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1. Introduction

Student ratings and evaluations of instruction have a long history as sources
of information about teaching quality (Berk, 2013). Student evaluations of
teaching (SETs) often play a significant role in high-stakes decisions about
hiring, promotion, tenure, and teaching awards. As a result, researchers
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have examined the psychometric properties of SETs and the possible
impact of variables such as race, gender, age, course difficulty, and grading
practices on average student ratings (Griffin et al., 2014; Nulty, 2008;
Spooren et al.,, 2013). They have also examined how decision makers
evaluate SET scores (Boysen, 2015a, 2015b; Boysen et al., 2014; Dewar,
2011). In the last 20 years, considerable attention has been directed toward
the consequences of administering SETs online (Morrison, 2011; Stowell et
al., 2012) because low response rates may have implications for how
decision makers should interpret SETs.

1.1.0nline Administration of Student Evaluations

Administering SETs online creates multiple benefits. Online administration
enables instructors to devote more class time to instruction (vs.
administering paper-based forms) and can improve the integrity of the
process. Students who are not pressed for time in class are more likely to
reflect on their answers and write more detailed comments (Morrison, 2011;
Stowell et al., 2012; Venette et al., 2010). Because electronic aggregation of
responses bypasses the time-consuming task of transcribing comments
(sometimes written in challenging handwriting), instructors can receive
summary data and verbatim comments shortly after the close of the term
instead of weeks or months into the following term.

Despite the many benefits of online administration, instructors and students
have expressed concerns about online administration of SETs. Students
have expressed concern that their responses are not confidential when they
must use their student identification number to log into the system
(Dommeyer et al., 2002). However, breaches of confidentiality can occur
even with paper-based administration. For example, an instructor might
recognize student handwriting (one reason some students do not write
comments on paper-based forms), or an instructor might remain present
during SET administration (Avery et al., 2006).

In-class, paper-based administration creates social expectations that might
motivate students to complete SETs. In contrast, students who are
concerned about confidentiality or do not understand how instructors and
institutions use SET findings to improve teaching might ignore requests to
complete an online SET (Dommeyer et al., 2002). Instructors in turn worry
that low response rates will reduce the validity of the findings if students
who do not complete an SET differ in significant ways from students who do
(Stowell et al.,, 2012). For example, students who do not attend class
regularly often miss class on the day that SETs are administered. However,
all students (including non-attending students) can complete the forms when
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they are administered online. Faculty also fear that SET findings based on a
low-response sample will be dominated by students in extreme categories
(e.g., students with grudges, students with extremely favorable attitudes),
who may be particularly motivated to complete online SETs, and therefore
that SET findings will inadequately represent the voice of average students
(Reiner & Arnold, 2010).

1.1.1. Effects of Format on Response Rates and Student Evaluation
Scores

The potential for biased SET findings associated with low response rates
has been examined in the published literature. In findings that run contrary
to faculty fears that online SETs might be dominated by low-performing
students, Avery et al. (2006) found that students with higher grade-point
averages (GPAs) were more likely to complete online evaluations. Likewise,
Jaquett et al. (2017) reported that students who had positive experiences in
their classes (including receiving the grade they expected to earn) were
more likely to submit course evaluations.

Institutions can expect lower response rates when they administer SETs
online (Avery et al., 2006; Dommeyer et al., 2002; Morrison, 2011; Nulty,
2008; Reiner & Arnold, 2010; Stowell et al., 2012; Venette et al., 2010).
However, most researchers have found that the mean SET rating does not
change significantly when they compare SETs administered on paper with
those completed online. These findings have been replicated in multiple
settings using a variety of research methods (Avery et al., 2006; Dommeyer
et al., 2004; Morrison, 2011; Stowell et al., 2012; Venette et al., 2010).

Exceptions to this pattern of minimal or nonsignificant differences in average
SET scores appeared in Nowell et al. (2010) and Morrison (2011), who
examined a sample of 29 business courses. Both studies reported lower
average scores when SETs were administered online. However, they also
found that SET scores for individual items varied more within an instructor
when SETs were administered online versus on paper. Students who
completed SETs on paper tended to record the same response for all
questions, whereas students who completed the forms online tended to
respond differently to different questions. Both research groups argued that
scores obtained online might not be directly comparable to scores obtained
through paper-based forms. They advised that institutions administer SETs
entirely online or entirely on paper to ensure consistent, comparable
evaluations across faculty.

Each university presents a unique environment and culture that could
influence how seriously students take SETs and how they respond to
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decisions to administer SETs online. Although a few large-scale studies of
the impact of online administration exist (Reiner & Arnold, 2010; Risquez et
al., 2015), a local replication answers questions about characteristics unique
to that institution and generates evidence about the generalizability of
existing findings.

1.2.Purpose of the Present Study

In the present study, we examined patterns of responses for online and
paper-based SET scores at a mid-sized, regional, comprehensive university
in the United States. We posed two questions: First, does the response rate
or the average SET score change when an institution administers SET
forms online instead of on paper? Second, what is the minimal response
rate required to produce stable average SET scores for an instructor?
Whereas much earlier research relied on small samples often limited to a
single academic department, we gathered SET data on a large sample of
courses (N = 364) that included instructors from all colleges and all course
levels over 3 years. We controlled individual differences in instructors by
limiting the sample to courses taught by the same instructor in all 3 years.
The university offers nearly 30% of course sections online in any given term,
and these courses have always administered online SETs. This allowed us
to examine the combined effects of changing the method of delivery for
SETs (paper-based to online) for traditional classes and changing from a
mixed method of administering SETs (paper for traditional classes and
online for online classes in the first 2 years of data gathered) to uniform use
of online forms for all classes in the final year of data collection.
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