
 Minutes∗ 
 
 Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
 Thursday, March 11, 1993 
 1:15 - 3:00 
 Room 624 Campus Club 
 
 
Present: James Tracy (chair), Victor Bloomfield, Thomas Clayton, James Cotter, Susan Donaldson, 

Michael Handberg, Kenneth Heller, Darwin Hendel, Robert Johnson, Andy Kuehnel, Lois 
Regnier, Clark Starr, Susan Wick 

 
Absent: Megan Gunnar, Andrea Mack, Tim Swierczek 
 
[In these minutes:  revisions to the teaching evaluation protocol] 
 
 
1.   Report of the Chair 
 
 Professor Tracy called the meeting to order at 1:15 and began with a few comments on several 
items of business. 
 
 -- Chancellor Donald Sargeant from Crookston will join the Committee in May to discuss the 

educational program planned for UMC. 
 
 -- The honors task force SCEP appointed is conducting its work and will report to the 

Committee next quarter. 
 
 -- The Morse-Alumni Awards Committee will also be submitting its nominees to SCEP for 

approval next quarter. 
 
 -- There will likely be some opposition on the Senate floor to the proposed policy change in 

the relationship of course credits and contact hours. 
 
 Professor Tracy urged Committee members to attend the April 1 Senate meeting and to sit together, 
with him, so that if and as amendments to the teaching evaluation policy are proposed, Committee 
members can respond or, if necessary, discuss such amendments before responding to them on the Senate 
floor. 
 
2.   Teaching Evaluation Protocols 
 
 Professor Tracy then directed the attention of Committee members to the comments that had been 
received about the teaching evaluation policy.  Committee members read the materials and then moved to 
consider which points were most serious and required amending the language of the draft protocols.  In 
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the discussion that ensued, a number of points were raised. 
 
-- It should be emphasized, in the Senate discussion, that this is a PROCESS and that much will be 

learned as the policy is implemented; it will be reviewed continually by SCEP in order to make 
appropriate changes. 

 
-- Should there be a requirement that units explicitly link the results of the student and peer 

evaluations with the recommendations they make for promotion/tenure and for merit-based salary 
increases?  That is, to document that the data and information is used, rather than just collected and 
ignored.  This policy lays out norms and expectations, it was said, with the assumption that people 
will follow them, sooner or later; to rely on that assumption is better than developing some large 
enforcement mechanism or bureaucracy that can "come down on units."  Where departments are 
ignoring the information, presumably a good dean will react by talking to the department or, at the 
extreme, withhold salary increase funds.  A policy with too many specifics, however, could weigh 
down the very units that are doing a good job--and those that are not could meet all the 
requirements of the policy and still not do a good job.  This policy is not intended to establish a 
"Stalinist bureaucracy." 

 
-- Questions have been asked about the omission of "verbal anchor points" on the scales attached to 

the mandated questions in the Senate policy adopted last spring.  The Committee debated the point 
at length last year, but has no solid convictions about whether or not such "anchor points" should 
be included.  To add them, it was said, means the scale changes from interval to categories.  The 
danger in not adding them, it was said by another Committee member, is that too much value is 
attached to small differences; most of the literatures says labeling the points is desirable.  It must be 
repeated AGAIN AND AGAIN, observed another Committee member, that it is senseless to 
calculate numbers like 3.97 and 3.94--these fine discriminations do not mean anything, and the 
policy is not intended to make discriminations in the middle but rather to identify the very poor and 
the very good. 

 
 Some Committee members cautioned that the entire middle is not eliminated, at least not before the 

data begin to be accumulated.   
 
 There are words, for a seven-point scale, that have been used, that students recognize as measuring 

differences, and that work, it was pointed out.  How is it known that they work well, another 
Committee member inquired?  By the distribution of the ratings.  It should also be noted that when 
legal questions arise about the validity of student ratings, there tends to be more support for the 
results when verbal anchors are used.  The primary validity question is whether or not the results 
do a better job of distinguishing among teachers, it was said. 

 
 There is also less danger, it was said, that the results will be misused if there are verbal anchor 

points--there is more likelihood that those anchors will be used to understand what students were 
thinking when they filled out the surveys. 

 
 At the least, the middle point on the range should have a verbal anchor, it was said. 
 
 It was agreed that the Committee would evaluate whether or not to add anchor points as it evaluates 
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the implementation of the policy. 
 
-- The question of the application of the policy to courses that rely on more than one instructor has 

been raised.  To exempt courses that use more than one instructor, it was pointed out, will exempt 
most of the health sciences from the policy.  The Committee concluded the protocol should NOT 
apply to courses that use multiple instructors, because asking students to evaluate the teaching of 
someone who contributed only 10% of a course would be too much work and of questionable 
validity.  The Committee voted on the applicability of the protocols to courses with more than one 
instructor, and concluded by majority vote, with subsequent unanimous consent, that it should not 
apply to courses with more than 2 instructors. 

 
 It was also agreed that student evaluation procedures must be developed by departments that offer 

courses with multiple instructors.  (The peer review portions of the protocol apply irrespective of 
the number of instructors in a particular course.)   

 
 It was also confirmed that the protocols apply only to tenured and tenure-track faculty, not to TAs. 
 
-- Among other issues raised in meetings and calls have been reliability and validity.  Reliability is 

relatively confirmed; validity must be approached with care.  It was cautioned that student 
evaluation results must be taken for what they are:  What students said about a course.  Those 
results should not be taken as a surrogate for anything else, such as the learning.  One very good 
recommendation is the development of a brochure on ways to use student evaluations and the 
appropriate cautions that must be recognized.  No one can answer the question about whether or 
not student evaluations are TOTALLY valid, but the research suggests one can make reasonable 
use of them.  There is no agreement on what is meant by a good teacher, but there are studies which 
generally support a relationship between evaluation of teaching and self-estimates of learning in a 
course.  But because there is no agreement on what good teaching is, there is no commonly 
accepted measure of student evaluation.  There are no external criteria to judge teachers, and no 
one should think there are; the extreme position on student evaluation of teaching is that a good 
teacher is who students rate as a good teacher.  To look at this accurately, one should see it as client 
satisfaction--and ONLY the clients can tell you if they are satisfied.  Client satisfaction IS part of 
the job of the faculty and mission of the institution. 

 
 It was agreed that a brochure should be prepared, with data and references, for departments to use 

when they consider student evaluations.  It was also agreed that the Committee would need to 
evaluate the results of using the questionnaire after a period of time. 

 
 Committee members deliberated briefly about whether the data from the questionnaire are 

"opinions" or if they should be labelled student "evaluations."  If used in personnel decisions, and a 
faculty member were denied promotion or a salary increase because of the data, would the denial 
be vulnerable because it relied on "opinions"?  No, the Committee concluded, because peer review 
and assessment is mostly opinion--but used for evaluation. 

 
-- The question of demographic information has been raised again.  One possibility is that there be no 

subcategory analysis if the number of people in the category is less than X.  What should X be, if 
the Committee thinks that desirable?   
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 One Committee member, while agreeing that faculty should know if they are consistently receiving 

lower ratings from some group of students (e.g., women, minority students), argued that the other 
uses to which the data--inferential statistics--could be put are so threatening that they should not be 
requested (e.g., Professor X consistently gets ratings one point lower from some group); it is 
conceivable that the department "could go after a faculty member" because of the difference--solely 
on the basis of statistical innuendo.  If there is misbehavior with respect to certain groups of 
students, it is professional misconduct and should be treated in a more formal fashion--even though 
it is awkward and more difficult for students to level that kind of charge.  A motion was made to 
delete the request from demographic data from the protocol. 

 
 Others on the Committee disagreed, noting that such student evaluation results might very well 

NOT be the result of professional misconduct but rather unconscious behavior that inadvertently 
offends.  It is important, argued one student Committee member, for faculty members to learn if 
they are not perceived as fair by all groups of students.  The problem can be pervasive, so that 
neither victim nor perpetrator recognize it for what it is.  It was also suggested that teaching 
evaluation results for individual faculty members are private data, not subject to publication or 
circulation. 

 
 One possibility would be to add a question specifically asking about these issues.  Another would 

be to provide space for essay responses, which would likely pick up these nuances. 
 
 The Committee voted against deleting the optional request for demographic data.  It was agreed 

that Professor Tracy would develop language to reflect the view of the Committee that a tear-off 
sheet be considered and that no subgroup calculations be performed if the subgroup numbers are 
less than X. 

 
-- It was agreed that the language with respect to written student comments be left as is.  Departments 

will have the option to adopt as their own policy that such statements go both to the department and 
the faculty member; the protocol only requires that they be provided to the faculty member. 

 
-- It was agreed that Professor Tracy would develop language specifying when and how the policy 

and the protocol will be evaluated by SCEP; the first review is to occur in two years. 
 
 The Committee adjourned at 3:10. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


