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Report on Course-Evaluation Response Rates, May 2010 
Lawrence University Committee on Teaching Development 
 
Current Status 
During the 2006-07 academic year, Lawrence moved from paper (in-class) course evaluations to online course 
evaluations. Initially, the student response rate hovered around 56%, but now the response rate is much lower (37%). 
While there is definitely variation, the downward trend (potentially leveled-out) in response rate is clear: 
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The Committee on Teaching Development (CTD) took steps to increase this response rate: 

 In November 2008, the CTD distributed a memo to all instructors, including four suggestions to increase the 
student response rate. (The suggestions: Provide specific time for students to fill out the electronic evaluations; 
Let students know their opinions matter; Explain the relevance of specific questions;  Assure the students of 
anonymity.) The upward spike in the graph is the term this memo was distributed and discussed at a faculty 
meeting (perhaps the novelty of the discussion accounts for the increase—it’s certainly not clear to the CTD that 
re-distributing this memo each term would continue to have this kind of effect). 
 

 In February 2010, the CTD (with the approval of the Provost and the help of Information Technology Services) 
implemented a Voyager redirect during the course-evaluation time window. That is, while course evaluations 
were open, any student who logged onto Voyager was immediately redirected to the course-evaluation page. 
Furthermore, during the course-evaluation time window, The Lawrentian staff wrote an editorial, asking 
students to complete evaluations (this idea came from a meeting the CTD had with LUCC leadership). Alas, the 
response rate stayed exactly the same as the previous term (37%). A brief look at the Voyager data indicates the 
redirect simply made it easier for those-students-who-always-complete-evaluations to give their feedback. Still, 
the CTD recommends continued use of the Voyager redirect, hoping it might eventually have a positive impact.  
 

 In April 2010, the CTD had extensive conversations with the Associate Dean, Director of Institutional Research, 
and Registrar at Bates College, where students are required to complete all their course evaluations within a 2.5-
week window or the students cannot access their grades for 45 days. This information from Bates might be 
useful if Lawrence decides to impose such a requirement on their students. 
 

 In May 2010, the CTD will work the Office of Communications to create and distribute posters across campus. 
These posters will address common misconceptions about course evaluations and encourage students to 
complete their evaluations. The result of the poster campaign (and the continued use of the Voyager redirect) 
will not be seen until June. 
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Possible Future Paths 
There are three possible future paths: 1) Go back to paper (in-class) evaluations; 2) continue with the current online 
evaluations, with built-in low response rate; or 3) continue with online evaluations, but impose a requirement on the 
students (e.g., students cannot access their grades if they don’t complete all their evaluations). There are pros and cons 
of each potential path: 
 

1. Back To Paper 
Pros Cons 

Potential for 100% response rate Expensive to administer 
 Slow process—late feedback to instructors 
 Non-insubstantial margin of error 
 Less space for student written comments 
 Significant paper waste  
 Instructors might choose not to participate 
 Time taken away from other classroom activities 

 

2. Continue As Is 
Pros Cons 

Voluntary responses may be of better quality Continued low response rate  
Quick feedback to instructors Mainly receive “extreme” opinions 
Reduced faculty/staff time and energy on this subject Wide variation in response rates between courses 

 

3. Require Student Responses  
Pros Cons 

High response rate (90-100%) Quality of responses might decrease (e.g., negative 
feelings about requirement might taint feedback, 
students might race through the forms) 

 Start-up costs of implementing the process 
 Potential disgruntlement amongst students and 

faculty 

 
 

CTD Recommendation 
The committee is split in terms of a course-evaluation-path recommendation, but we are in complete agreement that 
time and resources should be spent on additional methods of feedback on teaching. For example, regular (informed) 
classroom observation by peers is an excellent way to generally improve teaching and learning at Lawrence, while also 
providing a third piece of the triangle (along with student feedback and candidate self-reflection) at review time. This is 
but one example of the many ways instructors can get helpful feedback in ways other than course evaluations. 
 

Continue-As-Is Recommendation 
Half the committee recommends the “continue as is” path for course evaluations. The low student response rate is 
clearly a downside of the current system of course evaluations. This seems particularly problematic for new faculty 
members honing their teaching methods (and being reviewed on those methods). Yet the response rate on course 
evaluations is no lower—and probably no less “extreme” —than that at reappointment and tenure review times. That is, 
the low response rate from students (and the potential for extreme views) is a chronic problem. Instead of a forced 
solution to this chronic problem, we recommend time and resources be spent on additional methods of feedback. 
 

Require-Student-Responses Recommendation 
The other half of the committee recommends the “require student responses” path for course evaluations. The chronic 
problem of low student-response rate has been thus far treated gingerly. “Requiring student responses” (as yet not 
defined, though possibly enforced by limiting student access to grades if they don’t complete evaluations) might at first 
generate disgruntlement. However, this will pass and the higher response rate will be worth it. Why not give the new 
system a try? (If Lawrence decides to implement this new system, many details must yet be resolved, but the committee 
does not consider this appropriate work for the CTD.) 


