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As you know, at the end of the 2005-06 academic year, the Committee on the Curriculum recommended the paper-
based system of collecting end-of-term course evaluations be replaced by a web-based system. In 2007-08, the 
Committee on Teaching Development met with faculty, staff, and students to discuss the effectiveness of course 
evaluations and, subsequently, ways in which the university might reverse a downward trend in the course-
evaluation response rate. Discussion of these issues has continued among this year’s committee members. The 
committee is concerned because these evaluations are an important tool for faculty development and low response 
rates reduce their effectiveness. Because electronic course evaluations are probably here to stay (for good reasons, 
involving monetary cost, data accuracy, and timeliness of reports to faculty), we offer the following suggestions to 
all faculty members. 
 

1.  Provide specific time for students to fill out the electronic evaluations 
• If most students in a class have laptops, an instructor can ask students to bring them to class and 

complete the course evaluations during class time. At the same time, students without laptops can 
use a computer lab in the building to complete their evaluations. 

• An instructor can release his/her class early with specific instructions for the class to use that time to 
fill out the course evaluation (say, back in their rooms using a desktop computer, in a computer lab, 
or using their laptops). 

 
2. Let students know their opinions matter 

• Instructors should assure students that each course evaluation will be read and all student comments 
will be valued. Let the students know the important role they have in potentially improving a future 
offering of the course. (Instructors can particularly remind seniors—in say, a seminar course—that 
they are in an excellent position to make informed comments.) 

• Advisors should encourage their advisees to take responsibility for completing course evaluations in 
a thoughtful manner. 

 
3. Explain the relevance of specific questions 

• Instructors can review the course evaluations with their classes, perhaps directing students to the 
most pertinent questions (e.g., questions most relevant to a new teaching technique or new course 
material). 

• To encourage written comments, instructors can add a customized question to the form (contact the 
Office of Research Administration—by the deadline indicated each term—to do this), and then ask 
the class to give this question particular attention. 

 
4. Assure the students of anonymity 

• Instructors should assure students that their opinions and comments about courses are completely 
anonymous, and there is no way for an instructor to trace an evaluation back to a particular student. 

 
Goals 

• To improve the response rate on course evaluations to at least 70%. 
• To create a culture among both the faculty and students that these course evaluations matter. Faculty should 

not only assure students that they will read the evaluations, but they should actually do just that (and then 
make any appropriate changes). Furthermore, students should take responsibility for their own education 
(and the future academic health of Lawrence) by providing meaningful comments on course evaluations. 

 


