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COURSE CHARACTERISTICS AND 
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THEIR TEACHERS: What We Know and 
What We Don't 

Kenneth A. Feldman, State University of New York at Stony Brook 

From showing in a general way that there is " r o o m "  for course context to influence 
class (average) ratings of instruction, this review proceeds to a search for specific course 
characteristics that are associated with these ratings. Extant research has centered 
around five such characteristics: class size, course level, the "electivity" of the course, 
the particular subject matter of the course, and the time of day that the course is held. 
Although statistically significant zero-order relationships do not appear in every piece of 
research located for review, such relationships are more likely to be found than not for 
the first four of these characteristics. The associations may not be particularly strong, 
but ra ther  clear-cut patterns do emerge. Of the studies reporting an association between 
size of class and class ratings, most find it to be inverse, although several studies show a 
curvilinear (U-shaped) relationship. Teacher (and course) ratings tend to be somewhat 
higher for upper division courses and elective courses. Compared to other instructors, 
those teaching humanities, fine arts, and languages tend to receive somewhat higher rat- 
ings. The possible reasons for these relationships are many and complex. A precise un- 
derstanding of the contribution of course characteristics to the ratings of teachers (and 
the courses themselves) is hampered by two circumstances. Studies in which relevant 
variables are controlled are far fewer in number than are the studies in which only the 
zero-order relationships between course characteristics and ratings are considered. More 
importantly, existing multivariate studies tend to underplay or ignore the exact place of 
course characteristics in a causal network of variables. 

Key words: evaluation of college teachers; course evaluation; student ratings; course 
characteristics; bias in ratings 

An earlier analysis (Feldman, 1977) raised certain issues concerning 
the degree of consistency among college students in rating their teach- 
ers and courses, and attempted to clarify some of the problems in- 
volved in trying to resolve these issues. Analysis of consistency in stu- 
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dent ratings was hardly exhausted thereby, for the primary focus of the 
earlier analysis was only on interrater consistency within classrooms. 
As was pointed out, other kinds of consistency must also be analyzed 
if student ratings are to be used appropriately and interpreted meaning- 
fully. These include consistency of students' ratings over time, intra- 
student consistency across items of a rating form, consistency between 
ratings of teachers by their students and by other types of raters (for 
example, teachers' colleagues), and consistency of ratings across dif- 
ferent contexts and conditions. The present review and analysis fo- 
cuses on one aspect of these matters--namely, the consistency of rat- 
ings across different course contexts. The specific concern is with the 
way in which course characteristics are related to (and may affect) stu- 
dents' ratings. 

As in the other analyses of this series (Feldman, 1976a, 1976b, 1977), 
the purview of the present paper is restricted to studies of students and 
teachers at colleges and universities in the United States and Canada. 
The major concern is again with the undergraduate population at these 
schools, although studies that have samples consisting of graduate stu- 
dents as well as undergraduates have been included when there was no 
way to separate out the data for the undergraduates alone. Unlike the 
earlier efforts, the primary unit of analysis in the present review is the 
classroom as a whole and not the individual student. Thus so-called 
ecological correlations are the point of interest rather than individual 
correlations (see Robinson, 1950; Goodman, 1959; Hammond, 1973). 
The search is for the characteristics of course settings that are associ- 
ated with the average or aggregate ratings of the students in the 
courses. These will be called class ratings. 

COMPARING RATINGS OF INSTRUCTORS IN THE SAME AND DIFFERENT 
COURSES: RELIABILITY AND BEYOND 

If class (average) ratings are not reliable measures, then variation in 
ratings across course settings (even for the same teacher) would not be 
particularly surprising or informative, since the variability could be due 
merely to unreliability of measurement. Thus as background to the 
study of the possible effects of course conditions and contexts, it is 
useful to know something about the reliability of class ratings. In the 
earlier analysis of interrater consistency (Feldman, 1977), it was seen 
that the several different procedures that have been used by research- 
ers to determine the degree of consistency among students in rating 
their teachers have produced similar results. Although within-class 
consistency among students in their ratings is moderate at best (as in- 
dicated by the size of the estimated reliabilities of individual ratings or 
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the single rater), this modest within-class agreement is sufficient to 
produce substantial estimates of reliabilityqat least in the .70's, and 
more often in the .80's and .90's--when the ratings of at least 20 to 25 
students in the same classroom are averaged together. Moreover, the 
larger the typical number of students in the classes at a school, the 
higher the estimated reliabilities of the class ratings that can be ex- 
pected. 

Under the assumption that the student raters constitute a random 
sample from a population of comparable raters, and ff certain other 
conditions or assumptions are met (Winer, 1962, pp. 129-132), then 
one interpretation of the estimate of the reliability of class (average) 
ratings is as follows: if the ratings of the same set of teachers were to 
be repeated with another random sample of student raters, the correla- 
tion between the mean ratings obtained from the two sets of data on 
the same teachers would be approximately equal to the reliability esti- 
mate. The assumption of random sampling of students is problematic, 
of course, since students in part self-select themselves into courses 
rather than randomly distributing themselves among courses; 
moreover, even for each course considered separately, it is usually not 
possible to point to a specific population from which the students in the 
course are a truly random sample. Thus the assumption of random 
sampling is often relaxed by introducing the idea of an unspecified 
population of students "like those observed." The estimate of relia- 
bility is then interpreted as the degree to which the observed average 
ratings of the classes under consideration would be expected to corre- 
late with the class ratings gained by another set of students "similar" 
to the ones who were used--in effect, that is, another set of students 
who might reasonably have taken the various courses, and who in fact 
may do so in the future (Cornfield and Tukey, 1956; Gillmore, 1973; 
Guthfie, 1945; Kane, Gillmore, and Crooks, 1976; Peters and Van Voor- 
his, 1940, chap. 7; but see Stanley, 1961, 1971). 

Given this latter interpretation, it is of particular interest to observe 
that when the two sets of class ratings of teachers who have taught the 
same course (or the same section of a course) to two separate classes 
of students are actually correlated, the correlations are generally in the 
.60's and .70's (Bausell and Magoon, 1972, Appendix M; Bausell, 
Schwartz, and Purohit, 1975; Derry, 1977; Gillmore, 1973; Gillmore, 
Kane, and Naccarato, 1977; Hogan, 1973; Pohlmann, 1973; Schwab, 
1976; Seiler, Weybright, and Stang, 1977; Spencer, 1969b; and Wilson, 
1932). 1 It would seem, then, that consistency or agreement between 
classes of students who are rating under the same-instructor/same- 
course circumstance, while substantial, is far from total. In any case, 
the typical size of the correlation is lower than the aforementioned reli- 



202 Feldman 

ability estimates based on consistency among individual students (or, in 
some cases, subsets of students) within classrooms. This discrepancy 
may be due to the following factors: that instructors may not teach the 
same course in exactly the same way to two different classes, and may 
in effect display different pedagogical skills and characteristics; that the 
different sets of students involved may be somewhat different in their 
characteristics (which may differentially influence their reactions even 
if the teachers themselves taught their paired courses identically); or 
that the conditions and circumstances under which the same course is 
taught may vary; or some combination of these reasons may apply. 
Moreover, the estimates of reliability based on the degree of interrater 
consistency among students within their classes may themselves be ar- 
tifically high (see Feldman, 1977) which could in part be responsible for 
the discrepancy. Indeed, it could be argued that the somewhat lower 
correlations found in the same-instructor/same-course condition are the 
better estimates of reliability. 

An obvious question at this point, and the one of greater importance 
to the present analysis, is what happens to ratings when the instructor 
is teaching a different course rather than the same one, and when the 
same course is being taught by a different instructor. Table 1 presents 
information from the few studies in which same-instructor/same-course 
correlations are compared with each of the two other relevant sets of 
correlations--those between ratings of the same instructor teaching two 
different courses and (when available) those between ratings of two dif- 
ferent instructors teaching the same course. The correlation between 
ratings is highest when the same instructor is teaching the same course 
and is lower when the same instructor is teaching different courses; for 
the various samples of the studies in Table 1, the range of correlations 
of the first set of ratings is .62 to .80, whereas the range of correlations 
of the second set of ratings is .29 to .54. Correlations between ratings 
are even smaller when the same course is being taught by different in- 
structors (the third set of ratings); across the studies, correlations range 
from .04 to .20. It might be added here that, although the gen- 
eralizability coefficients presented by Gillmore et al. (1977) for equiva- 
lent comparison groups (in a study not included in Table 1) are not 
strictly comparable to correlation coefficients, and although the proce- 
dures of their study differ from those used in the studies presented in 
Table 1, these coefficients do fall in the same ranges as those in the 
table. 

The difference between the first and second sets of correlations 
(same-instructor/same-course correlation vs. same-instructor/different- 
course correlation) provides a rough index of the importance of the 
course context to the ratings while the difference between the first and 
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third sets of correlations (same-instructor/same-course correlation vs. 
different-instructor/same-course correlation) provides a rough index of 
the importance of the teacher (see Kulik and Kufik, 1974, and Gillmore 
et al., 1977, for attempts to get a more precise estimate of teacher ef- 
fects and course effects as well as the teacher-course covariance and 
interaction effects). As might be expected, the characteristics of the 
teacher clearly contribute more to the ratings than do those of the 
course setting3 Nevertheless~ course setting does seem to make a deft- 
nite contribution to rating differences, even when the teacher remains 
the same. 

COURSE CHARACTERISTICS AND RATINGS 

Essentially shown so far is that there is " room"  for the course con- 
text (and factors associated with it) to influence class (average) ratings. 
Doubtlessly, each course has its own unique contribution to ratings. In 
addition, however, there may be certain ways in which courses gen- 
erally differ among themselves that are associated with, and possibly 
affect, these ratings. It is to a review of what these characteristics may 
be that the analysis now turns. Research in this area has centered 
around the characteristics of class size, course levet~ the "electivity" 
of the course, the time of day that the course is hel& and the particular 
subject matter of the course. 

Class Size 

College professors have been known to complain that it is difficult to 
get high ratings for themselves and for the courses they teach when 
their class enrollments are large; and at least one study (Scott, 1977) 
has found that instructors who felt that one of" their classes was too 
large for them to present the material of the course in an adequate way 
did in fact receive somewhat lower ratings compared to their fellow in- 
structors who did not feel this way. This is an important piece of in- 
formation, for, assuming that the instructors in question did not merely 
use large class size as an "excuse"  for anticipated low ratings, it can 
be taken as evidence that instructors' feelings about class size may af- 
fect their teaching performance and their ratings. (A complete picture, 
of course, would include consideration of instructors who prefer to 
teach large classes and may be more effective in them than in small 
courses; cf. Rohrer, 1957.) Scott's finding alone, however, does not tell 
us whether actual class size is indeed related to ratings of the teacher 
(and the course itself). For this, the many empirical studies in which 
the existence of this particular relationship is investigated must be re- 



206 Feldman 

viewed. Because different types of procedures and statistical analyses 
have been used in these studies, their results will be summarized sepa- 
rately for each type. 

Establishing the Existence and Nature of the Relationship between 
Class Size and Ratings: Zero-Order Associations. Nearly 30 studies were 
located in which data on the relationship between the size of class en- 
rollment and class ratings are presented in the form of a product- 
moment correlation between the two variables. About one third of 
these studies find essentially no relationship between size and ratings 
(Colliver, 1972; Delaney and Kojaku, 1977; Gillmore and Naccarato, 
1975; Hanke, 1970; Heilman and Armentrout, 1936; Hillery and Yukl, 
1971; Jiobu and Pollis, 1971; Murray, n.d.; Overall, Marsh, and Kesler, 
1977; and Spencer, 1969a). The rest (roughly two thirds) of these corre- 
lational analyses find indications of a negative relationship--the smaller 
the size of the class, the higher the ratings (Aleamoni and Thomas, 
1977; Bausell and Magoon, 1972, Appendix P; Brandenburg, Slinde, 
and Batista, 1977; Brown, 1976; Centra and Creech, 1976; Cashin and 
Slawson, 1977a, Table 5; Delaney, 1976; Elmore and Pohlmann, 1976; 
Gillmore, 1975b; Hidebrand, Wilson, and Dienst, 1971; Linsky and 
Straus, 1972, 1975; Lunney, 1974; McDaniel and Feldhusen, 1970; 
Marsh, 1976a, also see Marsh, 1976b, and Overall et al., 1977, Study 
No. 2; Marsh, 1978; Marsh, Overall, and Thomas, 1976; Perlman, 1973; 
Pohlmann, 1975; Scott, 1975; and Van Horn, 1968). Across the studies, 
correlations generally fall in the range of -. 10 to just under -.30, al- 
though there are some instances of both smaller and larger negative 
correlations (the larger correlations generally being for rating items 
about the teacher's encouragement of questions from the students, 
general class discussion of course material, and the like). Thus the 
variable of size in these studies usually explains somewhere between 
I% and 7% or 8% of the variance in class ratings, depending on the 
particular rating item and the population under study. 

Other studies report results in terms of rating differences between 
classes that have been divided into the two categories of "large" and 
"small." Actually, "larger" and "smaller" are the better designations, 
since the so-called large category in some of these studies is not exclu- 
sively restricted to classes that are large in any absolute sense. Of 
these studies, Cooke (1952), Cornwell (1974), Downie (1952), and Mil- 
ler (1972, Appendix B) all report that ratings were somewhat lower for 
larger classes than for smaller ones. However,  Solomon (1966) found 
no differences between larger and smaller night classes--although, in 
this case, larger classes were anything over nine students! Moreover, in 
an early study comparing students at Purdue University in classes of 
over and under 50 students, Returners (1929a) found that the larger 
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classes, if anything, had slightly more positive ratings than did the 
smaller classes on some of the items of the Purdue Rating Scale for 
Instructors. Likewise, Villano (1975) found that larger compared to 
smaller science and math classes rated higher on one of the three factor 
scales in his study, the other two scales showing no differences; but 
note that any class of 2l students or over was designated as large in 
this study. 

Both the use of product-moment correlations and the comparison of 
two categories of size in effect assume that the relationship between 
size and ratings is linear. If, however, this assumption is incorrect, the 
true degree of the association between the variables is underestimated 
by these procedures. If the actual relationship between size and ratings 
is essentially curvilinear, product-moment correlations and two- 
category comparisons would be expected to show only relatively weak 
correlations or none at all. The possibility that the actual relationship in 
some of the studies reviewed to this point may indeed have been non- 
linear is raised by the results of studies by Delaney and Kojaku (1977), 
Marsh (1976b) (also see Overall et al., 1977), Pohlmann (1975), and 
Wood, Linsky, and Straus (1974). In these studies the investigators 
used a polynomial trend analysis to see whether a second-degree (or 
parabolic) curve fitted the data better than did a straight line (see 
Blalock, 1974, pp. 459-462, for a brief explanation of polynomial re- 
gression). In all four analyses, it did. This result is most clearly de- 
tailed in Delaney and Kojaku (1977) and in Marsh (1976b), where, al- 
though a simple (negative) linear trend was able to describe to some 
degree the relationship between size and ratings, there was a statisti- 
cally significant increment in rating variance accounted for by the 
quadratic component. All four studies found a negative curvilinear rela- 
tionship between size and student rating--that is, a U-shaped curve--  
whereby both relatively smaller and relatively larger classes tended to 
receive higher ratings than did the medium-sized classes. 

Another set of studies helps in determining the exact form of the re- 
lationship between size and ratings, albeit in a iess precise way. These 
studies compare the ratings made by classes that have been divided 
into three or more categories of size. Of these studies, four found that 
size had little or no relationship to class ratings (Aleamoni and 
Graham, 1974; Grant, 1971; Riley, Ryan, and Lifshitz, 1950; and 
Weerts and Whitney, 1975a). The remainder of them did find a rela- 
tionship between the two variables, but its exact nature varied. Sup- 
porting the results of the majority of the simple correlational studies, 
some of the studies using three or more categories of size show a gen- 
erally (if not always perfectly) linear decline in ratings as courses get 
larger (Bausell and Magoon, 1972, Appendix P; Cashin and Slawson, 
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1977a, Table 4; Crittenden, Norr, and LeBailly, 1975; Francis, 1976; 
Kohlan, 1973; and Perry and Baumann, 1973). In the rest of the 
studies, the relationship is curvilinear. Congruent with the studies using 
polynomial trend analysis, the results of studies by Centra and Creech 
(1976), Clark and Keller (1954), and Gage (1961) suggest a U-shaped 
relationship; and this particular curvilinear relationship was also the 
predominant pattern (although not the only one) across various rating 
items in a study by Haslett (1976). Four other studies, however, found 
that the highest rated classes tended to be the medium sized classes, 
thus producing an inverted U-shaped curve (Kapel, 1974; Lovell and 
Haner, 1955; Nichols, 1967; and Starrack, 1934). 

Considering all studies reviewed to this point, 3 it can be seen that it 
is much more likely for a researcher to find an association between 
class size and ratings than not to find one. When a relationship is 
found, it is most likely to be an inverse association (the larger the class 
size, the lower the class rating). Also, the possibility clearly exists of a 
U-shaped curvilinear relationship between class size and ratings (with 
the lowest ratings going to medium sized classes). Although this partic- 
ular pattern has not been found as often as the inverse relationship, the 
extent of its existence may be somewhat underestimated by the analy- 
tic and statistical procedures generally used by the studies in the area. 
An inverted U-shaped relationship between size and ratings is not a 
particularly likely possibility (although this pattern has occurred in a 
few studies), while a positive association between the two variables is 
not likely at all. 

Exploring the Meaning of the Association between Class Size and Class 
Ratings: Multivariate Analysis. As has been seen, certain patterns of 
findings predominate in studies relating class size to class ratings, al- 
though results are far from uniform. Some of the variation in the find- 
ings may reflect differences in research procedures and data analysis. 
Thus inconsistency in results across studies may be due in part to dif- 
ferences in the degree to which the sample of classes are representative 
of the classes at the school, the statistical techniques used to establish 
relationships, the number of categories of class size (in studies where 
differently sized classes are classified into a smaller number of cate- 
gories), the particular cutting points used to generate these categories, 
and the like. However,  it seems unlikely that such procedural differ- 
ences could completely account for the differences across the studies. 
In short, there may exist actual differences among colleges that affect 
the way in which size is related to ratings. If so, research is needed to 
establish more clearly the conditions under which one rather than an- 
other relationship between class size and ratings can be expected. 

Because of the many empirical instances of a "simple" inverse size- 
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rating relationship, the alternate finding in several studies that evalua- 
tion of the teacher (and the course) did not continue to become less 
favorable beyond a certain point as class enrollment increased but at 
some point actually became increasingly favorable as courses got larger 
is especially intriguing. Assuming that ratings are valid indicators of 
teaching effectiveness, various reasons can be suggested for this par- 
ticular pattern (see, especially, Centra and Creech, 1976; Linsky and 
Straus, 1972; Overall et al., 1977; and Wood et al., 1974). It may be 
that some colleges, or departments within colleges, make available in- 
creased resources for particularly large courses and select instructors 
to teach these courses on the basis of their expressed interest and 
demonstrated success in teaching large courses. Or perhaps instructors 
in large courses at some universities (or under certain conditions within 
universities) feel an increased challenge in teaching classes of such 
size, thus carefully tailoring their teaching methods to the size of the 
course and increasing their own preparation for the course. It is even 
possible in some cases that highly rated instructors in part "cause"  the 
size of the class, in that instructors with prominent reputations for 
teaching effectiveness may draw large number of students to their 
courses. 

Since teachers of different general teaching ability and effectiveness 
may be differentially located in variously sized classes, it is particularly 
important to know how the same teacher gets rated in settings of vary- 
ing sizes. Yet there are almost no studies with this information. Re- 
search by Bausell and Vinograd (1977) is an important exception. 
These investigators identified 254 pairs of courses at the University of 
Delaware, each pair of which was taught by the same instructor. One 
of the instructor's two courses was randomly selected as the "criteri- 
on" course for the study, with the instructor's rating in the course con- 
sidered to be the criterion rating. The instructor's other course was 
then designated as the "predictor" course, with the instructor's rating 
in this course taken as one of the predictors of the criterion rating. 
Other predictors in the study (course size, course level, instructional 
method used, and whether or not the course was required) were de- 
fined in terms of the relationship of characteristics of the predictor 
course to its paired (criterion) course. For example, since the enroll- 
ment of the predictor course was either larger than, smaller than, or 
equal to the enrollment of the same instructor's criterion course, a ratio 
was computed between the two enrollments (subtracting the enrollment 
of the criterion course from that of the predictor course and dividing by 
the larger enrollment). As would be expected, the strongest predictor 
of an instructor's class rating in the criterion course was the rating in 
the instructor's other course, accounting as it did for 31% of the crite- 
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rion variance (r = .56). Of importance here is that even after control- 
ling for instructor's rating on this predictor course, the ratio of the en- 
rollment differences between the instructor's two courses was still re- 
lated (inversely) to the criterion ratings, predicting an additional 10% of 
the criterion variance. 

It could be argued that the rating differences found by Bausell and 
Vinograd were not necessarily due to differences in size alone, since 
pairing courses by teacher does not automatically pair courses that are 
identical (that is, courses with the same course number or course title). 
Therefore, from their sample of 254 paired courses these investigators 
also identified those course pairs that differed with respect to class size 
(in this case, the larger's enrollment exceeded the smaller's by at least 
50%) but whose course numbers were identical? Of the 26 course pairs 
thus determined, instructors received higher ratings in the smaller of 
the two classes in 19 cases. This same tendency was clearly found in a 
study by Holland (1954) and to some degree in an early study by Rem- 
mers, Hadley, and Long (1932), each of these studies also having the 
matched-teacher, matched-course, varying-size design but with a much 
smaller number of cases. 

No other studies were found that controlled for instructor (yet alone 
for instructor and the course itself) when analyzing the relationship be- 
tween size and ratings. However, Wood et al. (1974) did control for 
variables indicative of the teaching experience of the instructors in 
their study. The original relationship they found between size and 
ratings--in this case, a U-shaped curve--generally held when controls 
were introduced for the instructor's rank, highest degree, and the 
number of years since receiving his or her highest degree. Likewise, 
McDaniel and Feldhusen (1970) found not only that there was a zero- 
order inverse relationship between course size and the rating of the 
teacher but also that course size was still a significant predictor of 
teacher rating when various indicators of faculty scholarly production 
and service were controlled in a multiple regression analysis. 

It is important to emphasize at this point that size of a course does 
not necessarily vary independently from other characteristics of the 
course. For example, smaller courses at many colleges are probably 
more likely to be upper division courses than are larger courses. If this 
or some other covariate of size is itself related to teacher or course rat- 
ings it is important to control for the particular covarying course char- 
acteristic in the analysis of the relationship between size and ratings. 
Put a little too simply, this procedure of controlling helps the analyst to 
determine whether size as such is directly contributing to variation in 
ratings or whether size is associated with ratings indirectly, or even co- 
incidentally, due to its association with some other course feature that 
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may be determining rating differences. As it turns out, current evidence 
suggests that the relationship between size and ratings tends to hold (if 
not always consistently so across all r~Lting items and conditions) when 
two other course characteristics, course level and/or the subject matter 
of the course, are controlled or in some way taken into account (Lun- 
ney, 1974; Marsh, 1976b; Perlman, 1973; and Perry and Baumann, 
1973). 

Not only might different sized classes vary in other of their course 
features and in the characteristics of their teachers, they might also 
vary in terms of the aggregate characteristics of their students--such as 
the proportion of each sex in the course, mean grade-point average of 
the students in the class, students' knowledgeability in the subject mat- 
ter of the course, students' general values and attitudes, and so forth. 
Only one study (Cashin and Slawson, 1977a, 1977b) was located that 
controlled for one or more of such student characteristics alone, al- 
though a number of studies (to be reviewed shortly) have included stu- 
dent characteristics among a battery of control variables, the others 
being teacher and/or course characteristics. Pooling data gathered from 
a large number of colleges and universities, Cashin and Slawson found 
a clear, inverse association between size of class and various rating 
items (twenty items about specific aspects of the teacher's pedagogical 
procedures, ten items about the students' perceived progress in specific 
areas, and two global items). As part of their study, these investigators 
divided the thousands of classes available for analysis into five ordered 
categories of a variable they call either "students '  level of motivation" 
or "class motivation," as determined by the average response of stu- 
dents in a class to a question asking how much the student (near the 
end of the semester) agreed with the statement that "I  had a strong 
desire to take this course." In a series of tables, data on the relation- 
ship between size of the class and each of the rating items is given for 
each of the five levels of class motivation. By surveying the results of 
these tables, a relatively clear-cut pattern can be seen, although the in- 
vestigators do not point it out: for rating items where the zero-order 
inverse relationship between size and the rating is relatively strong, the 
inverse relationship tends to remain witliin each of the five levels of 
motivation but at a generally weaker degree of strength; for items 
where the overall inverse relationship is weak to begin with, the rela- 
tionship tends to disappear altogether within the levels. 

Although the pattern of results is rather clear-cut, its meaning is not. 
The conceptual-empirical referent of "students'  level of motivation" or 
"class motivation" is ambiguous, as is its exact location in a causal 
network of variables. On the one hand, the question put to students, 
with its phrase "had a strong desire to take this course," may be meas- 
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FIGURE 1. Three possible causal models of the relationships among the variables 
of class motivation, class size, and class rating of instructor. (The question mark 
indicates the relationship "at risk" under statistical controls.) 

uring a pre-course characteristic of students; students may have felt 
that they were being asked about their desire to take the course even 
before they enrolled in it. Supposing this so, it might be argued that the 
weakening or disappearance of the zero-order relationship should lead 
to discarding it (in part or totally) as causally "spurious." To the de- 
gree that the pre-course motivation of students determines the kinds of 
courses they take (and, as a consequence, the size of the course) and 
influences the ratings given to the teacher, to that degree the relation- 
ship between size and ratings is "explained" by this causally prior 
variable of students' level of motivation (see Figure la). The problem 
with this reasoning in this particular instance, however, is that the rela- 
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tionship produced spuriously should be positive rather than negative 
(the empirical case), since it would be expected that level of motivation 
as a pre-course variable would be associated positively with the size of 
the course, and the data themselves show level of motivation to be as- 
sociated positively with ratings. 

On the other hand, the question may be taken by students as asking 
them about their general reactions or motivations during the course, 
reactions or motivations themselves affected by the size of the course. 
If so, it could be argued that the original relationship is mediated by 
this intervening variable of class motivation; that is, the size of the 
course affects class motivation, which in turn affects class ratings (see 
Figure lb). Of course, the original relationship may neither be "ex- 
plained" (the first case) nor "interpreted" (the second case) by stu- 
dents' level of motivation. 5 Another possibility is that, for whatever 
reason, class motivation and size are seen to be so inextricably bound 
up with one another that the investigator is unable (or unwilling) to as- 
sign a particular causal direction between the two (see Figure lc). Con- 
trolling for either variable would weaken the effect of the other on the 
dependent variable. As still another possibility, it is even conceivable 
that students may in part react to a question (near the end of a semes- 
ter) about their desire to take the course as though they were being 
asked for their overall assessment of the course experience. In short, 
to some degree the students in the study may have responded to the 
question as though it, too, were a rating item. If so, controlling for this 
variable would obviously weaken the original relationship between size 
and ratings, for no other reason than that one has, in effect, partially 
controlled on the dependent variable itself. 

The previous few paragraphs have been concerned with the signifi- 
cance (to the relationship between class size and ratings) of teacher 
characteristics alone, or course characteristics alone, or student charac- 
teristics alone. A number of studies have controlled or taken into ac- 
count some combination of characteristics from two or all three of 
these sets of characteristics. The most general, although somewhat 
oversimplifying, statement that can be made about the results of these 
studies is that an association between size and ratings is still found 
after taking into account one or another combination of these various 
types of characteristics (Brandenburg et al., 1977; Brown, 1976; Centra 
and Creech, 1976; Crittenden et al., 1975; Delaney, 1976; Delaney and 
Kojaku, 1977; Grant, 1971; Haslett, •976; Kohlan, 1973; Villano, 1975; 
and Villano, Rosenstock, and Estes, 1974; but see Aleamoni and 
Graham, 1974, and Marsh, 1978). 6 It should be noted that this state- 
ment is not always true for all rating items used in a study. For exam- 
ple, Delaney (1976) reports a statistically significant beta coefficient for 
class size in a multiple regression analysis when the dependent variable 
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was the class rating on a scale assessing the teacher-student relation- 
ship, but a statistically insignificant beta coefficient when the depen- 
dent variable was the class rating on a scale assessing aspects of the 
organization and objectives of the course. 

To say that an association between class size and ratings is still 
found under one or another combination of controls is not to say that 
certain covarying aspects of differently sized courses may not, in part, 
be producing the rating differences. Variations in these associated 
characteristics most likely do explain some of the variation in the rat- 
ings although the degree to which they do cannot be clearly or pre- 
cisely determined from these studies (just as the degree to which the 
initial association between size and ratings has been reduced in 
strength by the introduction of controls cannot be determined), due to 
the nature of either the data analysis of the study or the information 
reported in it. 

Nor should the proffered generalization be taken as saying that the 
relationship between size and ratings is unlikely to differ in strength 
(and occasionally even in direction) within different categories or levels 
of a control variable, or that there is no interaction between size and 
other characteristics. To the contrary, specification and interaction ef- 
fects have been reported. Thus Crittenden et al. (1975) and Lunney 
(1974) found that the inverse relationship between class size and ratings 
in the overall sample of each of their studies is considerably weaker in 
strength (or even reversed in direction) for upper-level courses and for 
natural science courses (but see Perlman, 1973, and Perry and 
Baumann, 1973). Likewise, in studies using one or another type of 
analysis of variance procedure, interaction effects (for certain rating 
items) have been found between size and such characteristics as stu- 
dents' year in school (Kohlan, 1973), teaching load of instructor 
(Centra and Creech, 1976), course level (Aleamoni and Graham, 1974, 
Villano, 1975, Villano et al., 1974), and rank of instructor (Aleamoni 
and Graham, 1974, Villano, 1975, Villano et al., 1974; but see Grant, 
1971, where this is not the case). 

In the present review, one factor has been singled out for separate 
analysis and discussion in terms of its potential importance to the asso- 
ciation between class size and ratings, and that is the typical grade ex- 
pected by (or actually given to) students in their classes. This variable 
of grades is a difficult one to classify in terms of the type of charac- 
teristic it represents, for variation among classes on this variable may 
be considered as variation in a student characteristic (say, differential 
achievement in course work by students in different classes), variation 
in a course characteristic (say, differential difficulty of different 
courses), variation in a characteristic of teachers (say, differential grad- 
ing "generosity" or differential grading practices of different teachers), 
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or variation in some combination or amalgamation of these sorts of 
characteristics. At any rate, because expected grade (or actual grade, 
as its proxy) is known to be associated at low to moderate strength 
with ratings, at the individual level of analysis as well as the group level 
(see Feldman, 1976a, 1977), and because it is possible that differences 
in this variable covary with differences in size of class, it is important 
to see whether the association between size and ratings can somehow 
be accounted for in terms of a grades factor. 

Indeed, in a study of instructor ratings dealing only with class size 
and grades, Batista and Brandenburg (1975) found that although ex- 
pected grade was significantly related to total score on a rating form 
both when taken by itself as well as when class size had already been 
taken into account, the reverse was not true. That is, although class 
size was found to be significantly related to ratings when taken by it- 
self, this was not the case when expected grade was taken into ac- 
count. However, this particular finding is generally not supported in 
some other studies that also have a control for grades (usually the av- 
erage grade expected by students in each class). These studies, all but 
one of which (Crittenden et al., 1975) use multiple regression tech- 
niques to analyze the data, not only control for this grades factor but 
also for one or more teacher, student, and/or course characteristics. In 
general, although the grade variable clearly tends to be the strongest 
predictor of ratings in these studies, size is still a predictor (that is, still 
has a statistically significant beta coefficient) even when controlling for 
grades and teacher, course, and/or student characteristics (Brandenburg et 
al., 1977; Brown, 1976; Crittenden et al., 1975; Delaney, 1976; and Delaney 
and Kojaku, 1977; but see Cornwell, 1974; Jiobu and Pollis, 1971; Marsh, 
1978; and Nichols and Soper, 1972). r 

The possibility remains--one not really much explored in the extant 
research--that controlling for a grades factor can be expected at least 
to weaken the zero-order association between class size and ratings (if 
not eliminate it as a causally relevant variable at certain colleges or 
under certain conditions). If future research in this particular area does 
show grades to be important in this way, one interpretation is that the 
influence of the size of a class on instructor ratings is partly indirect (if 
not totally so under specified conditions) through its influence on the 
expected grade of students in the class. Another interpretation, al- 
though not a very plausible one, would be that the relationship between 
class size and ratings is to one or another degree "spurious," as a con- 
sequence of these two variables being causally dependent on the prior 
variable of expected grade. It may well be true that students are more 
likely to enroll in certain courses because they expect their grades to 
be relatively high in them, which tendency, other things equal, would 
build up the enrollment in these courses, producing a positive associa- 
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tion between expected grade and course size. Assuming that students 
on the ,average have no reason to change their minds about their ex- 
pected grade once they are in the course, and if expected grade is also 
positively associated with ratings, a spuriously produced positive asso- 
ciation between size and ratings would be expected. But, as has been 
shown, when an association between size ratings is found, it is almost 
never a positive one. 

Course Level 

This section reviews the results of studies that relate variation in 
students' ratings of teachers (and courses) to variation in the level of 
the course, either rating differences between upper division and lower 
division courses or for some finer-grained comparison (freshman-level 
courses, sophomore-level courses, etc.). Also included in this summary 
are the few studies that have related average year in school of the stu- 
dents in the class to their ratings. The rationale for this inclusion is that 
average year in school of students in a class can be considered a rough 
indicator of course level and that results for the studies using this vari- 
able are about the same as for the set of studies considering course 
level directly. 

Many of the studies that were located show that the higher the 
course level the higher the average student rating of the teacher (and 
the course itself): Aleamoni (1972a); Aleamoni and Thomas (1977); 
Brown (1976); Cashin and Slawson (1977a); Clark and Keller (1954); 
Elmore and Pohlmann (1976); Francis (1976); Gage (1961); Gillmore 
(1975b); Heilman and Armentrout (1936); Linsky and Straus (1972, 
1975); Marsh (1976a, 1978); Pohlmann (1975; also see Pohlmann, 1973); 
Pritchard (1972); Spencer (1966, 1969a); and Stuit and Ebel (1952). 
(Data in Remmers, 1929a, Haslett, 1976, and Hildebrand et al., 1971, 
also show this positive association, although it is not as clear-cut and is 
less consistent across the rating items used in each of the studies.) It 
should be noted that although the positive association between course 
level and ratings is clear and relatively consistent across various rating 
items in almost all of these studies, it does tend to be quite weak in 
strength. 

A positive association between the two variables under consideration 
is not universally found. There are studies in which course level (or 
average class year of the students in the class) is essentially unrelated 
to class ratings (Bausell and Magoon, 1972, Appendix N; Delaney, 
1976; Doyle and Whitely, 1974, also see Whitely, Doyle, and Hopkin- 
son, 1973; Grant, 1971; Jiobu and Pollis, 1971; and Weerts and Whit- 
ney, 1975a). Moreover, results in studies by Cope, McMillin, and 
Richardson (1972), Office of Evaluation (1971), Marsh et al. (1976), and 
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Villano (1975) are basically inconsistent across rating items, with indi- 
cations in some of these studies that the higher the course level the 
lower the ratings on certain items (also see Cohen and Humphreys, 
n.d.). ~ 

When controlling for one or another set of instructor, course, and 
student characteristics, associations between course level and class rat- 
ings are still found in Brandenburg et al. (1977) and Lunney (1974); 
they are not found in Bausell and Vinograd (1977), Brown (1976), 
Cashin and Slawson (1977a, Table 5), Marsh (1978), Mirus (1973), 
Nichols and Soper (1972), and Shingles (1977), although in some of 
these studies it is not clear whether there was a zero-order association 
between course level and ratings to begin with. In Haslett (1976) results 
are mixed when control variables are introduced. There are hints in 
these various studies that when a relationship is found between course 
level and ratings it may have less (if at all) to do with differences in 
course level in any direct way and more to do with differences that 
may accompany course-level differences, such as differences in the size 
of course enrollment (Bausell and Vinograd, 1977, Cashin and Slawson, 
1977a, Table 5, and Haslett, 1966), in grades given to and expected by 
students in the class (Brandenburg et al., 1977, Brown, 1976, Marsh, 
1978, Mirus, 1973, Nichols and Soper, 1972), in the degree of "electivi- 
ty"  of the course as well as the students' academic motivation and 
knowledgeability of and general interest in the subject matter of the 
course (Brandenburg et al., 1977, Cashin and Slawson, 1977a, Table 5, 
Haslett, 1976, and Marsh, 1978), and in instructor characteristics 
(Bausell and Vinograd, 1977). 9 

The fact that an association between course level and ratings does 
not appear under statistical controls does not necessarily mean that the 
level of the course makes no contribution whatsoever to teacher rat- 
ings, nor does it automatically show that the relationship between 
course level and ratings is "spurious." It could be that the course level 
is indirectly contributing to ratings through its association with certain 
of the aforementioned variables introduced into the analysis, some of 
which may be intervening variables. Unfortunately, it is not known 
whether or not this is the case, since the place of course level in a 
causal network of factors contributing to variation in class ratings has 
not in general been considered in the studies. 

Elective Courses versus Required Courses 

There is some evidence that the teachers of nonrequired or elective 
courses as well as the courses themselves receive somewhat higher rat- 
ings than do their counterparts (required courses and their teachers) 
(Downie, 1952; Evans, 196a; Gage, 1961; Lovell and Haner, 1955; Mur- 
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ray, n.d.; but see the nonsupporting evidence in Heilman and 
Armentrout, 1936, and Nichols, 1967). Likewise, the relationship be- 
tween the percentage of students taking a course as an elective (that is 
the average "electivity" of the class for students in it) and the ratings 
of the teacher and the course is generally positive and of small to mod- 
erate strength (Aleamoni and Thomas, 1977; Brandenburg et al., 1977; 
Landis and Pirro, 1977; Marsh, 1976a; Marsh, 1978; Marsh et al., 1976; 
Pohlmann, 1972, 1975; Weerts and Whitney, 1975a; but see Elmore and 
Pohlmann, 1976). 10 

Congruent with the results of these two sets of studies are studies 
showing a small positive relationship (correlations primarily in the . 10's 
and .20's) between class ratings and the average intrinsic interest of 
students in the course, as indicated, for example, by students' reported 
interest in the subject matter before enrolling in the course (see Gill- 
more, 1975b; Gillmore and Naccarato, 1975; Marsh, 1978; Marsh et al., 
1976; and Murray, n.d.). 11 Whether this sort of interest in fact some- 
how accounts for the positive association between elective courses and 
class ratings cannot be determined from these particular studies. 

More generally, whether rating differences between required and elec- 
tive courses are directly due to the "requiredness" or the "electivity" 
of the course as such rather than to one or another set of teacher, 
course, and/or student characteristics covarying with required-elective 
courses has received only a little study, and results in the few existing 
pieces of research are inconsistent. Brandenburg et al. (1977) did find 
that the proportion of students in a class taking the course as an elec- 
tive was positively related to average ratings even when controlling for 
the average expected grade of students in the class, class size, the level 
of the course, and the gender and rank of the instructor. Controlling for 
similar variables, Marsh (1978) found that differing proportions of stu- 
dents in a class with different reasons for taking the course (require- 
ment for the major, elective in the major, general interest only, etc.) 
was still a predictor of various rating factors, although not a strong 
one. (Stronger predictors were prior interest of the students in the sub- 
ject matter, their expected grade, and their perceptions of the workload 
and difficulty of the course.) Results, however, are mixed in Shingles 
(1977); and Mirus (1973) found that whether or not a course was re- 
quired was unrelated to overall ratings of faculty in a business school 
when controlling on a number of relevant variables. Moreover, the re- 
sults of the carefully designed study by Bausell and Vinograd (1977), as 
described in some detail in the present analysis in the section on class 
size, suggest that differences in ratings may be directly accounted for 
by differences among teachers themselves in conjunction with differ- 
ences in the size of courses rather than by the "electivity" of the 
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course (or the course level and the mode of instruction used in the 
course, the other variables in this study). 
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When the Class Meets 

It might be thought that students' general preference for some class 
times rather than others might "spill over" into their ratings of the 
courses and the instructors themselves. Little support for this notion 
exists. No differences in ratings of courses and teachers among classes 
grouped by their meeting time were found in studies by Christensen 
and Bourgeois (1974), Cornwell (1974), Gillmore and Naccarato (1975), 
Lunney (1974), Mirus (1973), Murray (n.d.), and Overturf and Price 
(1966). By contrast, Aleamoni (1972b), Clark and Keller (1954), Nichols 
(1967), and Nichols and Soper (1972)have reported (usually) slight dif- 
ferences among ratings, but the pattern of results are not consistent 
across these four studies. 

Academic Field and Subject Matter 

What connection, if any, exists between the subject matter being 
taught and the rating of the instructor who is doing the teaching? As an 
initial step in answering this question, the results of studies comparing 
student evaluations of instructors of different subject matter are sum- 
marized in Table 2. Each of the studies on which this table is based has 
information about the class rating of instructors in at least three differ- 
ent academic departments or divisions, from which a rank ordering of 
these academic fields can be derived with respect to the ratings of the 
teachers in them (see note to Table 2). 12 Because the number of 
academic fields varies from study to study, a direct comparison of 
these ranks would be problematic. For instructors of a particular 
academic field to rank in third place, say, when fifteen fields are in- 
volved is hardly equivalent to ranking third when only four fields are 
involved. Therefore, in order to increase comparability among the 
studies, the ranks in each study have been standardized by dividing 
each of them by the number of academic departments or divisions in 
the study; the smaller the resulting fraction the higher the standardized 
ranking of the department or division with respect to favorability of in- 
structors' ratings. TM 

Table 2 shows the frequency with which the standardized rankings of 
various academic fields fall into the highest third of the rankings (i.e., 
standardized ranks from .00 to .33), the medium third (.32-.67), and the 
lowest third (.68-1.00). As can be seen from this table, the academic 
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TABLE 2. Summary of the Rankings in Eleven Studies of Academic Areas with 
Respect to Class Ratings of Instructors a 

Academic area as given High Medium Low 
in the original reference rank rank rank 

Classics (8) / 
Philosophy (6)(8) // 
Drama (2) / 
Art (2)(8) // 
Fine and Industrial Arts (7) 
Music (2)(6)(7) // 
Humanities (1)(3)(4)(5)(9)(10) ///// / 
European Languages (8) / 
Other [than European] Languages (8) / 
French (2)(6) / / 
Spanish (2)(6) / / 
German (2)(6) / / 
English (2)(6)(8) // 
Language and Linguistics (8) / 
Literature and Languages (7) / 
English, Humanities, and Languages (11) / 

History (2)(8) 
Anthropology (6)(8) 
Political Science (6)(8) 
Sociology (2)(6)(8) 
Psychology (2)(6)(8) 
Economics (6)(8) 
Social Science(s) (1)(3)(4)(5)(10)(11) 
Social Studies (7)(9) 

//// 
/ 

/ 

N 
N 
N 
/ 

Education (2)(3)(7)(8)(10) 
Education and Applied Areas (4) 
Secretarial Studies (2) 
Business (Administration) (2)(3)(8)(10)(11) 
Home Economics (2)(3) 
Health and Physical Education (Women) (7) 
Health and Physical Education (Men) (7) 
Physical Education and Psychology (11) 
Agriculture (2) 

IN 
II 
I 

"Professional" (Agriculture and Natural 
Resources, Architecture and Environmental 
Design, Communications, Computer and 
Information Sciences, Health Professions) (3) 
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Academic  area  as given 
in the original re ference  

High Medium L o w  
rank rank rank 

Botany (8) 
Genet ics  (8) 
Physiology (8) 
Zoology  (8) 
Biology and Microbiology (8) 
Biological  Sciences  (4) 
As t ronomy (8) 
Geology (6)(8) 
Geography  (2)(6)(8) 
Meteoro logy (8) 
Mathemat ics  (2)(3)(6)(8) 
Chemis t ry  (2)(6)(8) 
Biochemis t ry  (8) 
Engineer ing (2)(3)(8) 
Mechanica l  Engineer ing (6) 
Physics (6)(8) 
Physical  Sc ience  (8) 
Natural  Science(s)  (1)(5)(8) 
Science(s) (3)(7) 
Science  and Mathemat ics  (9)(10)(11) 
Mathemat ics ,  Physical  Sc iences ,  

Engineer ing (4) 

/ 
// 
! 

I N 
/ N 

/ 
/ // 

/ 

N 
1 

/ / 
/ / 

// 

aThis table shows the frequency with which the standardized rank (rank divided by 
the number of categories of academic fields in the study) of each category of academic 
fields falls into high, medium, and low thirds (see text). The categories of academic fields 
are exactly those used in the studies cited. The academic fields have been combined only 
when this was done in the original study itself. 

Numbers in parentheses refer to the study or studies for which the results in the row 
obtain. Following are the code numbers of these studies and information about the par- 
ticular class rating in the study that was ranked and standardized for the present analysis: 

(1) Apt (1%6): Mean ratings of instructors at the University of Pittsburgh (on an overall 
rating item), as divided into three academic divisions (see Table 15, p. 85), have 
been ranked from 1 to 3. 

(2) Bausell and Magoon (1972): Grand mean ratings, of two sets of mean ratings for dif- 
ferent academic years, of instructors at the University of Delaware (on an item of 
overall evaluation of instructor), as divided into 19 academic departments (see Table 
28, p. 160) have been ranked from 1 to 19. 

(3) Cashin and Slawson (1977b): Mean ratings of instructors at about I20 colleges and 
universities (on an item asking degree to which student "would like to take another 
course from this instructor"), as divided into nine academic fields (see Table H, 
Item No. 37), have been ranked from 1 to 9. 

(4) Centra (1972): Mean ratings of teachers at five colleges (on an overall) rating item on 
teaching effectiveness), as divided into five subject are, as (see Appendix H, p. 75), 
have been ranked from 1 to 5. 
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TABLE 2 (Continued) 

(5) Centra and Creech (1976): Mean ratings of teachers at a number of colleges and uni- 
versities (on an overall rating item on teacher effectiveness), as divided into three 
subject areas (see p. 40), have been ranked from 1 to 3. 

(6) Cope, McMillin, and Richardson (1972): Ratings of teachers at the University of 
Washington on an eight-item Scale for Student Assessment of Teaching, as divided 
into 19 departments; for the present analysis the two sets of departmental rankings 
(based on two ways of getting average teacher rating, see Table 11, p. 23) have been 
averaged to produce a new ranking from 1 to 19. 

(7) Heilman and Armentrout (1936): Mean ratings of teachers at Colorado State College 
of Education (on the ten-item Purdue Rating Scale for Instructors), as divided into 9 
divisions (see Table 3, p. 208), have been ranked from 1 to 10 (the division of Health 
and Physical Education was subdivided into men and women). 

(8) Linsky and Straus (1972): Ratings of teachers at 16 colleges and universities (on rat- 
ings of classroom performance derived from published course critiques, and ex- 
pressed as average z scores), as divided into 31 academic disciplines (see Table 1, p. 
13) have been ranked from 1 to 31. 

(9) Lunney (1974): Mean ratings of instructors at Centre College of Kentucky (across 10 
items of a ratings form), as divided into three academic divisions (see Table 4), have 
been ranked from 1 to 3. 

(10) Pohlmann (1976): Mean ratings of teachers at Southern Illinois University, Carbon- 
dale (across 21 items of a rating form), converted to standardized T scores, as di- 
vided into 5 disciplines (see Table 1, p. 341), have been ranked from 1 to 5. 

(11) Walker (1968): Mean ratings of teachers at Lee Junior College (on the Purdue Rating 
Scale of Instruction), as divided into five subject matter areas (see Table 4, p. 35, 
and Table 22, p. 73) have been ranked from 1 to 5. 

a r ea s  e n c o m p a s s e d  b y  Engl i sh ,  h u m a n i t i e s ,  a r t s ,  and  l anguages  fal l  
m o s t l y  in the  high and  m e d i u m  r a n k s  wi th  r e s p e c t  to  c lass  ra t ings  o f  
t e a c h e r s  (wi th  ce r t a in  spec i f i c  f ie lds  fal l ing p r e d o m i n a n t l y  in the  high 
th i rd  a lone) .  The  soc ia l  s c i ences  t end  to  be  in the  m e d i u m  or  l ow th i rd  
o f  r ank ings ;  this  is e s p e c i a l l y  so for  po l i t i ca l  s c i e n c e ,  s o c i o l o g y ,  p s y -  
c h o l o g y  and  e c o n o m i c s .  Wi th  the  e x c e p t i o n  o f  ce r t a in  s u b a r e a s  o f  the  
b io log ica l  s c i ences  (which  a re  in the  h ighe r  t w o  th i rds  o f  the  r ank ings ) ,  
the  o t h e r  f ie lds  o f  s c i e n c e ,  as  wel l  as  m a t h e m a t i c s  and  eng inee r ing ,  a r e  
a l so  u sua l l y  in the  l o w e r  t w o  th i rds  o f  the  r ank ings ,  a l t hough ,  in this  
ca se ,  m o r e  f r e q u e n t l y  in the  l o w e r  than  the  m e d i u m  th i rd .  

I t  m u s t  be  r e m e m b e r e d  tha t  T a b l e  2 g ives  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  the  
p l a c e m e n t  o f  a c a d e m i c  f ie lds  r e l a t ive  to  one  a n o t h e r ;  i t  d o e s  no t  s h o w  
tha t  t e a c h e r s  in ce r t a in  f ie lds  a re  m o r e  l ike ly  t han  o t h e r s  to  r e c e i v e  ab-  
so lu te ly  high (or  low)  ra t ings .  M o r e o v e r ,  qui te  a p a r t  f r om the  fac t  t ha t  
the  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  t ha t  h a v e  b e e n  d r a w n  f rom the  t ab le  a re  b a s e d  on 
on ly  e l e v e n  s tud ie s ,  c au t i on  m u s t  be  e x e r c i s e d  in a r r iv ing  a t  conc lu -  
s ions  a b o u t  the  e x i s t e n c e  and  na tu r e  o f  the  c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
a c a d e m i c  f ie lds  a n d  ra t ings  o f  the i r  i n s t r u c t o r s .  E v e n  i f  the  gene ra l  re-  
sui ts  o f  t h e s e  s tud ies  w e r e  to  b e  d u p l i c a t e d  in o t h e r  s tud ie s ,  th is  f ac t  
a lone  w o u l d  tel l  us  no th ing  a b o u t  w h e t h e r  d i f f e r ences  in s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  
as  such  a re  d i r ec t l y  a f fec t ing  s t u d e n t s '  ra t ings  o f  the i r  t e a c h e r s .  N o r  
w o u l d  we  l ea rn  a b o u t  the  s ign i f i cance  to ra t ings  o f  d i f f e r ences  in the  
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attributes of instructors who teach different subject matter, differences 
among course characteristics that may vary with subject matter, and 
differences in the kinds of students who prefer (and thus enroll in) 
courses in one academic area rather than another. Differences in rat- 
ings of teachers in different academic departments and divisions could 
merely be signalling the effects of say, differences in the size of the 
course, the "requiredness" of the course, student motivation to take 
the course, students' expected grades in the course, or the gender, 
rank, teaching experience or teaching load of the instructor. This seems 
not to be true, however. At least in the studies that have controlled or 
in some way taken into account one or another set of these particular 
characteristics, differences among the ratings of teachers in varying 
academic fields still generally appear (Bausell and Magoon, 1972, Ap- 
pendix O; Centra, 1972; Centra and Creech, 1976; Delaney, 1976; 
Hanke, 1970; Hoyt and Spangler, 1976; Linsky and Straus, 1973; and 
Lunney, 1974). 

Still, the possibility that course, teacher, and/or student charac- 
teristics are important to the association between academic fields and 
ratings should not be ruled out too quickly. An association does not 
inevitably appear between field and each and every rating item in the 
studies that have controlled for one or more variables. More impor- 
tantly, some of the associations that have been found under (statisti- 
cally) controlled conditions are very weak in strength. Indeed, the 
weakness of association may indicate that the size of the partial rela- 
tionship is generally smaller than the original zero-order association, al- 
though unfortunately this information cannot generally be gained from 
the research reports one way or the other. Furthermore, the variables 
that have been introduced into the analysis in these studies hardly 
exhaust the possibilities. Many of the studies have only controlled on 
one or two variables. Concomitantly, most of the specific variables that 
have been mentioned have been controlled in only one or two studies. 
For example, the average grade expected by the student in the course, 
which would seem to be an important variable to consider, has been 
controlled only in the study by Delaney (1976). None of the studies 
controlled for the proportion of men or women in the class. This may 
be an important factor to be brought into the analysis, for not only do 
the fields that were found in the present analysis to have somewhat 
higher teacher ratings tend to be the same ones in which women are 
proportionately overrepresented (see, for example, Davis, 1965), but 
also there is some evidence that proportion of women in a class may 
have a small, positive relationship with teacher ratings at certain uni- 
versities (Aleamoni and Thomas, 1977; Elmore and Pohlmann, 1976; 
and Pohlmann, 1973, 1975; but see Delaney, 1976, and Jiobu and Pollis, 
1971). 



224 Feldman 

So far the analysis of this section has been of research on the ratings 
of teachers in widely varying disciplines. Since in most modern univer- 
sities and colleges it is highly unusual for the same instructor to be 
teaching courses in disparate academic areas (say a course in introduc- 
tory chemistry and one in introductory sociology), it is of especial im- 
portance to know if the content or subject area of a course within the 
more delimited area of a particular department or division is associated 
with teacher ratings. Here only a few studies were located---three for 
the divisions (or schools) of business administration, one for sociology 
departments, and one for chemistry departments. Linsky and Straus 
(1973), pooling data across 16 schools, found that three types of sociol- 
ogy courses (theory, statistics, and social psychology) generally re- 
ceived higher ratings than did other types (introductory sociology, 
methods, social problems, and others). Cornwell (1974) reports a mix- 
ture of statistically insignificant and statistically significant-but-weak 
differences among various kinds of chemistry courses and subject areas 
with respect to ratings of the instructors. Schwab (1976) found moder- 
ate differences when comparing instructor ratings for different subject 
areas of business courses (see especially Table 24, p. 60, of his report). 
Controlling for the average grade given by the instructor, Bassin (1974) 
found that instructors teaching qualitatively oriented business courses 
compared to those teaching quantitatively oriented courses received 
higher ratings on the quality of their lectures but not on such matters 
as their consideration for students or the quality of their exams. Final- 
ly, Mirus (1973) found no differences in overall teacher rating between 
instructors of quantitatively oriented and qualitatively oriented business 
courses, at least when controlling for such factors as whether or not 
the course was required, proportion of enrolled students attending 
class, level of the course, the time the course met, and the average 
grade expected by the students in the class.24 

Throughout this section, as in other sections, the importance of 
simultaneously controlling on relevant variables has been emphasized. 
To be kept in mind is that the purpose of controlling is not merely to 
see if the zero-order association between ratings and academic field or 
subject matter (or any other course characteristic) weakens or disap- 
pears, but to find out how the introduction of particular variables elab- 
orates the original relationship. The quest is to understand more fully 
the nature of the connection between variables and the pattern of influ- 
ences at work. As a simple example, one important question is whether 
a particular control variable "explains" away the original association 
or whether it 'finterprets" the relationship by providing an intervening 
mechanism. Questions such as this one (not to mention more complex 
ones) have yet to be systematically addressed in the research and anal- 



Course Characteristics and Students' Ratings 225 

ysis of the possible effects of subject area on teacher ratings. 

DISCUSSION AND SUGGESTIONS 

Considering the substantial number of studies in which course char- 
acteristics are variables, surprisingly little is known in any depth about 
the exact role that such characteristics play with respect to the ratings 
given by a class of students to its teacher (and to the course itself). 
Lack of base-line information is not the problem. Studies are suffi- 
ciently plentiful and informative to point to some generalizations about 
the zero-order relationships between certain course characteristics and 
ratings. Although statistically significant relationships have not inevita- 
bly appeared in every piece of research located for this review, at least 
for four of the five characteristics under consideration such relation- 
ships are more likely to be found than not. The associations may not 
be particularly strong, but rather clear-cut patterns do emerge. Thus, as 
the clearly primary pattern across studies, the larger the size of the 
class the lower the rating given to the teacher as well as to the course 
itself; a secondary pattern is also evident, for several studies found a 
U-shaped relationship between class size and rating. Teacher (and 
course) ratings tend to be somewhat higher for upper division courses 
and for elective courses than for lower division courses and required 
courses. In terms of the broad divisions of academic endeavors, teach- 
ers of courses in the humanities, fine arts and languages tend to receive 
somewhat higher ratings than do teachers of social science or of physi- 
cal science, mathematics and engineering. 

Because any particular course characteristic may covary with other 
course characteristics, as well as with characteristics of the teacher and 
of the students in the class as a whole, these other variables must be 
considered. Studies in which one or more such (control) variables have 
been introduced into the analysis of the relationship between the 
course characteristic of interest and class rating do indeed exist, at- 
though they are far fewer in number than are studies considering only 
the zero-order association between the two variables. One tentative 
generalization to be made from these studies is that, at least until fur- 
ther research shows otherwise, the association between ratings and the 
size of the course, and that between ratings and the course's subject 
matter, appear to be more resistant to "disappeanng" when control 
variables are introduced into the analysis than are the associations be- 
tween ratings and the other course characteristics under consideration 
in the present analysis. The original associations between course char- 
acteristics and ratings may well weaken, rather than disappear, when 
controls are introduced, although it is not always clear in the extant 
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studies whether they do, and, if so, by what degree. Furthermore, the 
number and nature of the control variables differ from study to study, 
making it difficult to ascertain the exact contribution of course charac- 
teristics to ratings. 

Whether or not particular course characteristics are related to one 
another, they may still statistically combine and statistically interact in 
explaining variation in class ratings of teachers. Only a little work has 
been accomplished in detailing which course characteristics in fact do 
so, and to what effect, so not much in the way of generalizations can 
be made. When course characteristics are known to be associated with 
each other, additional considerations enter, the full details of which 
also await future research. It may turn out that some of the associated 
course characteristics are best viewed as what are called "correlated 
causes" of teacher ratings (see Figure lc, substituting a course charac- 
teristic such as class level for the variable labeled motivation). By con- 
trast, some of the course characteristics may themselves be causally 
dependent on still other course characteristics (in which case Figure lb 
would apply, again with appropriate substitution of a course charac- 
teristic for the motivational variable), so that the effect on teacher rat- 
ings is by means of a causal chain. 

As either student or teacher characteristics are introduced into the 
analysis, more attention needs to be paid to the nature of these vari- 
ables than has been the case. For instance, it is important to distin- 
guish between the following two kinds of student attributes: (1) those 
that are brought to particular types of courses (and in some cases may 
be responsible in part for why the courses were chosen in the first 
place) but are themselves mostly, if not totally, uninfluenced by the 
course or its teacher (for example, the gender, motivation for college 
study, intelligence, and overall grade-point average of the student); and 
(2) those that are themselves influenced by the teacher and nature of 
the course (say, motivation to achieve in the particular class). 
Likewise, the following question can be asked about variables repre- 
senting teacher characteristics: Are they pre-existing characteristics 
brought to the course and perhaps even responsible for the teacher 
picking or being assigned to the course in the first place (for example, 
teachers of higher rank in the school may be more likely to teach 
higher level courses or courses of smaller size) or have they themselves 
been influenced by the nature of the course (for example, the size of 
the course may influence the teacher's disposition and practices con- 
cerning grades). 

In sum, a precise understanding of the contribution of course charac- 
teristics to the ratings of teachers is hampered by the fact that the mul- 
tivariate studies that have been done in the area tend to underplay or 
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ignore the nature of the relationships among the control variables 
themselves as well as the way in which each of them is related to the 
particular course characteristic under consideration and to the ratings. 
As techniques of analysis neither partial association nor regression 
analysis alone is expficitly informative about these matters, although 
certain assumptions about them will have been made, if only implicitly, 
in order for calculations to have proceeded. Indeed, ff the underlying 
anatomy that has been assumed for the system of variables under 
consideration--explicitly or implicitly, knowingly or otherwise--is am- 
biguous or incorrect, the results of the analysis will be either basically 
uninterpretable or misleading (cf. Duncan, 1970, and Hirschi and Sel- 
vin, 1967, chap. 9). It is exactly at this point that the usefulness of ap- 
plying a technique such as path analysis to the area under consideration 
becomes evident. One of the virtues of this method is that, in order to 
apply it, researchers must make explicit the theoretical framework 
within which they operate; this is so because an explicit commitment to 
a particular (causal) structure of the variables must be made before cal- 
culations can be done. 1~ 

This matter may be approached from a slightly different direction. A 
definite tendency can be noted in existing multivariate studies to con- 
sider a given course characteristic as unimportant and consequently ig- 
norable if its association with class ratings disappears or greatly 
weakens when controlfing for teacher, student, and (other) course 
characteristics. (This same tendency is present when either partial as- 
sociations or the beta coefficients of multiple regression analyses are 
found to be very small and/or statistically insignificant, but when the 
original zero-order associations are not given.) Although often only 
vaguely articulated, the conclusion usually drawn in such cases seems 
to be that the relationship between ratings and the course characteristic 
is "merely" due to some other factor(s), as though an instance of a 
spuriously generated association had been automatically discovered. As 
noted more than once in the present analysis, however, another possi- 
bility is that the variables that have been introduced into the analysis 
are intervening variables. It is not that the particular course charac- 
teristic is unimportant to ratings, but that it can now be seen as indi- 
rectly important through its direct influence on the newly "discovered" 
mediating characteristics. As an example, it may be that a multiple re- 
gression analysis shows the typical grade expected by students in a 
class to have a relatively large beta coefficient, while the size of the 
class or its subject matter (or some other course characteristic) has a 
relatively small one. Even though the course characteristic thus has 
only a small direct effect on ratings, this does not necessarily make it 
unimportant to ratings. It might be that students' expectations about 
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their grades (which influence their ratings) are themselves largely de- 
termined in a direct way by the particular characteristic of the course 
(and, for that matter, in an indirect way by its influence on teachers' 
grading practices). The size of the course, say, or its subject matter, 
may be partially responsible for the average expected grade of the stu- 
dents in the class, which in turn influences the ratings given. 16 
Moreover, still other reasons exist for the weakening of original zero- 
order relationships and consequently small betas, only some of which 
imply that a particular variable is unimportant (see Blalock, 1964, 
1968). 

Put in more general terms, the issue is really one of how best to de- 
termine the relative "importance" of particular variables (for instance, 
course characteristics) for explaining a given phenomenon (for in- 
stance, class ratings of the teacher). Although certain correlation and 
regression techniques are commonly employed, their use can be ques- 
tioned under certain conditions. In particular, the use of beta coeffi- 
cients to indicate the relative importance of a variable has been noted 
to be ambiguous and even misleading when the various "predictor" 
variables in the multiple regression analysis are themselves interrelated 
and when their location in a causal network is unexplored (see, for 
example, Duncan, 1970, Kerlinger and Pedhazur, 1973, chap. 11, and 
Lewis-Beck, 1974). Again, the use of path analysis can be suggested. 
Its advantage for assessing the relative importance of variables lies in 
its provision of a decomposition technique for clarifying the form and 
strength of relationships. Provided certain necessary conditions are 
met, a zero-order correlation (say that between a course characteristic 
and ratings) can be decomposed into its component "effects ,"  consist- 
ing of one or more of the following, a value for each of which can be 
calculated: (1) the direct effect of one variable on the other; (2) the in- 
direct effect of the one on the other (operating through intervening 
variables); (3) an unanalyzed effect due to the association between 
exogenous variables, i.e., that part of the correlation due to unanalyzed 
or predetermined associations (correlated causes); and (4) analyzed or 
unanalyzed prior effects, i.e., that part of the correlation due to joint 
dependence on either common or correlated causes (spuriousness) (see 
especially Lewis-Beck, 1974; also see Alwin and Hauser, 1975, Dun- 
can, 1971, Addenda, and Finney, 1972). 

An important issue remains to be discussed, and that is the question 
of whether or not course characteristics directly "bias"  the ratings 
made by students of their teachers, if, by this, is meant that certain 
course features directly and "inappropriately" influence students' 
judgments about or evaluations of teachers. Statistically significant 
zero-order associations between course characteristics and ratings give 
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little, if any, information in this respect, for it could be argued that 
they indicate only that teachers who in actuality are differentially effec- 
tive are assigned to or select different kinds of courses. Adding a vari- 
ety of control variables is not necessarily of help, regardless of the par- 
ticular kind of multivariate analysis used (including path analysis as 
well as partial correlation, multiple regression analysis, and the like). 
Suppose that, whatever the analytic procedure to control the influence 
of relevant variables, a "direct"  effect on ratings of one or another 
course characteristic is still found, either exclusively so or, more likely, 
in addition to indirect effects through intervening variables and any 
other component "effects" (including spuriousness). (From present, al- 
beit incomplete, evidence, this seems most likely the case for size of 
the course and for its general subject matter, but perhaps may also 
occur in certain circumstances for the level of the course and its "re- 
quiredness.") It is still uncertain whether the fact that rating differ- 
ences are found after relevant control variables have been taken into 
account implies that a particular course characteristic has directly bi- 
ased ratings, for this is not the only explanation left for these differ- 
ences (even ruling out the possibility that important control variables 
were mistakenly left out of the analysis). 

Consider the stringently controlled situation in which each instructor 
of a set of instructors teaches exactly the same subject matter to 
exactly similar classes of students, the only predetermined difference 
between the two courses for each instructor being class size. If each 
teacher receives a lower rating in the larger course, is this because stu- 
dents are reacting negatively to the size of the class which then spills 
over into (hence biasing) their evaluation of the teacher or because the 
teacher is actually less effective in the larger class than in the smaller 
one, which is then correctly mirrored in students' ratings? The same 
question arises for other course characteristics, although for some of 
them less stringent control conditions may apply. For instance, it 
would be hard to imagine finding conditions (or even setting them up) 
whereby the same instructor, across a set of instructors, was teaching 
courses in different academic disciplines to similar sets of students. In 
this instance, where instructors, students and course characteristics 
vary, interest focuses on differences in student ratings of teachers that 
remain after statistically controlling for differences in the charac- 
teristics of the teachers (such as teaching experience, rank, gender, and 
the like) as well as pertinent student and course differences. Even so, 
there are still at least two interpretations for any rating differences that 
are found. Either the course characteristic directly biased students' re- 
actions to the teacher or it created certain conditions that influenced 
the teachers' behaviors and effectiveness (consequently reflected in the 
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ratings). Both things may be true, of course; that is, both the students' 
evaluation of the teacher and the quality of teaching may be directly 
affected by one or another course characteristic. 

It is important to emphasize, then, that whether a course characteris- 
tic directly "biases" the class rating of a teacher cannot be answered 
from knowledge of the correlations between the two variables alone, 
nor from partial associations between them (no matter how many of the 
variables typically controlled for are included). It is necessary in addi- 
tion to measure directly students' feelings about and reactions to the 
features of the courses themselves, as an initial step in determining 
how these feelings and reactions may be related to their ratings. 
Moreover, in assessing teachers' behaviors and effectiveness, in order 
to find out how they are affected by course characteristics or course 
conditions, the procedure used to measure them must be independent 
from the procedure used to gather student evaluations (for example, by 
using descriptions and ratings of instructors made by outside observers, 
by assessing students' performance on independently constructed and 
administered examinations of course material, and the like). In this re- 
gard, the degree to which course characteristics bias a class' ratings 
cannot be divorced from the questions of what it is that students rat- 
ings measure and how validly they do so. lr 

It should be obvious by this point that a review of existing research 
on the relationship between course characteristics and ratings of col- 
lege teachers raises many more questions than it answers. The associa- 
tion between one or another course characteristic is generally small to 
(at best) moderate in size, although these characteristics may combine 
to explain somewhat larger proportions of variance in the ratings of 
teachers (and courses). When an association between some characteris- 
tic of courses and the ratings of their teachers (or the courses them- 
selves) is found, the possible reasons for the relationship are many and 
complex. It does seem highly unlikely that the "advantage," however 
slight, of teaching certain types of courses can be explained away as 
somehow merely spurious. The possible direct and indirect effects of 
course characteristics can thus only be ignored at some risk of losing a 
certain degree of comparability of ratings across instructors. In order to 
take variation in course conditions into account, procedures to adjust 
faculty ratings (Shingles, 1977) or to establish norms for appropriate 
comparison groups (Hoyt, Owens, and Grouling, 1973, and Instructor 
and Course Evaluation System, n.d.) have been suggested. If proce- 
dures such as these are not practical, less systematic methods might be 
used to some avail. For example, consideration of relevant course 
characteristics could be achieved informally by only comparing the rat- 
ings of instructors who are teaching under somewhat similar course 
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conditions. Thus,  one would try to compare  ratings of  instructors  who 
are teaching roughly similar sized courses ,  or broadly  similar subject  
matter ,  or courses  of  about  the same general  degree of " r e q u i r e d n e s s "  
for students.  (At certain schools,  it might also be impor tant  to consider  
separately  the ratings for  instructors of  upper-division and lower- 
division courses.)  Such procedures  and methods  should serve to in- 
crease the usefulness of  these ratings to students ,  teachers ,  and admin- 
istrators alike. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. From these studies, incidentally, it seems to make little difference in the size of cor- 
relations whether the paired courses were taught by the teacher in the same semester or 
in different semesters. Another set of studies was considered separately for the present 
analysis (Bausell and Vinograd, 1977; Colliver, 1972; Heilman and Armentrout, 1935; 
Shingles, 1977; Van Horn, 1968; and Wood, 1977). In these studies either (1) only some 
but not all of the teachers in the sample were teaching exactly the same course to two 
different classes of students or (2) it is not clear whether, for each instructor, the paired 
class ratings were for exactly the same course. The correlations between the paired rat- 
ings for each teacher are still high in these studies, although perhaps typically a tittle 
lower in size, for correlations generally ranged from the .50's to the .70's. 

2. This predominant contribution of the instructor is clear for rating items that focus 
on the evaluation of the instructor (as do those items selected for presentation in Table 
1). Not surprisingly, however, course setting has a greater influence than does the in- 
structor when rating items pertain to certain aspects of the course itself, such as the dif- 
ficulty of the course or its relevance to the student (see Hogan, 1973, and Bausell, 
Schwartz, and Purohit, 1975). 

3. In addition to the research that has already been cited, it should be noted that the 
following studies also report there being a relationship between size and ratings, but they 
were nat included in the review because the exact nature of the relationship between the 
two variables cannot be clearly determined from the information given in the studies: 
Batista and Brandenburg (1975); Hoyt and Cashin (1977); Hoyt, Owens, and Groullng 
(1973); Lasher and Vogt (1974); Overall, Marsh, and Kesler (1977, Study No. 2); Rohrer 
(1957); and Villano, Rosenstock, and Estes (1974). Also, it is not exactly clear in Weerts 
and Whitney (1975b) and Hill (1969) whether size has a weak association with ratings or 
none at all. Not generally included in the present review are studies of teachers or 
courses who have been selected as the "bes t "  through one or another nominating proce- 
dure (Gillmore, 1975a; Goldsmid, Gruber, and Wilson, 1977; Guthrie, 1954; and Marsh, 
1977). It may be noted here only that, in these studies, size of class does not distinguish 
outstanding teachers (courses) from other teachers (courses), with the one exception of 
the study by Goldsmid and his associates, where the direction of the association is not 
given. 

4. Because the investigators write that "course numbers were identical," this would 
obviously seem to mean that exactly the same course (but one given to different classes 
of students) is involved. It should be noted, however, that the impression is also given in 
their report that only general course level (freshman level, sophomore level, and so on) 
was controlled. 

5. Readers unfamiliar with the logic of "elaborating" relationships through "explana- 
t ion" or "interpretation" are referred to expositions in Cole (1976, chap. 2) and Hirschi 
and Selvin (1967, chaps. 5 and 6). 

6. As would be expected, size is not related to ratings in studies by Hanke (1970) and 
Jiobu and Pollis (1971) when other relevant variables are controlled, since the initial 
zero-order association between size and ratings was not statistically significant in these 
studies. Size is also not related to ratings, o r  results are mixed, when relevant variables 
are controlled in studies by Cornwell (1974), Nichols and Soper (1972), and Shingles 
(1977); however, it is not known from these studies whether the controlling procedure 
"washed away" the zero-order relationships or whether there were no such relationships 
in the first place, for the zero-order associations be tween size and ratings are not given. 
The beta coefficient for class enrollment is unexpectedly positive and statistically signifi- 
cant in the regression analysis reported in Mirus (1973), although the zero*order correla- 
tion is not given. 
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7. Whether the fact of statistically insignificant beta coefficients (for the predictor vari- 
able of class size) in the studies by Cornwell (1974), Jiobu and Pollis (1971), and Nichols 
and Soper (1972), can be taken as furnishing contrary evidence is not clear (for reasons 
given in footnote 6). The clearest exception to the general finding is shown in the study 
by Marsh (1978), which thus offers the most support to Batista and Brandenburg's analy- 
sis. The data presented in Marsh's  report show that the weak~ inverse relationship be- 
tween class size and rating in effect did not hold when controlling for a set of other vari- 
ables, the most important of which turned out to be average expected grade as well as 
average interest in the subject matter prior to entering the course and average (reported) 
workload and difficulty of the course. 

8. Aleamoni and Graham (1974), Brandenburg, Slinde, and Bafista (1977), Lasher and 
Vogt (1974), and Villano, Rosenstock, and Estes (1974) all found statistically significant 
relationships between course level and ratings, but the exact nature of the relationship 
cannot be clearly or easily determined from the information given :in their reports. Also, 
because of the form in which information is reported in the following studies, it is not 
clear whether or not zero-order associations between course level and ratings were 
found: Cook et al. (1975); Minas (1973); Nichols and Soper (1972); Shingles (1977); 
Weerts and Whitney (1975b); and Witheiler and Yuker (1970). 

9. For evidence of interactive effects (or lack of them) between course level and other 
course characteristics as well as instructor characteristics, see Aleamoni and Graham 
(1974), Cook et al. (1975), Grant (1971), Villano (1975), and Villano, Rosenstock, and 
Estes (1974). 

10. Lasher and Vogt (1974) report that "required course offering" is related to evalua- 
tion of teachers, but the direction of results is not given. Weerts and Whitney (1975b) 
only report correlations over .30. 

11. As an aside, it may be noted that higher correlations (than that between ratings 
and the intrinsic interest in the subject matter of the course presumably brought to it by 
the students) would be expected if the variable being related to ratings is the degree of 
stimulation by the teacher (and by the course) of students' interest in the subject matter 
of the course. Indeed, Harry and Goldner (1972) report a correlation of .82 between the 
percent of students reporting increased interest in the course matter over the semester 
(due presumably to the teacher as well as the course experience in general) and the over- 
all rating of the instructor. Likewise, Cashin and Slawson (1977a, Table 5) report a corre- 
lation of .79 between the average degree to which students in a class agree with the 
statement that "as  a result of taking this course, I have more positive feelings toward 
this field of study" and the average degree of agreement with the statement that they 
"would like to take another course from this instructor." The fact that some students 
change their interest in the course's subject matter, due to the efforts of the instructor 
and their experiences in the class, may also account for the high correlations (primarily 
in the .60's and .70's), found by Jiobu and Pollis (1971) and Sorge and Kline (1973) be- 
tween "interest in" or "atti tude toward" (respectively) the subject matter of the course 
and the average student rating. For, without the specification to students that reference is 
to their stable interest or attitude brought to the course, the correlations probably include 
a component due to teacher-induced (and course-induced) changes in these interests and 
attitudes. A similar explanation might be offered for the con'elations in the .40's (in a 
study by Hoyt and Cashin, 1977) between the average degree to which students (near the 
end of the course) agreed that they "had a strong desire to take this course" and their 
ratings of various pedagogical procedures of the instructor, since it is not clear whether 
the question about their desire is referring to their reactions and academic motivation be- 
fore they entered the course or during the course (or both). 

12. The following reports also have information on academic area and ratings, although 
it could not be included in Table 2, primarily because of the restricted range or unusual 
combination of academic areas studied or because the academic fields could not be 
ranked in terms of level of instructor ratings (due to insufficiencies in the data or to the 
form in which the data are presented): Bejar and Doyle (in press); Clark and Keller 
(I954); Delaney (1976); Hanke (1970; also see Hanke and Houston, 1972); Hoyt and 
Spangler (1976); King (197I); Lasher and Vogt (1974); Marsh (1976a, 1976b); Returners 
(1929b); Riley, Ryan, and Lifshitz (1950); Solomon (1966); and Villano (1975). 
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13. This same procedure has been used to compare the typical personality and attitud- 
inal attributes of students majoring in different academic areas (see Feldman and New- 
comb, 1969, chap. 6). Discussion of some of the advantages as well as the problems in 
this procedure can be found in Feldman (1971b, 1979) and Feldman and Newcomb (1969, 
Appendix G). 

14. It is even possible that the nature of the topics within a course may affect class 
ratings. At least in a study by Carney and McKeachie (1966), it was found not only that 
students in introductory psychology courses generally preferred life-oriented to science- 
oriented topics but also that the students rated the entire course (including lectures, dis- 
cussions, and tests) higher when life-oriented topics were being taught than when 
science-oriented topics were being taught. Whether the overall class rating of the teach- 
ers varied accordingly is not known from the report. 

15. Two studies were found in which path analysis was used to study factors related to 
students' ratings of their teachers (Chermesh, 1977, and Trent and Johnson, 1977); in 
neither of them, however, are course characteristics part of the path model. For rela- 
tively simple expository material on path analysis, see Anderson and Evans (1973), 
Feldman (1971a), Kerlinger and Pedhazur (1973, chap. 11), and Land (1969). 

16. Although the matter is put rather simply here, the exact way in which expected 
grade intervenes between a course characteristic and a class rating (assuming it does so 
at all) may turn out to be more complicated, due to the ways in which expected grade is 
probably linked to such other factors as students! innate interest in the subject matter of 
the course, the difficulty of the course in terms of content and workload, and students' 
actual achievement in the class. For some hints at the complexities that may be involved, 
see Marsh (1978). 

17. The discussion here has been of the possibility of course characteristics directly 
biasing the class ratings of teachers. It is also possible that course characteristics may 
indirectly bias these ratings through their effect on intermediary variables. An example of 
such a variable would be the expected grade of students in the class, since the grade 
typically expected by students in a class could be influenced by some characteristic of 
the course and might in turn bias ratings. Of course, it must be shown, rather than as- 
sumed, that expected grade does indeed bias ratings, in that students tend to "unjust ly"  
reward (or punish) teachers by raising (or lowering) their ratings according to the grades 
they anticipate. Otherwise, a relationship between (average) expected grade and class rat- 
ing could just  as well indicate that differences in the achievement of different classes 
(and, consequently, differences in the grades typically expected) are produced by differ- 
ences in the actual effectiveness of teachers who are consequently and deservedly rated 
differentially by their classes (cf. Feldman, 1976a, and Marsh, 1978). 


