
Grade study

PAGE  
2
Grade study


Teaching Ratings in Relation to Earned and Expected Grades in a Career Course (Technical Report No. 49)
By

Robert C. Reardon, Ph.D.

Professor and Program Director

Career Center UCA4150

Florida State University

Tallahassee, FL 32306-2490

rreardon@admin.fsu.edu
Phone: 850-644-9777

Stephen J. Leierer, Ph.D.

Associate Professor, University of Memphis

Donghyuck Lee, M.Ed.

Career Center, Florida State University

April 6, 2007

Teaching Ratings in Relation to Earned and Expected Grades in a Career Course

Abstract


The relationship between expected and earned grades in relation to instructor effectiveness ratings was examined with data obtained from instructors over a five-year period. Students across a sample of 62 course sections expected higher grades than they earned, with summer higher than spring or fall, and spring higher than fall. In addition, classes meeting four times per week had larger differences in expected and earned GPAs than classes meeting once, twice, or three times per week. Unlike other studies, there was no relationship between evaluation of teaching and earned or expected grades. Explanations for this finding are provided.

Teaching Ratings in Relation to Earned and Expected Grades in a Career Course


Although obtaining a college degree has a significant influence on one’s career and lifestyle, most college courses do not instruct students on how to make a successful transition from the classroom to the workplace. National surveys indicate that between 60% and 70% of postsecondary institutions offer some kind of career course (Halasz & Kempton, 2000; Mead & Korschgen, 1994), which can be quite varied in design and function (Folsom & Reardon, 2003). One area of career course evaluation that has received little attention is related to the use of student grades and teaching evaluations in evaluating these courses. 


The present study provided an opportunity to examine the relationship between students’ earned and expected grades and their ratings of overall instructor effectiveness. On the last day of class, students were asked to indicate the grade they expected to receive. This aggregated, overall expected “class grade” was compared to the overall earned “class grade” by examining the difference between the expected and the earned grade in the course (DGPA). In addition, we were able to retrieve overall class ratings of instructors for an ad hoc sample of career classes from 1999-2004. These data enabled us to examine the relationships between earned (EGPA) and expected (XGPA) grades and students’ evaluation of teaching effectiveness (SET). The sample of career classes were offered at various times of the week across three semesters, or seven possible semester-class meetings per week combinations (fall-1 day, fall-2 days, fall-3 days, spring-1 day, spring-2 days, spring-3 days, and summer-4 days).

The issue of how to grade student progress in a career course was discussed by Filer (1986). He noted that the unique nature of a career course could make it difficult to determine what an “A” grade actually means, e.g., career decision-making knowledge, employability skills, self-knowledge. Course grades could be understood in terms of meeting the course objectives, which typically focus upon increased knowledge about self, educational, and occupational options, and job search skills. 


Reardon, Leierer, and Lee (in press) examined grades in a standardized career course over a 26-year period to measure the course impact on student learning. Results indicated that grades did not differ between quarter and semester systems or following the introduction of a plus/minus grading scheme. The results revealed that 74% of the 6,176 students completing the course met the learning objectives of the course with a grade of B+ or higher. Grades in the summer were significantly higher than grades in the spring or fall, and grades in the spring were significantly higher than the fall. When grades were examined over six time periods ranging from 4-6 years, the grades in the most recent time period were lower than those in any other time period.


One method of grading involves the use of a performance contract and the awarding of grading points as course activities were completed, e.g., attendance, completion of interest inventories, writing a resume, conducting an information interview (Michelozzi, 2000; Reed, Reardon, Lenz, & Leierer, 2001). Because students have more control over their grades, they are empowered to work towards a desired grade outcome through completion of contracted learning activities. If getting a good grade is important to students, this would increase their motivation to engage in the instructional activities in the course. In these two scenarios, individual grades could be used to reflect relative class standing or absolute accomplishment.


One aspect of course grades receiving considerable attention pertains to the effects of expected and obtained grades on student evaluation of teaching (SET), but this has not been explored with respect to career courses. Ludlow (2005) has noted that the literature on student ratings of instructors is voluminous. Cohen (1981), Feldman (1976), Marsh and Dunking (1992), and Stumpf and Freedman (1979) have reported that earned grades and SET are consistently and positively correlated. Marsh and Roche (2000) reported the average correlation between expected grades and SET is about .20, and Feldman (1997) reported correlations ranging from .10 to .30. Some studies have examined actual grades earned with SET (Goldman, 1985; Marlin & Niss, 1980), while others have examined expected grades in relation to SET (Feldman, 1997; Goldberg & Callahan, 1991; Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997; Powell, 1977; Seiver, 1983). In this study we examined both expected and earned grades in relation to SET.


Three possible explanations are offered for this relationship between grades and SET. First, better instruction could lead to higher expected grades and/or higher earned grades. Second, the relationship between expected or earned grades and SET could be affected by an unknown variable such as students’ overall grade point average (GPA), students’ level of interest in the course, or the semester calendar (fall, spring, summer). Students’ prior interest in a course is more clearly related to the differences in SET ratings than any other background variable, e.g., class size, course level, course-work difficulty, instructor rank or discipline (Marsh & Roche, 1997). Typically, students of lower academic ability tend to over estimate their grades while those of higher academic ability tend to be more accurate in predicting their grades or even underestimate their performance (Balch, 1992; Prohaska, 1994). Third, the relationship could be affected by grade leniency where an instructor giving higher grades is rewarded with a higher SET. Related to this latter explanation, the theory of attribution suggests that students expecting a lower grade will protect the self by attributing the cause to an external source, the instructor, which results in a lower SET. Students expecting a higher grade will attribute this to their personal behavior and SET will not be affected. Snyder and Clair (1976), for example, reported that students obtaining an A grade attributed their performance most strongly to themselves, while students receiving a C grade attributed their performance most strongly to the teacher. Simply put, expected grade is viewed as a causal determinant of SET if students evaluate the instructor before they know their actual grade. In this study, students did not have certain knowledge of their final grade when SET was obtained, but the performance contract enabled them to account for over 85% of their final grade when completing SET.


SET studies have generally used two different units of analysis. Some have used the individual student’s evaluation of instruction and the expected or earned grade, while others have used the average evaluation provided by the entire class. There is more variability in findings using the former unit of measurement and less with the latter (Howard & Maxwell, 1980). However, the latter may be preferred because it is the unit of measurement frequently used for faculty promotion, tenure, salary and related personnel decisions. It was the unit of measurement in the present study.


This study involved a career course offered at a large southeastern research university since 1973 (Lee & Anthony, 1974). Previous studies have been conducted in an effort to learn more about the impact of this course. Reardon and Regan (1981) used student course evaluation ratings and found no significant differences between the career planning course and a comparison group of other university courses with regard to levels of instructor involvement, student interest, and course demands; however, the career course received higher ratings in amount of student-instructor interaction and level of course organization. More recently, Vernick, Reardon, and Sampson (2004) used student course ratings of the same course and found that student perceptions of the quality of the career course have been quite consistent over time. However, in this later study students reported the career course to be characterized by greater course demands, greater student-instructor involvement, greater course organization, and lower student interest than other credit courses at the university. They also found that more positive ratings were obtained when the class met more than one time per week, allowing students more opportunities to integrate and apply what they were learning.


Four questions framed this study:

RQ-1 Are there differences in each of the dependent variables  across the seven combinations of semester and classes per week? 

RQ-1 A: Is there a difference in EGPA in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the seven combinations of semester and classes per week?

RQ-1 B: Is there a difference in XGPA in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the seven combinations of semester and classes per week?

RQ-1 C: Is there a difference in DGPA in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the seven combinations of semester and classes per week?

RQ-1 D: Is there a difference in SET in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the seven combinations of semester and classes per week?

RQ-2: Are there differences in each of the dependent variables across semester? 

RQ-2 A: Is there a difference in EGPA in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the Fall, Spring, and Summer semesters?

RQ-2 B: Is there a difference in XGPA in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the Fall, Spring, and Summer semesters?

RQ-2 C: Is there a difference in DGPA in the students in the sections of the career planning across the Fall, Spring, and Summer semesters?

RQ-2 D: Is there a difference in SET in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the Fall, Spring, and Summer semesters?

RQ-3 Are there differences in each of the dependent variables across the number of class-days per week? 

RQ-3 A: Is there a difference in EGPA in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the number of class-days per week? 

RQ-3 B: Is there a difference in XGPA in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the number of class-days per week? 

RQ-3 C: Is there a difference in DGPA in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the number of class-days per week? 

RQ-3 D: Is there a difference in SET in the students in the sections of the career planning class across the number of class-days per week? 

RQ-4: Is there a significant relationship between SET and the grade point variables?

RQ-4 A: Is there a significant relationship between SET and EGPA?

RQ-4 B: Is there a significant relationship between SET and XGPA?

RQ-4 C: Is there a significant relationship between SET and DGPA?

Method

Population


The majority of students completed the Introduction to Career Development course to fulfill elective requirements for an undergraduate degree. Since it was developed in 1973, the course has typically enrolled about 60% lower division and about 40% upper division students. The gender distribution is about 60% females and 40% males. Ethnic diversity in the course is generally proportional to the general student population of the university:  African American, 12%; Asian, 3%; Hispanic American, 7%; Caucasian, 74%; and Other, 4%. Depending on the semester, between 15% and 25% of the class was composed of students with officially undeclared majors. Almost 40% of the members in a typical class are satisfied with their present career situation, about 60% are unsure, dissatisfied, or undecided; many of this latter group are referred by academic advisors.

Course Intervention


The original course was a series of career seminars. By fall of 1978, the career planning course had been developed into a formal three credit course taught by staff in the counseling center and the career placement center (Lee & Anthony, 1974). Instructional systems specialists further developed and improved the course design and integrated multimedia career development resources available through the university’s career resource center. The present course is based on cognitive information processing theory (Peterson, Sampson, Reardon, & Lenz, 2002), which is incorporated into the course text (Reardon, Lenz, Sampson, & Peterson, 2005). 


The course is comprised of three units. Unit I focuses on self-knowledge, knowledge about options, and decision making. Assignments include writing an autobiography, completing the Self-Directed Search (Holland, 1994), using computer-assisted career guidance systems, writing a research paper on 1-3 occupations, and creating an Individual Action Plan that includes a career goal and a breakdown of steps to achieve that goal. Unit II focuses on current social, economic, family, and organizational changes affecting the career planning process and the need for students to develop more complex cognitive schema to solve career problems. Unit III of the course focuses on employability skills and strategies for implementing academic/career plans. Assignments include two information interview reports, the completion of a resume and cover letter, and a strategic/academic career plan paper. 


Since 1980, the course has been team-taught annually by a lead instructor (counseling faculty or student services staff) and 3 to 4 co-instructors (graduate students or staff), with an instructor/student ratio of about 1:8. The class involves a mixture of lecture, panel presentations, and small and large group activities. Each instructor is assigned a small group of 7-9 students who meet throughout the semester during class time. The instructors also meet individually with the students at least once during the semester to discuss their assessments and progress in the class. 

Course Grading Procedures


Grades are based on the successful execution of a performance contract, which includes 16 different graded activities spread across the three units of the course. Each activity has a point value ranging from 5 to 100 and some activities are counted separately in each unit, e.g., a unit test worth 25 points is given in each unit. Table 1 shows the graded activities, the points assigned to the activity, the course units that include each activity, and the course objectives related to the activity. A student enrolled for three credits is evaluated on 28 different activities and a letter grade is assigned on the basis of successful completion of a percentage of the 653 available points, e.g., 90-99% of available points for an A grade. Students were graded on a 4 point scale, and individual students earned grades were aggregated by course section from fall 1999 through summer 2004 .Figure 1 shows the percentage of course grade points related to the learning activities if the student were enrolled for three credits. 

Because the performance contract clearly explained points needed to earn a grade and access to grades earned on the assignments, students were expected to have a very good idea of their final grade at the time of the instructor evaluation because only two of 16 factors remained to be determined, the strategic academic career plan paper (100 points) and the unit 3 quiz (25 points). If students have been monitoring the feedback from their instructors as the course has progressed then they know that 80% of the grade is already determined and how their performance on those two assignments will affect their final grade.

------------------------------------------------------------------

Insert Table 1 course contract x objectives about here

------------------------------------------------------------------

------------------------------------------------------------------

Insert Figure 1 course grade by activity percentage about here

------------------------------------------------------------------

Variables of Interest

This study examined four dependent variables and three independent variables for the sections of career planning course from the fall of 1999 to the summer of 2004. During this period, 62 sections of the course were led by 12 different instructors who taught the course from 1 to 10 different times. 

The dependent variable associated with the students’ knowledge and performance in the class was the earned GPA. Archived course grade data for each section were obtained from the university registrar after permission was obtained from the university institutional research board. Student grades were aggregated by section in order to determine the mean EGPA for each section. 


Two of the dependent variables, Expected Grade Point Average (XGPA) and Student Evaluation of Teaching (SET), 
were
 taken from the two standardized instruments used to assess a student’s attitudes about a course, the Student Instructional Rating System (SIRS; Arreola, 1973) and the State University System Student Assessment of Instruction (SUSSAI) (Reardon & Reagan, 1981; Vernick et al., 2004). The SIRS is a standardized student course evaluation form developed at Michigan State University [http://www.msu.edu/dept/soweb/] and adapted for use at our university (Arreola, 1973). 


The second dependent variable in this study was taken from an item on the SIRS, which provided an opportunity for instructors to obtain reactions to their instructional effectiveness and course organization and to compare these results to similar courses offered within the university. SIRS consisted of 32 items, 25 of which enabled students to express their degree of satisfaction with the quality of instruction provided in the course by using a five-point Likert scale, ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree. Although the SIRS helps students explain their satisfaction with a career course across several different pedagogical dimensions, the focus of this study was the following item from the SIRS:  “What grade do you expect to receive in this course? A, B, C, D, or F.” This item was chosen because it emphasized the students’ evaluation of their performance in the course.


The third dependent variable, Difference in Grade Point Average, was computed by subtracting EGPA from XGPA. The purpose of DGPA was to create one score for the difference between the aggregated EGPA and XGPA to assess the difference between the students’ “best estimate” of their grade and the grade earned. 


The fourth dependent variable in this study was taken from an item on the SUSSAI. This instrument consisted of eight items that focused on class and instructor evaluation. SUSSAI has been used in instructor evaluations since 1995, but there is no psychometric information available on the instrument. Although the SUSSAI helps students explain their evaluation of a career course across several different pedagogical dimensions, we selected an item from the SUSSAI to evaluate the performance of the instructor:  “Overall assessment of instructor:  Excellent, Very Good, Good, Fair, Poor.” The results of this item were examined in relation to actual and expected grades obtained in sections of the course from 1999 through 2004. The average SET was 3.14, with scores ranging from 4.0 (Excellent) to 0.0 (Poor). The students rated the course as follows:  excellent, 43%; very good, 35%; good, 17%; fair, 4%, and poor, 1%.  

Data Collection


Archived course grade data from the 1999 fall semester through the 2004 summer semester were obtained from the university registrar after permission was obtained from the university institutional research board. Student grades were aggregated by section in order to determine the mean EGPA for each section.


It should be noted that this is a team-taught course, with all members of the teaching team making large group and small group presentations. Each co-instructor has the primary responsibility of evaluating progress of students in their own small group, while the lead instructor of the team has overall responsibility for course presentations and management. In completing the SIRS and SUSSAI Likert-type items, students were asked to provide a composite rating for the team and to use open ended items on the SIRS form for individual instructor comments.


Course evaluations using the SIRS and SUSSAI were obtained during the final two class meetings. These forms were completed anonymously by over 1,500 students while the instructor(s) were out of the classroom and then returned by a student proctor to the university’s office of evaluation services.


Because SIRS results are considered confidential personnel records rather than public information, the authors had to obtain permission from lead instructors in order to acquire data of interest in this study. Instructor permission to use the SIRS data was obtained with the understanding that results of our investigation would not be associated with instructor names or identifying information. Some instructors no longer had access to their SIRS reports, so information provided by students about the expected grade in that section could not be obtained Of the 62 course sections offered during the period, SIRS data from 46 (74%) were available. There was a concern about the missing data so the authors sought to determine if there was a relationship between SIRS reports and a particular semester period or for an specific instructor. Data were obtained from 17 of 23 fall sections (74%), 20 of 28 spring sections (71%), and 9/11 summer sections (82%). In short, the authors could find no pattern of deception in the missing SIRS data that would lead to bias in the findings of this study.  


The results of SUSSAI course ratings by students were not part of the faculty confidential personnel records and we were able to obtain more SET responses during this time period, 57 of the 63 course sections (92%). Some records were missing because the instructor did not administer the form during the spring or summer terms when university policy does not require it, or because reports were simply lost or unrecorded over the years when the university did not keep a record of SUSSAI ratings. No instructors declined to provide any of the data we requested for either the SIRS or SUSSAI instructor evaluation forms.


Students’ satisfaction with a course may be influenced by various conditions; however, the purpose of this study was to examine the influence of the semester and number of classes per week on grade point and course evaluation variables. This study examined seven different semesters by classes per week conditions, Fall-1 Day, Fall-2 Days, Fall-3 Days, Spring-1 Day, Spring-2 Days, Spring-3, and Summer-4.  

Data Analysis


Mean and standards deviations of EGPA, XGPA, DGPA, and SET were calculated, along with the correlations between these variables. The initial MANOVA on the dependent variables was conducted using the independent variable which was a combination of the semester-days per week. Follow-up ANOVAs were conducted to examine difference in the dependent variables by semester and by classes per week.  

Results


The results are presented in reference to the four questions that guided the study. 

Main Effect of Semester-Classes per Week 


The mean and standard deviations for EGPA, XGPA, DGPA and SET for the main effect of semester-classes per week are reported in Table 2. There was a significant main effect of the semester-classes per week independent variable on the dependent variables of EGPA [F (6, 1496) = 557.65, p < .0005, partial η2  = .69], XGPA = [F (6, 1496) = 238.53, p < .0005, partial η2  = .49], DGPA = [F (6, 1496) = 187.71, p < .0005, partial η2 = .43], and SET [F (6, 1496) = 102.28, p < .0005, partial η2  = .29].

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Insert Table 2 means and standard deviations for GPAs and SET by semester/week about here

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Typically, one explores these significant differences with post-hoc tests, but we did not conduct these tests because we were only interested in the overall differences on the seven different combinations of variables. We did not use a model with a full factorial design because while comparing dependent variables across semesters or days per week, a split-plot design would have produced comparisons that did not make theoretical or empirical sense (e.g., fall-1 day vs. summer-4 days, fall-2 days vs. spring-3 days). Instead, univariate analyses of EGPA, XGPA, DGPA, and SET were conducted. First, we examined the main effect of semester, and then we examined the main effect of days of the week. 

Main Effect of Semester


The means and standard deviations for EGPA, XGPA, DGPA and SET for the main effect of semester are reported in Table 3. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Insert Table 3 about here of means and standard deviation for GPAs by semester

------------------------------------------------------------------------------

There was a significant main effect of semester for each of the dependent variables, EGPA [F (2, 1500) = 1401.06, p < .0005, partial η2 = .65], and there was a significant difference between each of the semesters on EGPA, with summer (3.50) higher than the spring (3.26) and the spring higher than the fall (3.22). Post-hoc pairwise tests comparisons are recorded in Table 4. Likewise, we found a significant main effect for XGPA [F (2, 1500) = 121.61, p < .0005, partial η2 = .13]. Students in the summer semester (3.60) expected significantly higher grades than students in spring (3.54), and the students in the spring semester expected higher grades than students in the fall semester (3.41). For the variable DGPA, students expected higher grades than they earned. However, there were significant differences in the DGPA across semesters [F (2, 1500) = 86.34, p < .0005, partial η2 = .10]. The difference between EGPA and XGPA was the largest for students in the spring semester (0.29) followed by fall (0.19) and summer (.10). Meanwhile, there was not a significant main effect of semester on the dependent variable of SET [F (2, 1500) = 6.79, p = ns]. Therefore, post-hoc tests were not conducted.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Insert Table 4 of pairwise comparisons for GPA and SET by semester about here 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Main Effect of Class-days per Week


The mean and standard deviations for EGPA, XGPA, DGPA and SET for the main effect of class-days per week are reported in Table 5. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Insert Table 5 of means and s.d.s for GPA and SET by class week about here 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


There was a significant difference for the main effect of class day per week for the each of the dependent variables [F (3, 1499) = 889.42, p < .0005, partial η2 = .64]. Post-hoc pairwise tests comparisons are recorded in Table 6. The post-hoc comparisons revealed that student in classes meeting four times (3.50) per week earned significantly higher grades than students meeting one day (3.25), two days (3.24) and three days (3.22) a week. Likewise, a significant days per week effect was observed in XGPA [F (3, 1499) = 337.86, p < .0005, partial η2 = .40]. Specifically, those students meeting three times a week (3.23) expected significantly lower grades than students meeting one day (3.59), two days (3.55), and four days (3.60) a week. In addition, sections meeting one or four days per week expected higher grades than the two day a week sections. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------

Insert Table 6 for pairwise comparisons GPA and SET by classes about here

---------------------------------------------------------------------

We observed significant differences across the class days per week on the dependent variable of DGPA [F (3, 1499) = 313.00, p < .0005, partial η2 = .38]. The difference between XGPA and EGPA for the days was one day (0.34), two days (0.31), three days (0.00) and four days (.10). The one-day and two-days a week class had a significantly larger difference between XGPA and EGPA than classes meeting three-days and four-days a week. These findings might suggest that classes meeting three or four times per week may be more accurate in their expectations about their grade in the course than students meeting one or two times per week.  


Finally, there was a significant main effect of days for SET [F (3, 1499) = 130.79, p < .0005, partial η2 = .21]. From the lowest score to highest, one-day (2.88), four-days (3.10), two-days (3.19), and three-days (3.25). The sections meeting once a week were evaluated significantly lower than those sections meeting two-days, three-days, and four-days. In addition, the students in three-day a week sections evaluated the teaching more positively that the sections that met two or four days per week. 
Relationship of SET with GPA Variables


It is interesting to note that there was a negative trend between SET and the GPA variables. However, after making the Bonferroni correction use for this study, SET was not significantly correlated with EGPA (r = - .05, p = ns), XGPA (r = -0.08, p = ns), and DGPA (r = -0.05, p = ns).  

Discussion


This study used archival data from 62 sections of a career course over a five-year period to examine the relationship between expected and earned grades, and students’ evaluation of teaching. The examination of these variables in a specific, highly standardized course is noteworthy. Similarly, Ludlow (2005) reported a longitudinal study using 99 separate records of SET received by the same instructor in several courses over 20 years to reveal how course ratings varied over time, by the type of course, class size, instructional activities and other factors. He did not examine fall, spring, or summer term differences or number of class meeting times per week as in the present study. Our findings are discussed in relation to the questions that guided the study, followed by a discussion of the limitations of the study and the implications for further course development and research.

Earned or Expected Grades in Class Sections across Semesters or Class Times


The earned class GPA was higher in the summer (3.50), when classes met four times per week, than the fall (3.22) or spring (3.26). Differences were also present when earned grades across class meeting times were examined. Classes meeting four times (3.50) per week earned significantly higher grades than students meeting one day (3.25), two days (3.24) and three days (3.22) a week. These findings are consistent with those of Reardon et al. (in press) using a larger data set for the same course over a 26-year period from 1978-2004. To add some additional perspective to these findings, the university’s office of institutional research reported that degree seeking undergraduates recorded GPAs of 3.01, 3.00, and 3.02 for the summer and fall 2005 and spring 2006, respectively (personal communication, August, 2006). 


This same pattern of results across semesters and class meeting times was also present in the analysis of the students’ expected grades across course sections. In the present study, classes in the summer semester expected significantly higher grades (3.60) than classes in the fall (3.41) or spring (3.54) semesters. 

When we examined the difference between expected and earned GPA, we found that students consistently expected higher grades than they earned. The difference between expected and earned grades was smallest in the summer and largest in the spring followed by the fall. We also found differences in earned and expected GPA with respect to the number of class meetings per week. Somewhat surprisingly, classes meeting four times per week (3.60) had the largest difference in earned and expected GPA, while classes meeting two times per week (3.55) had the smallest differences. 

Teaching Evaluations


Students in this career course reported very positive evaluations of teaching, with 95% responding excellent, very good, or good. Only 4% rated teaching fair and less than 1% rated it poor. These positive ratings are an important context in understanding how expected and earned grades were related to student evaluation of teaching (SET).


Student evaluations of teaching (SET) did not vary across semesters but were apparent across class meeting times. Classes meeting one day a week were evaluated significantly lower than sections meeting two, three or four days per week. The results of this study regarding the variability in course satisfaction ratings and evaluations of teaching are related to the report by Vernick et al. (2004). They found that student satisfaction with this career course was more positive when the class met more than one time per week, possibly providing for more opportunities for students to interact with their instructors. Vernick et al. did not examine student course evaluations across semesters.

Earned or Expected Grades and Students’ Evaluation of Teaching


There was no statistically significant relationship between students’ evaluation of teaching in this career course and earned or expected grades, or difference between earned and expected grades and SET. This finding is at variance from those reported in the literature (Cohen, 1981; Feldman, 1976, 1997; Goldberg & Callahan, 1991; Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997; Marsh & Dunking, 1992; Powell, 1977; Seiver, 1983; Stumpf & Freedman, 1979). There are several possible explanations for this finding. 


First, Vernick et al. (2004) reported that this course is characterized by greater student-instructor involvement and greater course organization than other credit courses in the university. Second, both the earned (3.32) and expected (3.53) grades in this course, as well as the student evaluation of teaching (3.14/4.0) were quite high. This restricted range of scores reduced the likelihood of finding a relationship between grades and SET. Third, the use of the performance contract in course grading meant that about 80% of a student’s grade was known on the last day of class when the expected grade was assessed. Fourth, the course is team taught and students were asked to provide composite rating for teaching. Moreover, students are randomly assigned to small-group leaders in the course, which reduced selection bias. Finally, the course is highly structured and organized with a detailed syllabus and instructor’s manual, which reduces variability among course sections and instructors. 

Not all courses have SET and GPA correlations, especially if they have some of the characteristics of the course described in this study (Goldberg & Callahan, 1991; Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997; Marsh & Roche, 2000). The present course has been offered for over 30 years with continuous leadership provided by the same individuals and offices. This high degree of standardization and procedures probably serves to reduce grade inflation and the relationship between grades and teacher evaluations.

Limitations and Implications


In using archival data, researchers are constrained by the methods that were used for collecting, storing, and retrieving the data. In this study, the researchers relied on past course instructors from 1999 through 2004 to provide data relative to students’ expected grades and student evaluations of teaching. These data were originally collected by the office of instructional services and then provided to instructors. In addition, researchers relied on the office of the registrar to provide grades for students in the 62 course sections of interest in this study. Because all of these data were created prior to the design of the current study, the researchers were not able to fully control data collection.


A limitation of this study pertained to the use of aggregate grades across semesters or course sections. This study did not examine individual student grades across the five years, or connect individual student grades to expected grades. The use of aggregate data also precluded an examination of ethnicity, gender, or other learner characteristics in this research. Upon realizing this limitation, extra caution was exerted in the interpretation of the results in order to avoid ecological fallacy; the results were described in a class level instead of an individual level. Another limitation pertained to the incomplete data provided by instructors regarding student ratings of teaching effectiveness, although we could find no pattern of bias in the sampling procedures. In general, we discovered that there are difficulties in analyzing instructor effectiveness in a study like this one because some of this information is confidential and not a public record. 


In analyzing the results of this study we became aware of the potential benefits of qualitative research designs in evaluating the impact of a career course. Such designs might enable us to learn more about students’ perceptions of course learning activities, their goals in taking a career course, their readiness to engage the career decision-making process, the impact of selecting a course grade outcome on motivation and performance. 


Because approximately 1,500 students provided data for this study, small differences in the means of dependent variables produced statistically significant findings. Evaluators of these results must consider whether small differences in a grade point average measure, less than 0.05, represent differences in the dependent variables that have practical educational significance for college career planning courses. Nevertheless, we can conclude that the means for EGPA, XGPA, DGPA, and SET across each of the independent variables (semester-class days, semester, class days) were different, but we need to explore whether the size of that difference is educationally trivial or important. 


This study analyzed class averages for grades and teaching evaluations. Howard and Maxwell (1980) noted that individual student data rather than class averages provide more variable ratings. However, class data is typically used in faculty teaching evaluations. These results showing how some temporal factors can influence student course evaluations raise issues about using such data in evaluating teaching personnel, e.g., low ratings can be affected by the number of class meetings per week.


A number of factors in the current study lend support to the validity and generalizability of the findings. The standardization of the course evidenced through the use of the same course materials over a number of years ensures that the treatment received by students who take the course is consistent over time and across course sections. This consistency in course structure and content additionally ensures that findings of this research are applicable to all sections of this career course, and not solely those sections directly analyzed in this study. Additionally, the large sample sizes in this study ensured that there was sufficient power to identify significant group differences. Those managing courses at other schools, structured in similar ways as the one described in this study, could expect a similar impact as these findings.
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Table 1

Performance Contract Grading Summary Related to Course Objectives

	Activities & Assignments
	Points
	Required for Unit(s)
	Total Possible Points
	Related Course Objective(s)

	Participation
	10
	1, 2, 3
	30
	1

	Attendance
	Variable
	1, 2, 3
	58
	1

	Chapter 1 Quiz
	10
	1
	10
	6

	Autobiography
	20
	1, 2, 3
	60
	2

	SDS Interpretive Report
	10
	1
	10
	2, 4, 6

	2 Occupational Interviews
	20
	2, 3
	40
	1, 3, 5

	Career Field Analysis
	100
	1, 2
	200
	3, 4, 5

	Skills Assessment Activity
	10
	1
	10
	2, 4

	SIGI PLUS or Discover Computer Feedback Form
	10
	1
	10
	2, 4

	Choices Computer Feedback Form
	10
	1
	10
	2, 4

	Career Thoughts Inventory Profile
	10
	1
	10
	1, 6

	Individual Action Plan
	10
	1
	10
	1, 5, 8

	Academic/Career Plan Project
	100
	3
	100
	1, 8

	Resume'
	15
	3
	15
	7

	Cover Letter
	5
	3
	5
	7

	Performance Tests
	25
	1, 2, 3
	75
	2, 3, 5, 6, 7


Figure 1

Course Grade Points by Activity Percentage
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Note. A = Career Field Analysis Paper, B = Strategic Academic/Career Plan Project, C = Attendance & Participation, D = Quiz (1) & Performance Test (3), E = Autobiography, F = Two Occupational Interviews, G = Resume, H = Self-Directed Search Report, I = Skills Assessment Activity, J = SIGI PLUS or Discover Feedback Form, K = Choices Feedback Form, L = Career Thoughts Inventory Profile, M = Individual Action Plan, N = Cover Letter
Figure 2

The Interaction between Earned and Expected GPA by Semesters
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Note. EGPA: Earned Grade Point Average; XGPA: Expected Grade Point Average

Figure 3

Average Mean Score of Earned GPA Across the Number of Class Per Week
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Note. EGPA: Earned Grade Point Average; XGPA: Expected Grade Point Average

Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations for Grade Point Average Variables and Student Evaluation of Teaching for the Semester-Classes per Week Attribute Variable

	Variable
	EGPA
	XGPA
	DGPA
	SET

	
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

	       Fall-1 Day
	3.28
	.00
	3.61
	.05
	.33
	.04
	2.87
	.15

	       Fall- 2 Days
	3.19
	.07
	3.47
	.17
	.28
	.22
	3.26
	.20

	       Fall-3 Days 
	3.22
	.08
	3.15
	.28
	-.07
	.23
	3.16
	.34

	       Spring-1 Day
	3.19
	.00
	3.54
	.00
	.35
	.00
	2.91
	.00

	       Spring-2 Days
	3.28
	.10
	3.62
	.14
	.34
	.16
	3.12
	.18

	       Spring-3 Days
	3.23
	.03
	3.34
	.21
	.11
	.18
	3.39
	.02

	       Summer 
	3.50
	.09
	3.60
	.06
	.10
	.08
	3.10
	.19

	       Total
	3.30
	.14
	3.50
	.22
	.20
	.22
	3.14
	.24


Note. Means and Standard Deviations for Earned Grade Point Average (EGPA), Expected Grade Point Average (XGPA), the difference between earned and expected grade point average (DGPA), and Students’ Evaluation of Teaching across the semester-class days per week variable.

Table 3

Means and Standard Deviations for Grade Point Average Variables and Student Evaluation of Teaching by Semester

	Semester
	EGPA
	XGPA
	DGPA
	SET

	
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

	Fall
	3.22
	.07
	3.41
	.26
	.19
	.26
	3.15
	.28

	Spring
	3.26
	.09
	3.54
	.19
	.29
	.18
	3.16
	.20

	Summer
	3.50
	.09
	3.60
	.06
	.10
	.08
	3.10
	.19

	Total
	3.30
	.14
	3.50
	.22
	.20
	.22
	3.14
	.24


Note. Means and Standard Deviations for Earned Grade Point Average (EGPA), Expected Grade Point Average (XGPA), the difference between earned and expected grade point average (DGPA), and Students’ Evaluation of Teaching (SET) across the semester variable.
Table 4

Title Post-hoc pairwise comparisons for Grade Point Variables and Student Evaluation of Teaching by Semester 
	EGPA
	XGPA
	DGPA
	SET

	F < SP, SU
	F < SP, SU
	F< SP, F > SU
	Not conducted

	SP > F, SP < SU
	SP > F, SP < SU
	SP> F, SU
	

	SU> F, SP
	SU> F, SP
	SU > F, SP
	


Note. Post-hoc tests for the main effect of Semester on the significant dependent variables of Earned Grade Point Average (EGPA), Expected Grade Point Average (XGPA), and the difference between earned and expected grade point average (DGPA). 

Table 5

Means and Standard Deviations for Grade Point Variables and Student Evaluation of Teaching by Classes per Week 

	Class days per week
	EGPA
	XGPA
	DGPA
	SET

	
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

	1-Day
	3.25
	.04
	3.59
	.05
	.34
	.04
	2.88
	.12

	2-Days
	3.24
	.10
	3.55
	.17
	.31
	.19
	3.19
	.20

	3-Days
	3.22
	.06
	3.23
	.27
	.00
	.23
	3.25
	.29

	4-Days
	3.50
	.09
	3.60
	.06
	.10
	.08
	3.10
	.19

	Total
	3.30
	.14
	3.50
	.22
	.20
	.22
	3.14
	.24


Note. Means and Standard Deviations for Earned Grade Point Average (EGPA), Expected Grade Point Average (XGPA), the difference between Earned and Expected grade point average (DGPA), and Students’ Evaluation of Teaching across the class days per week variable.

Table 6

Post-hoc pairwise comparisons for Grade Point Variables and Student Evaluation of Teaching by Classes per Week
	EGPA
	XGPA
	DGPA
	SET

	4 > 1, 2, 3
	1 > 3
	1 < 3, 4
	1 < 2, 3, 4

	
	2 > 3
	2 < 3, 4
	2 < 3

	
	4 > 2, 3
	3 < 4
	4 < 3


Note. Post-hoc tests for the main effect of Class Days per week on the significant dependent variables of Earned Grade Point Average (EGPA), Expected Grade Point Average (XGPA), the difference between earned and expected grade point average (DGPA), and Students’ Evaluation of Teaching. 

�


�it might be helpful to say which two dependent variables...a little unclear





