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Executive Summary

In October 2012, the Faculty Development, Assessment, and Improvement (FDAI) committee together
with Dr. Eric Madsen, School of Education, were entrusted by the UAF Faculty Senate to study the
current state-of-the-art of electronic course evaluation technology and its applicability to UAF. Early in
the study it was recognized that course evaluation technology is an inteOdAl DAGH ZT A ZY51GIEHL! € Z1GaAI
evaluation process. Hence, to recommend appropriate course evaluation technology we need to
evaluate all other components of an established evaluation process, including (1) the purpose of
course evaluation at UAF, (2) the indicators that we want to use to determine success, (3) and the
benchmarks we want to use to evaluate performance.

With this report, we analyze course evaluation technology as a part of UAF’s overall evaluation process
and provide guidelines for a step-by-step approach to optimizing UAF’s course evaluation philosophy.
The main findings and recommendations are summarized in the following:

1. We recommend to formulate a clear understanding of the main purpose(s) of course evaluation
at UAF before deciding upon changes in course evaluation technology (see Section 2).

2. If a change in the course evaluation procedure is planned, we recommend to not change
technology and question sets at the same time, but instead follow a step-by-step approach.

3. Electronic course evaluation systems have a number of benefits and drawbacks relative to
traditional paper-and-pencil technology that need to be carefully analyzed and compared before
selecting the most appropriate evaluation technology for UAF (see Section 3.1).

4. While student response rates are an important factor in evaluating the success of a course
evaluation system, it is only one of many performance parameters (see Section 3.2).

5. Electronic course evaluation can produce satisfactory student response rates if students are
incentivized, if the course evaluation system is easy to use, if faculty and administration actively
promote the importance of course evaluation, and if regular reminders of active or upcoming
survey periods are provided to faculty and students (see Section 3.3).

6. Nowadays, a large number of highly capable electronic course evaluation systems are available
whose capabilities are ever improving (Section 4.3).

7. From our system survey, we conclude that available technology varies widely in aspects
including (1) hosted vs. host-yourself solutions, (2) online-
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1 Background and Motivation of This Study
In October 2012, the Faculty Senate was approached by Provost Susan Henrichs to evaluate a potential
implementation of an electronic course evaluation system at UAF. A discussion on electronic means for
evaluating courses offered by UAF is both timely and relevant for several reasons. These reasons
include, among others, (1) the need to provide an accessible and equivalent course evaluation method
for students in traditional and online class environments, (2) the potential for faster processing times of
evaluation results, (3) potential improvements of anonymity and safety of evaluation results, (4) the
high costs associated with the current paper-based evaluation system, and (5) an increase of flexibility
of course evaluation format, questions, and timing. As a consequence, the Faculty Development,
Assessment, and Improvement (FDAI) committee together with Dr. Eric Madsen, School of Education,
were entrusted with studying the following two main questions associated with electronic course
evaluations:

1. Isitadvisable for UAF to move to an electronic course evaluation model?

2. If so, what would be the necessary steps towards adopting an electronic course evaluation

system?
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2. effectiveness in teaching, demonstrated by such things as: evaluation by peers; reaction of students
as determined by surveys and classroom and laboratory observations; development of improved
teaching materials and processes; development of new courses; advising of students; assessments of
student achievement; and participation in necessary and routine duties that support classroom
performance;

University of Alaska Fairbanks Regulations for Faculty Appointment and Evaluation (Blue Book),
Cho7.Bpter llI
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For the purpose of this report, course evaluation technology is divided into two groups: (1) traditional
paper-based evaluations and (2) electronic evaluation systems. Due to recent technological advances,
more and more institutions are moving to administer course evaluations online, forgoing the traditional
paper-and-pencil methods (Adams and Umbach, 2012). In the following, the pros and cons of electronic
course evaluation technology are analyzed.

3.1 Pros and Cons of Electronic Course Evaluation (ECE) Concepts

A growing body of literature has studied the benefits and drawbacks of changing from paper-based to
electronic course evaluation systems (Adams and Umbach, 2012; Anderson et al., 2005; Lieberman et
al., 2001; McCracken and Kelly, 2011). Table 2 provides a list of the main benefits and drawbacks of ECE
systems that was created based on a review of pertinent literature and based on our own experience
from conducting an extensive survey of existing ECE technology (See Section 4).

Table 2: List of
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Response quality

Response Rates

Improvements in course quality (as indicated by comparing performance measures over time)
Costs associated with the evaluation system

Flexibility of the implementation

and more

It is important to note, that the ultimate goal of course evaluation is to derive an unbiased assessment of
instructor and/or class performance by polling class participants. Polling results are biased if the
students that are responding to a survey are a non-representative subset of the class population. Hence,
the representativeness of survey results is influenced by both student response quality and student
response rate. It is therefore recommended to analyze these parameters together.

Student response rate is certainly one of the most talked-about parameters in the context of electronic
course evaluations, as response rates are often reported to decrease when teaching evaluations are
shifted from a face-to-face process to an online system (Adams and Umbach, 2012; Avery et al., 2006;
Kucsera and Zimmaro, 2008). While low student response rates do not necessarily lead to biases in
course evaluation, they do increase the potential for biases to occur and are therefore a threat to the
validity of the evaluation process (Avery et al., 2006). Because of the importance of this topic, a separate
section (Section 3.3) is dedicated to the topic of student response rates. This section includes a
discussion of experiences with response rates within the UA system as well as a summary of ways to
improve student response rates in an electronic course evaluation environment.

3.3 ADiscussion on Response Rates in Electronic Evaluation Systems

331
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the University of Alaska Southeast (UAS) and the University of Alaska Anchorage (UAA), both of which
moved toward electronic course evaluation in recent years.

In an extended phone call with Dr. Mark Fitch, Faculty Senate President Elect at UAA and chair of several
ad-hoc committees on electronic course evaluation, we discussed UAA’s experience with electronic
course evaluations. We learned that student response rates could initially be maintained when UAA
moved from paper-based to electronic course evaluation. Yet, after these first successes, response rates
started to suddenly drop in subsequent years and have continuously decreased since. While the reasons
for this drop are not known, the following general observations were shared with us: (1) The period
during which high response rates could be maintained coincided with a time period where a lot of effort
was put into training faculty in the use of the new evaluation system; (2) response rates are higher for
colleges where staff members are actively reminding faculty of upcoming evaluation periods; and (3)
response rates seem to depend on whether or not the instructor actively promotes course evaluations
in the class environment. The following other reasons for low response rates at UAA were mentioned:

The currently used survey includes a very large number of questions and--in this particular
system--
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Providing student incentives
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The left column of Table 3 contains general requirements that an ECE system must fulfill to be relevant
to UAF. These general requirements are translated into corresponding technical evaluation criteria that
are listed on the right side of the table.

Table 3
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with limited internet access; ...)? Can different schools / faculty add customized
guestions?

Availability of support and training

What are the training and maintenance efforts? .
atare the training and maintenance efforts Are support hours user-friendly for Alaska?

Evaluation Criteria Related to Goal 2: Necessary Steps Towards Adopting an ECE

Abstract Evaluation Criteria Related Technical Evaluation Criteria

Is the ECE providing a service (data hosted and
processed by vendor) or a product (hosted and
executed at UAF)?

Is there an ECE that addresses UAF's needs and
concerns?
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http://www.evaluationkit.com/
http://www.explorance.com/
http://info.smartevals.com/
http://www.washington.edu/oea/services/course_eval/

As IASystem is holding all of UAF’s course evaluation data for the last years, a seamless
combination of historic and newly acquired evaluation data would be guaranteed.

The existing customer relationship with 1ASystems could simply be extended, reducing some of
the uncertainties that are inherent to the process.

Conclusion: To further analyze the capabilities of the systems EvaluationKit, Blue, and SmartEvals, we

will examine these three systems in greater depth next fall. We will coordinate our
activities with UAF faculty and administration. Details of the evaluation activities in the fall
will be announced.

5 Recommendations and Future Steps
In summary, the evaluation team wants to convey the following recommendations and findings to the
faculty senate and to the administration of UAF:

1.

We recommend to formulate a clear understanding of the main purpose(s) of course evaluation
at UAF before deciding upon changes in course evaluation technology (see Section 2).

If a change in the course evaluation procedure is planned, we recommend to not change
technology and question sets at the same time, but instead follow a step-by-step approach.
Electronic course evaluation systems have a number of benefits and drawbacks relative to
traditional paper-and-pencil technology that need to be carefully analyzed and compared before
selecting the most appropriate evaluation technology for UAF (see Section 3.1).

While student response rates are an important factor in evaluating the success of a course
evaluation system, it is only one of many performance parameters (see Section 3.2).

Electronic course evaluation can produce satisfactory student response rates if students are
incentivized, if the course evaluation system is easy to use, if faculty and administration actively
promote the importance of course evaluation, and if regular reminders of active or upcoming
survey periods are provided to faculty and students (see Section 3.3).

Nowadays, a large number of highly capable electronic course evaluation systems are available
whose capabilities are ever improving (Section 4.3).

From our system survey, we conclude that available technology varies widely in aspects
including (1) hosted vs. host-yourself solutions, (2) online-only vs. hybr
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