin 

Truman State University 

University of Scranton 

California State University-Bakersfield 

SUNY at Geneseo 

SUNY College at Plattsburgh 

Trinity University 

Westfield State College 

Seattle Pacific University 

 

Each institution was contacted, and the person in charge of the online evaluation process was 

interviewed regarding the pros and cons of using online forms. In short, there was significant 



variability in the views regarding the positive and negative issues and outcomes of using or 

moving toward the use of online evaluations. Other than the well-established determinations that 

online assessments are easier to conduct and are more cost-effective in the long run, and that 

faculty members in general hold negative views of online evaluations, no consensus emerged 

from our investigation of other institutional experiences regarding the overall “success” of online 

systems. (Senators will note that this view is not in accord with what software vendors 

communicate about online systems; see end of this report.) In fact, there were approximately 

equal numbers of institutions (a.) studying the process, (b.) conducting a pilot study using online 

systems, and (c.) actually using an online system.  

 

Examples of specific Institutional experiences:  

 

SUNY Geneseo: Located in New York State, a union state, the SUNY Universities adopted a 

standard online assessment instrument several years ago. It has been a “dramatic failure” 

according to the person interviewed. Faculty demanded the ability to use their own 

assessment forms within each department, and most do so, and the online instrument serves 

little purpose for faculty evaluation and teaching enhancement.  

 

In general, the faculty at Salisbury University did not like the idea of using online evaluation 

(Hoffman, 2008).  Teaching carries the heaviest weight in faculty performance evaluation, 

but the student evaluation is only one of the many components for evaluating faculty 

teaching.  Therefore, faculty members were not terribly upset with this new method of 

student evaluation.  The administrators, on the other hand, held positive views regarding the 

fact that results from the online evaluation could be collected and accessed instantly by 

administrators and faculty.  

 

A phase transition from department to department and mandatory monthly training for 

faculty and staff contributed to the successful implementation of the online evaluation at 

Truman State University.  This online evaluation system is a customized, in-house built 

Web-based system that is connected to the Banner system. Starting with a one-department 

process at a time, it took the IT division of Truman State one and a half year to implement 

the online evaluations at 14 of the 28 the departments.  The online evaluation is administered 

over a 2-week period before the final exam week.  It eliminates the use of different systems 

spread over the different departments, but yet allows each department to develop their own 

questions. 

 

Results of survey of Longwood faculty (see attached): 

 

• a majority of faculty (58%) did not have previous experience using online evaluations 

• approximately equal numbers of faculty believed online assessments would provide data 

equal to and different than in-class assessments 

• 46% of faculty believed instructor ratings would change if online assessments were used, 

as opposed to 31% of faculty who believed ratings would not change 

• approximately equal numbers of faculty believed online assessments would be valid or 

not valid 

• 74% of faculty believed online evaluations would free up more class time  



• 44% of faculty believed online evaluations would allow students to provide more 

feedback regarding instruction, while 39% did not believe this would be true 

• 62% of faculty believed online evaluations would facilitate faster feedback to faculty  

• 78% of faculty agreed that an online system would facilitate adding more specific 

questions to the evaluation 

• 84% of faculty agreed that online evaluations may introduce bias in the results, namely 

that highly motivated and more “disgruntled” students would complete evaluations 

• 91% of faculty agreed that an online system would reduce faculty control over the 

administration of evaluations  

• 42% of faculty were not in favor of switching to online evaluations; 35% were in favor of 

switching; 22% were unsure 

 

Pros and Cons of using online assessments: 

 

Positive  

 

• More cost effective 

• Reduces work load of staff 

• Would potentially allow for a more thorough and useful analysis of student opinions 

(e.g., student assessments could be analyzed in relation to expected grades, actual 

grades, GPA, year in school, etc.) 

• In some ways, easier to administer for faculty (takes almost no class time; email 

reminders to students to complete assessments) 

• In some ways, easier for students to complete (in dorm room, in library) 

• “Go Green” – eliminates paper used for in-class evaluations 

• Possibly eliminates time spent in class on evaluations (unless we adopt a system in 

which students complete evaluations online in class) 

• Student feedback can be utilized to improve instruction/assignments during the 

semester 

 

Negative 

 

• Potential for student ratings of faculty to change dramatically 

• Potential, as with any electronic/computer driven/online system for data loss, data 

corruption, programming errors, etc., some of which may not be “caught” or evident to 

faculty/administration/IT staff 

• Potential for online system to be less user-friendly as in-class system 

• Validity: How can we be certain students take assessments seriously and answer 

questions honestly? 

• How can we build student compliance into the system to ensure that all or most students 

complete assessments 

• How can we be certain that students complete “their own” evaluations? 

• How will students be sure that their opinions will be anonymous? 

• Where should students complete assessments? (Classrooms, computer labs, library, at 

home) 



• When should students complete assessments? (Should assessments be available only 

between 8 am and 6 pm Sun-Thur?) 

• Should completion by students be required or optional?  

• Should credit be added to course grades for completion? 

• Should students be proctored while completing forms? 

• Comments / open ended responses?  

• How will results/feedback be given to instructor?  

• How are results to be used by administration? 

• Should an online process also include faculty assessment of chairs, deans, VPAA? 

 

 

Annotated Bibliography – Online Evaluation Literature 
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provides details on required response rates by class size.  
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Found that interest in the class topic and expected grade predicted student ratings of 
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when determining the desirability of a transition from pencil-and-paper to online teaching 
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The authors recommend  



• a multi-step procedure for building consensus among faculty, administration, and IT 

personnel, and  
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decreased response rate.  This rate can be brought up to levels of participation similar to 

those associated with in-class evaluation by providing small grade incentives and/or 

frequent reminders.  The authors also recommend that institutions changing to an online 

format must make it clear to students that the online system will preserve their 
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Oliver and Sautter describe a case study in which evaluations collected via WebCT  (1) 

achieve a response rate comparable to in-class evaluations, and (2) assure students of 

their anonymity by using a module not associated with the class of the professor the 

students are evaluating. 

 

 



  

 

 

 

Appendix 

 

Vendor response to query regarding software flexibility (CoursEval):  

 

The committee asked Jay Lynn to determine if either of the recommended software systems 

would include flexibility that would allow individual faculty to determine the dates and times 

that online evaluations would be available for their own classes (thus more closely 

approximating the current in-class system used at Longwood). The following response was sent 

by one software vendor: 

 

“This is the first time the issue has been raised by prospective or existing customers and none of 

the support staff has had any reports of late night behavior being a problem with current 

customers. CoursEval surveys cannot be turned on and off each day. 

 

The behavior most reported with students is that all students  need the reminder message to 

respond. Whenever the reminder message is sent, it is followed quickly by submitted surveys.  If 

the reminder 

email is sent in the afternoon or early evening, there should be few responders very late at night 

(you can confirm this with the reports and log of participants)and the behaviors of concern will 

be less likely. 

 

Another consideration is that far more students (than my tired body can imagine) are up very late 

and submitting serious surveys.  My experience at my campus was that malicious or poorly 

behaved students couldn't be bothered to submit a serious survey day or night.  We do not see the 

bad 

behavior evident in "RateMyProfessor.com" with CoursEval surveys. 

 

There is an option to examine this more closely in CoursEval that wasn't demonstrated for the 

campus.  The campus manager and others with authorized access can glean limited additional 

information from the written comments with a feature that will group a single student's 

comments to see whether a few students 'went negative' on everything and account for 

problematic responses. 

 

Another option allows the manager to add comments to those few student comments that 'require 

a response.' 

 

An easier reporting option is to provide response frequencies on the faculty report.  This will 

quickly indicate whether there is bad behavior among the students. 

 

Lastly, our customers report that serious surveys elicit serious responses and faculty engagement 

elicits student engagement. Messages, reminders, surveys, and campus support all help with this. 

 I'm confident that faculty will quickly realize that bad student behavior is not a problem and that 



surveys are much more likely to be submitted by the better students (as our customers have 

shown.)” 

 


