Background on Course Evaluations at WCU

 Student Evaluation Instruments, or SAIs, is a fancy name for course evaluations, or student evaluations of instructors. WCU has been undergoing a long look at how we use SAIs on campus and we are on the verge of significant changes in the substance and delivery of these tools. Because SAIs are so vital to both faculty and administrators, the work and reflection that has gone into this process has been considerable. 

The old system of SAIs involved the use of Scantron sheets which were read and evaluated by the University. The software system that we have used for this function is now obsolete and increasingly unreliable. Several taskforces looked at this problem and their finding resulted in two seemingly contradictory goals. 

The first was that it would be useful to be able to compile University-wide data on student evaluation of instruction. In order to do so, the new SAIs would need to demonstrate uniform and universal bases for evaluation.   

On the other hand, it was also recognized that WCU was offering a greater diversity of courses than ever before. The SAIs would have to be structured in such a way to capture many different types of courses and to offer flexibility in order to capture the distinctive aspects of different departments and programs.   

The Faculty Senate looked into the SAI issue and generated a list of standardized questions to be used in course evaluation. In addition, they provided 12 different ‘masters' of SAI questions to apply to different types of courses. . It was thought that this system would satisfy the two goals outlined by the taskforces. These questions were passed by the Faculty Senate in 2005. 

Then, an additional problem arose. The software and hardware for the old Scantron system was no longer operable. A new system needed to be purchased and it turned out that such a system was quite cost-prohibitive. A second faculty taskforce reviewed the costs and recommended that the University consider moving to an online course evaluation system. It was believed that this would help to link distance education to classroom education and to provide a uniform system for gathering course evaluation information. An annotated bibliography of relevant research on on-line course evaluations systems can be found at below. 

The first step was to determine the logistics of online course evaluation. It was naturally assumed that such evaluations could be done through WebCT/WebCAT. Upon further investigation, the taskforce discovered that the WebCT/WebCAT system did not have sufficient safeguards to ensure instructor and student privacy. 

Secondly, the task force looked into using Banner to deliver course evaluations. The problem was that questions could be put in Banner, but they could not be changed or customized to include additional or open-ended questions. The Council of Deans and the Collegial Review Council of the Faculty Senate both objected to this limitation.  

Finally, the task force considered using Ultimate Survey, a software tool recently implemented by the Coulter Faculty Center, but found that the system of support for Ultimate Survey was not sufficiently robust to handle the kind of demand an SAI system would entail. The search for a new SAI system had reached a roadblock. 

As the traditional SAI system became more unworkable, it became imperative that the University find a solution. A new task force was called and this task force researched outside vendors that could provide online SAI systems. The members of the Task Force selected a vendor, Academic Management System, and product, CourseEval3, and the campus underwent a pilot program for Spring 2007. The pilot involved five volunteer departments: Psychology, Political Science, Applied Criminology, Marketing and Business Law, and Chemistry. The results of that pilot were studied to determine the utility and efficacy of the online system and potential methods for increasing response rates.

