Assessment
Notes delivered to Faculty Senate January 31, 2008

By Jeff Elison

1. Law, ethics, science (American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, National Council on Measurement in Education ) require assessments to be:

a. Reliable

b. Valid

c. Unbiased

2. SUU’s use of student evaluations in personnel (LRT) decisions raise two concerns:

a. May be inappropriate due to unknown reliability, questionable validity, and possible bias.
b. Rank ordering, “decimal-point comparisons,” percentage transformations are not appropriate. 

3. Reliability: Measurement error exists, but we don’t know how much.  + or - .??
Example: assume error of plus or minus .30



          Q9 Mean    95% Confidence Interval



Bill:        4.4  

      4.1….4.4….4.7



Jane:
   4.0        3.7….4.0….4.3






     |---------|

· Conclusion: Overlap indicates we can’t be 95% confident Bill is a more effective instructor than Jane.

· SUU has never determined the reliability of student evaluations, so we don’t know the width of the confidence intervals.  We have no idea how confident we should be about any judgment / decision based on these numbers.

4. Validity: Uncontrolled variables
Example: 


Bob on Earth = 150 lbs.    Joe on Moon = 40 lbs.    Same scale!
     Who weighs more?  Joe does, about 240 lbs. on Earth (gravitational differences).  

· Their rank orders reverse under different conditions!

Example:

     Bob: 4.2 (CSI: Serial Killer Profiling, senior elective, no text, 11-12, Bus 101)

     Joe:  4.0 (Microeconomics, mostly freshman, required, text $$$, 8-9, Music 207)

     Who is the more effective instructor?     Apply “instructional constants”:



   course  elective?   text   time   room
     Bob: 4.2   -.05       -.03       -.02    -.06    -.04  = 4.0
     Joe:  4.0   +.05      +.03      +.02   +.06   +.04  = 4.2
· Joe is the more effective instructor!  Their rank orders reversed.
· We (SUU) don’t know all the variables or their “constants.” So, we can’t know who is more effective.
5. Validity & Law / Ethics: Many variables are under the control of SUU Administration (especially department chairs):
a. Course assignments (difficult, boring)
b. Room assignments (mediated, convenient, noisy, hot/cold, chairs)
c. Course text (required, expensive, boring, appropriate)
d. Course time (too early, convenient)
e. Class size

· Is it legal / ethical for administrators to make personnel decisions based on student evaluations when the administrators’ decisions affect those numerical evaluations?
6. Bias & Law / Ethics: Some variables are protected characteristics of the instructor:
a. Ethnicity

b. Sex

c. Religion

d. Age

· Is it legal / ethical for administrators to make personnel decisions based on student evaluations when protected characteristics of the instructors themselves may affect those numerical evaluations?

7. Conclusion: SUU’s use of student evaluations is questionable in terms of law, ethics, and science due to issues of reliability, validity, and bias.
a. Means should not be reported to Administration.
b. Means should not be used in personnel (LRT) decisions.
8. Alternatives:

a. Null Hypothesis: Assume we know how to hire good instructors who really do want to teach well (at least competently).

b. Focus on formative evaluations (i.e., feedback for improvement).
c. Focus on overall evaluation.  In other words, do most students evaluate the course, materials, and instruction favorably? 

d. Replace means with broad categories (e.g., satisfactory vs. raises questions).
