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   Report No. 3680 Revised 
 
MEMORANDUM 
 
To: Executive Committee of Faculty Council (February 2, 2021) 
 Faculty Council (February 24, 2021) 
 
From: Professor Ken Tallman 
 Chair, Teaching Methods and Resources Committee 
   
Date: January 19, 2021; Revised February 24, 2021 
 
Re: Proposed Change to Course Evaluation Divisional Item 7 
 
REPORT CLASSIFICATION 
 
This is a major policy matter that will be considered by the Executive Committee for 
endorsing and forwarding to Faculty Council for vote as a regular motion (requiring a simple 
majority of members present and voting to carry). 
 
PROCESS AND CONSULTATION 
 
TMRC is comprised of undergraduate and graduate students, faculty representatives from 
each engineering undergraduate program, Engineering Science, ISTEP, and an alumni 
member. As well, TMRC has representation from the Registrar’s Office, the Engineering 
Education Technology Office, the Engineering and Computer Science Library, the Vice-Dean, 
Undergraduate, and the Vice-Dean, First Year. 
 
With the goal of improving the student evaluation of teaching (SET) at the Faculty of Applied 
Science and Engineering, the Teaching Methods and Resources Committee (TMRC) has 
reviewed the FASE Divisional Items in the Course Evaluations, including Divisional Item 7.  
 
In forming a motion to remove Divisional Item 7 from the course evaluations, TMRC 
consulted the Centre for Teaching Support & Innovation (CTSI) and the Engineering Society. 
Additionally, TMRC conducted a survey of FASE faculty and students; conducted a student 
focus group; analyzed other U of T Faculties’ Course Evaluation Items; and surveyed literature 
studying course evaluations. 
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Based on discussion as well as the consultation and research described in Appendix 1, the 
TMRC members were divided in their support of the motion to remove Divisional Item 7. The 
committee agreed, however, that Faculty Council should have the opportunity to vote on this 
important matter. 

 
MOTION FOR FACULTY COUNCIL  
 

THAT the Faculty’s Divisional Item 7, “What is your overall rating of the instructor as a 
teacher?”, as described in Appendix 1 to Report 3680 Revised, be removed from the 
course evaluations, effective February 24, 2021.  
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Faculty of Applied Science and Engineering 

 
Teaching Methods and Resources Committee 

 
Proposal for Revising Divisional Items in Course Evaluations 

 
January 19, 2021 

 
1.0 MOTIVATION 
 
In Fall 2019, The Teaching Methods and Resources Committee (TMRC) voted to review the FASE 
Divisional Items in the Course Evaluations. The committee decided on this review for three 
reasons: 1) over five years had passed since the Divisional Items had been introduced and a 
review was now due, 2) some items (questions) appeared to provide little guidance for 
instructors seeking relevant and actionable feedback or for administrators seeking useful data, 
and 3) some items appeared to overlap with others, creating unwanted redundancy in an already 
demanding evaluation form. 
  
2.0 PURPOSE OF COURSE EVALUATIONS 
 
According to [1], student evaluation of teaching (SET) serves three purposes: “(a) improving 
teaching quality, (b) providing input for appraisal exercises (e.g., tenure/promotion decisions), 
and (c) providing evidence for institutional accountability (e.g., demonstrating the presence of 
adequate procedures for ensuring teaching quality).” Thus, as SET serves multiple stakeholders, 
some evaluation items will better meet the needs of different stakeholders. For instance, 
instructors, wanting formative feedback, will tend to favour “multidimensional” questions that 
address particular aspects of their teaching and their courses, e.g., the quality of course 
organization and feedback to students. Administrators and institutions, on the other hand, will 
use SET results for more summative purposes, looking for “unidimensional” and “global” items 
that measure overall performance [2].
 
3.0 INSTITUTIONAL ITEMS 
 
There are 8 Institutional Items, asked of all U of T students. In addition to the 8 items, Items 1-5 
are calculated into a multidimensional summary score, the Institutional Composite Mean (ICM), 
complementing the unidimensional global Item 6.  Unlike the Divisional Items, the Institutional 
Items include two open-ended questions, allowing students to provide detailed feedback. 
 

1. I found the course intellectually stimulating. 
2. The course provided me with a deeper understanding of the subject matter. 
3. The instructor created a course atmosphere that was conducive to my learning. 
4. Course projects, assignments, tests and/or exams improved my understanding of the 

course material. 
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5. Course projects, assignments, tests and/or exams provided opportunity for me to 
demonstrate an understanding of the course material. 

6. Overall, the quality of my learning experience in this course was … 
7. Please comment on the overall quality of the instruction in this course. [open-ended] 
8. Please comment on any assistance that was available to support your learning in this 

course. [open-ended] 
 
Though the Institutional Items are set by the University, and are thus outside the TMRC review, 
the TMRC recognizes that the Divisional Items must work in harmony with the Institutional Items.  
 
4.0 DIVISIONAL ITEMS 
 
The focus for the TMRC review were these Divisional Items.  
 

1. The course helped me improve my ability to formulate, analyze and solve problems. 
2. The instructor related course concepts to practical applications and/or current research. 
3. Compared to other courses, the workload for this course was (very light, light, average, 

heavy, very heavy). 
4. The instructor explained how the course concepts related to other courses. 
5. The feedback I received on tests, assignments, labs, and/or projects provided guidance 

on how to improve my understanding of course materials. 
6. The instructor explained what students are expected to learn in the course. 
7. What is your overall rating of the instructor as a teacher? 
8. The course instructor delivered the course material in a clear and organized manner. 

 
The Centre for Teaching Support and Innovation (CTSI) provided TMRC the following guidelines 
for shaping our recommendations: TMRC could recommend to add one item to the existing 
Divisional Items without removing another; TMRC could recommend to remove any items 
without necessarily replacing them; and TMRC could recommend replacement items drawn from 
the existing U of T Course Evaluation Item Bank or recommend items newly created or modified 
by the TMRC in consultation with CTSI. 
 
5.0 RATIONALE FOR TMRC RECOMMENDATION 
 
The motion to remove Divisional 7 came with considerable debate, and, as noted, the TMRC 
members remained divided in their support of the motion. The TMRC agreed, however, that 
Faculty Council should have the opportunity to vote on this important item, giving all Faculty 
Council members the opportunity to have their voices heard. 
 
Below are key points in support of Divisional 7: 
 

1. It provides an “overall” assessment of the course instructor. 
2. In the TMRC Survey of the Divisional Items, January 16-23, 2020, completed by 77 FASE 

faculty members and 245 FASE students, over 44% of our faculty and over 54% of our 
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students gave Div. 7 the highest score, 10/10, when asked “How appropriate do you feel 
the question is for use in course evaluations for all engineering courses?” (Appendix A).  

3. It is an instructor-based item in a survey dominated by course-based items. 
4. It allows students to rank instructors without considering externally imposed criteria.  
5. It is concise and direct. 
6. It has a history: people are familiar with it, and for many instructors and administrators, 

it is the first item they consider when viewing evaluation results. 
 
Below are key points opposed to Divisional 7: 
 

1. It provides no clear criteria for forming a judgment, making it unclear what students are 
assessing (Appendix C). 

2. Global items about instructors such as Div. 7 are less reliable than specific items and are 
thought by some to be more prone to extraneous effect [3]. Extraneous effects include 
class size, course year, course type, instructor rank, and bias such as instructor gender 
[1] or race [5].  

3. As an overall global rating, it is highly correlated with Ins. 3 and Ins. 6, and Ins. 6 is 
highly correlated to the Institutional Composite Mean (ICM), which means Div. 7 is also 
highly correlated to the ICM (Appendix D). 

4. The ICM and Ins. 6 are perhaps better global indicators than Div. 7, as both focus on the 
course rather than the instructor, minimizing the risk of bias. 

5. On the advice of the CTSI and the Vice-Provost’s Office, no other Faculties at the 
University of Toronto include this question in their Divisional Items. 

 
The literature discussing whether there is student bias in course evaluations is inconclusive. A 
paper published in 1993 observes that “a majority of studies have found that male and female 
college teachers do not differ in the global ratings they receive from students,” noting that 
students tend to give slightly higher ratings to same-gendered than to opposite-gendered 
teachers [6]. However, an earlier 1987 study of 1,000 male and female college students found 
that male students gave female professors “significantly poorer” ratings than they gave male 
professors. The authors concluded, however, that although the differences found in the study 
were statistically significant, the “magnitude of the mean differences actually was quite small” 
[7]. A more recent 2000 study, which included over 700 classes across a variety of academic 
disciplines from a number of two-year and four-year colleges and universities, presented this 
concluding remark: “Is there Gender Bias in Student Evaluations of Teaching? The results reflect 
some same gender preferences, particularly in female students rating female teachers. But the 
difference in ratings, though statistically significant, are not large and should not make much 
difference in personnel decisions” [8]. This study notes that although “research has found 
potentially biasing factors to be of little or no influence, bias studies continue to play a central 
role in the recent literature” [8]. 
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6.0 CONCLUSION 
 

TMRC is divided in its support of the motion to remove Divisional Item 7 “What is your overall 
rating of the instructor as a teacher?” from the course evaluations. The TMRC agrees, however, 
that the Faculty Council should have the opportunity to vote on this important matter and decide 
for itself whether to remove Divisional 7.  
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