
INTRODUCTION
Most universities ask students to complete course

evaluations as part of the institution-wide assessment
process. Haskell states that student evaluations of facul-
ty members were first used at the University of
Wisconsin in the early 1920s primarily for “information-
al feedback so that faculty might be more aware of stu-
dent needs.”1 However, in the 1960s as more universities
began to use these instruments in their curricula, the pur-
pose clearly changed to a decision-making tool regarding
salary, promotion, and tenure. Presently, these types of
surveys probably constitute the most widely used form
of teaching evaluation in higher education. Knapper and
Cranton emphasize that “despite major criticisms, stu-
dent questionnaires continue to be the dominant method
for evaluating teaching across North America, and the
approaches used today are, in fact, remarkably similar to
those of 2 decades ago.”2 Often these evaluations are
used to improve teaching within the courses and as a
basis for promotion and merit pay decisions. Critics have
argued that teaching evaluations should be used for
formative purposes, to help faculty improve teaching,
and not merely for summative decisions regarding
salary, promotion, tenure, and merit.2-5

The majority of researchers believe that student rat-
ings are a valid, reliable, and worthwhile means of evalu-
ating teaching.4,6-15 Typically these evaluations are con-
ducted at the end of the semester, trimester, or quarter. The
majority of schools use paper-and-pencil evaluation sys-

tems. However, with the development of the Internet,
online course evaluations of teaching are gaining momen-
tum in higher education. A 2000 report on higher educa-
tion conducted by Hmieleski noted that of the 200 institu-
tions ranked as the most “wired,” only 2 reported institu-
tion-wide uses of online evaluation systems, and no school
reported using a PDA (personal digital assistant) for
course evaluation.16 At an international conference in
2002, Thorpe stated, “The use of online course evaluation
systems is relatively limited in higher education.”17

However, this type of format is gaining momentum.
The literature about online student course evaluation

indicates advantages and disadvantages of using this
approach. Advantages include: (1) provides rapid feed-
back; (2) is less expensive to administer; (3) requires less
class time; (4) is less vulnerable to professorial influ-
ence; (5) allows students as much time as they wish to
complete; and (6) allows students multiple opportunities
to evaluate faculty members. Disadvantages to this mode
are: (1) requires computer access; (2) is considered less
accurate by faculty unfamiliar with online methods who
prefer the traditional in-class paper version; and (3) elic-
its lower student response rates.

The first section of the paper provides a summary of
the literature on the use of online course evaluations ver-
sus traditional paper evaluations in higher education and
pharmacy, and feedback from several schools and col-
leges of pharmacy that currently use an online evaluative
approach. The second section describes a pilot study at
one college of pharmacy that compared online course
evaluations with traditional paper-based evaluations, and
summarizes the findings of a survey of students’ percep-
tions of the 2 methods.
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LITERATURE AND OTHER EVIDENCE
This review examines studies from higher education

and pharmacy literature comparing the online process
with the traditional paper process and focuses on effi-
ciency and student response rates.

Comparison of Traditional vs. Online Evaluations
In one of the earliest studies on the subject,

Woodward compared traditional course evaluations with
online evaluations at Rutgers College of Pharmacy.18

Students in one 3-credit hour course were randomly
divided into 2 groups. Using the same course, they com-
pared the evaluations for fall semester 1996 with those
for fall semester 1997. Demographics for the 2 groups
were similar, evaluation rates were not statistically dif-
ferent (97% paper and 88% online), and response rates to
open-ended questions were similar (45% versus 33%
respectively).

Dommeyer conducted a survey to determine the
method of student course evaluation preferred by busi-
ness professors and their reasons for the preference.19

The survey of 159 faculty members had a 33% response
rate. There was a preference for the traditional method of
evaluation because faculty members believed it would
produce a higher response rate and more accurate
responses. Authors concluded that the online method
might be more appealing to faculty members if tech-
niques could be used to increase students’ response rates.

Layne administered electronic and paper course
evaluations to a sample of 2,453 students at a large
southeastern university whose students were considered
computer literate.20 The students were randomly
assigned to either the traditional paper group or the elec-
tronic group and the same survey instrument was used in
both groups. Students were more likely to evaluate their
professors when the evaluations were conducted in class
(in-class response rate of 60.6% versus online response
rate of 47.8%). The average ratings did not differ
between methods. The authors also stated, “An unex-
pected finding of the study was that students who com-
pleted the survey electronically were much more likely
to provide comments about their course and instructor
than were students in the paper-and-pencil group.”

A comparison study of curriculum evaluations using
mailed versus e-mailed versions was conducted at
Kansas Medical Center.21 This study randomly assigned
164 fourth-year medical students to either a mail or e-
mail group. The survey instrument contained 62 items
including 1 free-response question asking for any addi-
tional comments. The response rate was 41% for mailed
evaluations and only 24% for e-mailed evaluations. The

authors stated that the low response rate from the e-
mailed surveys might have been due to the length (62
items) and content of the survey instrument. However,
the rate of return for e-mailed responses was much
quicker than for the mailed survey instrument. The
authors suggested that pre-notification or some type of
incentive might have improved the e-mail response rates.
There were no statistically significant differences
between the mail and e-mail groups for answers to any
question. However, the average number of words in the
open-ended response comment was greater for the e-mail
group, suggesting that e-mail surveys may be useful for
collecting more qualitative information.

Ravelli conducted a pilot study of an online assess-
ment with 5 volunteered faculty courses. Separate focus
groups of the students and faculty members were also
conducted in this study to further explain the findings.22

Fewer than 35% of students completed the online survey.
Researchers discovered the students’ favorite instructor
received the lowest number of assessments. However,
student focus groups provided the authors with an expla-
nation for this behavior: “Students expressed the belief
that if they were content with their teacher’s perform-
ance, there was no reason to complete the survey [in any
format].” Thus, it was interpreted that the lack of student
participation may be an indication that the teacher was
doing a good job and not the reverse. During the faculty
focus groups, the authors found “faculty were equating
the number of assessments with their teaching perform-
ance, and this interpretation may have been misguided.”
The authors assert that the qualitative findings support
that a low student response rate does not diminish the
value of providing students access to the assessment.

The focus group resulted in other feedback from the
students and faculty members about the online assess-
ment, including the following positive aspects: the
online tool was easy to use; the students liked the
anonymity of the online evaluation; the students liked
commenting on a class while still taking it; the online
tool allowed them to offer more thoughtful comments
than did the traditional, in-class, print-based teaching
evaluations; and the students appreciated knowing the
instructor/professor wanted to improve the course.
Students also indicated several areas of concern: limited
access to computers, difficulty remembering computer
passwords, uncertainty about whether instructors really
looked at the assessments, relevance of questions.

Remarks from the faculty focus group were also
both positive and negative. Positive comments from fac-
ulty members included: they enjoyed participating in an
open dialogue about teaching; the online tool made
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teaching a reflective process (one faculty member stated
that knowing you could be assessed daily gave one moti-
vation for being prepared in class); it helped them to
address student concerns in a proactive and constructive
manner; and it allowed them to demonstrate that they
practice what they preach. Faculty members suggested
various areas for improvement in or voiced concerns
about the online evaluation process: software must allow
faculty members to alter the questions posed to students;
faculty members should not associate the number of
assessments with their popularity and/or teaching ability;
faculty members should continually reinforce the online
evaluation tool in class; and the teaching assessment cul-
ture for students and faculty members should be changed
to one that is more dynamic and constructive.

The St. Louis College of Pharmacy compared the
traditional paper and pencil format with online evalua-
tion in a study consisting of 169 students in a multiple-
lecturer pharmacotherapy course.23 Fifty students were
randomly chosen to complete the exact same survey
online, and the remaining 119 students completed the
traditional paper evaluation. Students completed the
course survey after each of their 4 examinations during
the semester. Study findings revealed the following: (1)
students using the online survey submitted more com-
ments, and the total number of words typed per student
using the online system was more than 7 times that of
student using the traditional system; (2) students spent
approximately 10 minutes or less on the online evalua-
tion versus 25 minutes on the paper evaluation; and (3)
staff workload decreased from approximately 30 hours
spent compiling scores and comments from the paper
survey to 1 hour spent downloading scores and com-
ments from the online survey. The authors determined
that the benefits of a decreased staff and student work-
load as well as timely reporting of the feedback data
were beneficial and they hoped to expand the use of
online surveys throughout their curriculum.

Studies About Response Rate
Dommeyer conducted a study comparing student

response rates on paper course evaluations with those
that were collected online.24 This study also compared
incentive methods for each format. Sixteen professors
from a variety of departments within the College of
Business participated in the study. The instructors were
randomly assigned to 1 of 3 online treatments or to a
control group. The online treatments were: (1) a very
modest grade increase (a fourth of a percent) for com-
pleting the online evaluation; (2) an in-class demonstra-
tion of how to log on to the website to complete the

online evaluation (although participants completed it
outside of class); and (3) early feedback on their course
grade (by postcard and/or posting grades online) if 67%
of the class completed the online method. The use of the
online evaluation format was lower (29%) than use of
the in-class evaluation method (70%). However, when
any type of grade incentive (grade increase or early
grade reporting) was used, the online response rate was
comparable to the response rate by the paper method.

At Brigham Young University, Johnson studied
online student ratings and response rates for 3 years
beginning in 1997.25 Response rates were 40% in 1997,
51% in 1998, and 62% in 1999. There was a 71% return
rate for paper evaluations in 1998. The evaluations
spanned multiple classes and sections and ranged from
3076 to 8285 students. Findings were as follows: (1) low
response rates were not negatively biased; (2) the length
of the evaluation did not appear to be a factor in com-
pleting the evaluations, although there would undoubt-
edly be a threshold; and (3) students were more likely to
respond if they believed ratings would be used for deci-
sions about courses and faculty members. In 1999, writ-
ten comments were included in 63% of evaluations com-
pleted online and in 10% of evaluations completed on
paper. The author discussed various strategies to increase
response rates including faculty members taking the fol-
lowing actions/doing the following : (1) encouraging stu-
dents to complete the evaluations; (2) providing expla-
nations of how the evaluations are used; (3) counting the
evaluation as an assignment; and (4) withholding early
access to grades.

Thorpe investigated nonresponse bias in a study to
determine the following: (1) whether significant differ-
ences existed between students’ responses to a tradition-
al paper in-class evaluation method and an online course
evaluation; and (2) whether nonresponse bias existed
toward the online evaluation method. The study used a
23-item Likert scale instrument in 3 large classes: com-
puter science (CS), math, and statistics.17 The response
rate of students in the CS class was 45% for the online
evaluation method vs. 37% for the in-class evaluation
method, the class response rate in math was 50% online
evaluation vs. 44% in-class evaluation, and the response
rate in the statistics class was 37% online evaluation vs.
70% in-class evaluation. Nonresponse bias was com-
pared using the following demographics: gender, minor-
ity status, grade received in the class, and grade point
average (GPA). Aggregate results of the nonresponse
bias revealed that women were significantly more likely
than men to complete the online evaluation. No signifi-
cant differences were found in response rates between
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minority and nonminority students in any of the classes.
Academic performance was related to response rate,
indicating that students who earned higher grades or
higher GPAs were more likely to complete the evalua-
tion online. The evaluation responses between in-class,
paper-based methods were not significantly different in
the survey items. Thorpe concluded, “similar to other
studies of respondents and non-respondents to online
surveys, this study also found that some students are
more likely to respond to an online course evaluation
survey than others. For this institution, female students
were significantly more likely to respond to the web-
based course evaluation survey than men. More impor-
tantly, students performing poorly academically were
less likely to respond to the online course evaluation
process. However, it should be noted that these students
may not complete in-class evaluation instruments
either.” Thorpe suggested that concerns about low
response rate and the potential for nonresponse bias for
online course evaluations might not be warranted. Based
on this study, Thorpe advises faculty members and
administrators who are considering an online course
evaluation method to replicate his study to determine the
potential effects on their respective campuses.

The University of Colorado College of Pharmacy
(UCCOP) developed and implemented an online assess-
ment system for obtaining student feedback and percep-
tions about the courses and overall curriculum.26

Objectives of the new system included: (1) developing
specific online assessment tools for different types of
courses (ie, didactic versus experiential); (2) developing
a policy to ensure 100% response rate; and (3) evaluat-
ing the impact of pooling responses from students using
the online system with student responses using a written
format. The study revealed response rates ranging from
74% to 100%. There was no difference in written com-
ments between the online and written responses. The
online method allowed more timely dissemination of
reports. Finally, the major challenge was the administra-
tive workload involved in the process.

Status at Other Pharmacy Schools/Colleges
In addition to an extensive literature review, from July

2003 to October 2003 correspondence was conducted
with several individuals at 6 US colleges and schools of
pharmacy concerning their use of online course evalua-
tions. These colleges and schools of pharmacy were
selected because, during previous conferences or conver-
sations, they had indicated increased use of technology
within their courses and programs. Therefore, it was
believed they might also be using more online course

evaluations than other colleges of pharmacy. Four of the
colleges and schools responded about having an online
evaluation process. Their replies discussed response rates,
methods to motivate students, and the evaluation process-
es used within their college or school. These findings are
presented below. Two other schools responded but
because they had already published their data, they were
included in the literature review section of this paper.

University of Oklahoma, College of Pharmacy.
The University of Oklahoma, College of Pharmacy
(UOCOP) began using an online course evaluation sys-
tem in 2001 (M. Medina, EdM, October 3, 2003). They
were using the CourseEval software (Academic
Management Systems, Amherst, NY) and were pleased
with it. The faculty members appreciated the online
process because they received results quickly. Students
liked the process, but their response rate fluctuated.
Initially they had very high response rates; however, sub-
sequent response rates dropped. Faculty members attrib-
uted this decreased response rate to the length of the eval-
uations (40 questions). The College planned to discuss
ways to decrease the number of questions, as well as how
to motivate students other than by punishment or reward.

Shenandoah University, Bernard J Dunn School
of Pharmacy. The Bernard J Dunn School of Pharmacy
at Shenandoah University had used online course evalua-
tions for 5 years (R. Stull, PhD, October 1, 2003). They
used Perception testing software (Question Mark
Corporation, London, UK) and administered and ana-
lyzed input with QuestionMark (Question Mark
Corporation, London, UK). Students were required to
have laptop computers. When Shenandoah began the
process, students initially were asked to do the evalua-
tions outside of class time, but the response rate was low.
The response rate improved (close to 100%) when stu-
dents were allowed to complete the evaluations during
class time. On evaluation day each student received a slip
of paper with a username and password for the particular
course. Responses were anonymous, so students tended
to answer the questions. The evaluations were conducted
at least once per semester and were done as often as a fac-
ulty member requested.

University of California-San Francisco, School of
Pharmacy. The School of Pharmacy at University of
California-San Francisco (UCSF) had been conducting
online surveys in some courses for about 2 years using
CoursEval software (Academic Management Systems,
Amherst, NY); however, some of the classes were still
using the bubble-sheet paper evaluation forms (C.
Cullander, PhD, September 25, 2003). The software
allowed them to conduct didactic and experiential evalu-
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ations online. Online evaluations seemed to elicit more
comments from students than previous methods. They
had implemented an incentive to motivate student partic-
ipation: the Class graduation dinner and party were paid
for if the students completed 90% of their course evalu-
ations. The competition and reward eventually became
part of the School’s culture. Class officers contacted stu-
dents who had not completed their evaluations at 3 inter-
vals during the evaluation period and reminded them to
comply. Response rate decreased somewhat as the stu-
dents moved through the curriculum, and the “mood” of
the class was a strong factor in determining whether they
met their goal of 90% compliance. Only one Class had
not made the 90% threshold (they completed 87% of the
evaluations); this occurred during the didactic quarter of
their last year before starting their advanced experiences.

University of Florida, School of Pharmacy. The
University of Florida School of Pharmacy had been
using an online course evaluation process for more than
2 years (D. Ried, PhD September 2003). They used in-
house software developed and maintained by their IT
group. Students were required to complete course and
instructor evaluations for all of the courses within the
School. Students received a written rationale about the
evaluations informing them that “…they will receive an
incomplete grade until the evaluation is submitted.”
Because of the disincentive of receiving an incomplete
grade if they did not participate, the School had nearly a
100% response rate. The first year of implementation,
they assigned many incomplete grades; however, this
had decreased to almost none. Throughout the semester,
students received e-mail reminders requesting that they
complete the evaluation for each course during a partic-
ular time period. Their responses were confidential and
anonymous; however, a tracking system indicated
whether the evaluation had been completed. The
Assistant Dean stated that the School now had a “cul-
ture” for completing all assessments online and he was
receiving fewer complaints. He also commented that it
appeared that students were submitting more thoughtful
(useful) comments than with previous paper formats.

CASE STUDY: ONE COLLEGE’S APPROACH
Based on the findings from the extensive literature

review and informal surveys of programs used by other
colleges and schools of pharmacy, the University of
Kentucky College of Pharmacy began development of an
online evaluation system. Prior to the study, the
University of Kentucky College of Pharmacy (UKCOP)
used a paper evaluation format created by the
University’s Office of Institutional Research, Planning

and Effectiveness, which provided the forms to partici-
pating departments and colleges each semester. This
office is responsible for preparing and delivering the
teacher/course evaluations throughout the 11 major aca-
demic units on the campus. This office employs 1 part-
time person to coordinate these evaluations for all units
on the campus. The director had been contemplating the
use of an online evaluation process and enthusiastically
endorsed the College of Pharmacy’s initiation of a pilot-
study exploring this format.

These course evaluations have been the subject of a
number of conversations at faculty and curriculum com-
mittee meetings at the UKCOP over the last several years.
Faculty members have raised several concerns about the
current paper format. One concern is the timeliness of
feedback from the course evaluation. The time required to
process the large number of evaluations at the end of each
semester at a major university and the necessity to type
students’ handwritten comments to maintain confidential-
ity has caused a delay (approximately 3 to 4 months) in
reporting the results to faculty members. This process
negates any timely formative feedback that would enable
faculty members to improve their teaching effectiveness
in the classroom. Another concern among faculty mem-
bers is the impact that student evaluations have on pro-
motion, salary, and tenure decisions. Faculty members
clearly agree with using student feedback; however, they
are not comfortable with using student evaluations as the
only method of evaluating teaching. Obviously, concerns
by faculty members at UKCOP are quite similar to con-
cerns expressed in the literature by faculty members at
other schools and colleges, both in higher education in
general and in pharmacy education.26-28

In August 2003, UKCOP’s curriculum committee
requested that the College’s Office of Education
Innovation (OEI) investigate a more efficient course eval-
uation process. Reasons for investigating online course
evaluation processes at UKCOP were as follows: (1) stu-
dent feedback could be analyzed automatically; (2) facul-
ty members could receive feedback, including comments,
in a more timely fashion; (3) students could complete the
evaluations as early as possible, especially for those class-
es in which they only see the instructor(s) for a few weeks;
(4) students would have time to give more thoughtful
comments; and (5) the data could be available electroni-
cally (for later evaluation as needed). The OEI reviewed
the literature, examined a variety of online software, and
contacted other schools and colleges of pharmacy to learn
what methods they employed for course evaluation.

A pilot study was conducted to compare online course
evaluation with traditional paper format. The UKCOP cur-
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riculum committee discussed several issues pertaining to
the use of online course evaluations within the college.
First, since the current paper format evaluation was dis-
tributed and collected during a regular class period when
students were present, one major concern was a potential
decrease in response rates because completion of the online
evaluations outside of classroom time would be dependent
upon student initiative. Of particular concern was the
impact that potentially low response rates for non-tenured
faculty members might have on the tenure and promotion
process. A second concern and high priority was maintain-
ing anonymity of student responses while still being able to
track who had not completed a particular survey.

METHODS
In the fall semester of 2003 an online evaluation con-

taining the standard university-wide questions was pre-
pared and pilot-tested in 1 required course from each of
the 3 professional years (PY1, PY2, and PY3) of the phar-
macy curriculum. These 3 required courses were selected
from faculty volunteers in each of the 3 professional years
(didactic years of the curriculum). The remaining courses
from each professional year were evaluated using the
University’s standard paper process. Both the online and
the paper course evaluations used a 21-item, Likert-scale
survey that contained the standard University statements.
The survey statements included questions about student
demographics, the course (8 items), the instructor (6
items), the learning outcomes (5 items), and 2 overall
summary items. In addition to the individual course eval-
uations, a survey of students’ perceptions comparing
online versus paper format was conducted.

Software
Blackboard (Blackboard, Inc., Washington, DC)

course management software was used to pilot the online
evaluations. The rationale behind the decision to use this
software was threefold. First, the University already pro-
vided and supported Blackboard as the course manage-
ment software system. Since there were only a few weeks
to implement the pilot study for the chosen semester there
was little time to learn new software. Second, the students
were already familiar with Blackboard because they used
it in at least one of their core courses each professional
year. Third, Blackboard’s survey feature allowed tracking
of which students completed the surveys while maintain-
ing the anonymity of individual responses.

RESULTS
The 3 pilot online required course evaluations yield-

ed response rates of 85%, 89%, and 75% in the respec-

tive PY1, PY2, and PY3 courses. Nine required courses
that involved 28 different instructors (4 of the instructors
taught in more than one course) were evaluated using the
paper format. The average student response rate for these
9 courses was 80% and was consistent with the response
rates for the 2 previous years, which were 80.6% (2001)
and 80.8% (2002). Moreover, comments provided in the
online evaluations were on average more frequent and
lengthy than those handwritten on the paper forms.

Issues
Several issues of practicality that surfaced during the

pilot study had implications for development of future
online evaluations. Although Blackboard provided an easy
and secure means of delivering the evaluations online,
there were several disadvantages. The main drawback was
that the data were not extractable for analysis. Raw scores
and percentages were reported, but they had to be hand-
entered into a spreadsheet in order to calculate means and
standard deviations used in the final report to faculty mem-
bers. A second problem with Blackboard was the inability
to group questions into categories and the resulting ineffi-
ciencies encountered in creating multiple evaluations for
the different courses. For example, the paper evaluation
was divided into sections labeled, “Course Items,”
“Instructor Items,” and “Lab Only,” with instructions to
students to complete when applicable. The problem
occurred with the online evaluation when an instructor for
a particular course was to be evaluated on “Instructor
Items” and “Lab Only,” while the course coordinator in the
same course was to be evaluated on the “Course Items”
and “Instructor Items.” Since Blackboard does not contain
a logic function that would allow students to skip certain
questions, it was necessary to set up multiple evaluations to
cover all the existing situations in which an instructor
might be involved in a course. Although the process may
have appeared seamless from the perspective of students
and faculty members, considerable administrative time
was required to monitor student progress, send e-mail
reminders, enter and tabulate data, and create the reports
for the faculty members. Also, the academic ombudsman
of the University required that the online evaluations for a
specific course could not be contained within the existing
Blackboard course files for that course since the faculty
member teaching the course would have access to them.
Thus, unique “courses” in which to place the evaluations
were created within Blackboard. The extra time needed to
create those additional online “courses” and individually
“enroll” all the students increased the workload.

Finally, this study considered the comparative costs
of the paper and online evaluation processes. The
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University’s costs to implement the paper course evalua-
tions for 11 academic units on the campus included
$12,000 for materials, $250 for delivery, and the wages
of 1 part-time (50%) employee. The cost of the online
process involved the time of 1 administrative staff mem-
ber to convert the 3 pilot course evaluations to the
Blackboard format and prepare the reports (14 hours). In
addition to the costs incurred by the University, the esti-
mated cost to the College of Pharmacy to administer the
paper evaluations in the fall semester for the other 9
courses was 82 hours of staff time.

Student Perceptions
Following completion of the Blackboard-based pilot

study evaluating 3 courses, a survey was conducted to
learn student perceptions about the online course evalu-
ation process versus the traditional paper format. This
survey was created and administered using online survey
software: SurveyMonkey (SurveyMonkey.com LLC,
1999-2000, Madison, WI). The survey instrument was
given to students in January 2004 during the first week
of the spring semester. A link to the survey was e-mailed
to all PY1, PY2, and PY3 students with an explanation
of its purpose and instructions on how to take it. Students
were only given 1 week (without a reminder) to com-
plete the survey so that it would not interfere with the
spring semester courses.

Student Survey Results
The survey was completed by 59% of the PY1, PY2,

and PY3 students. Students believed the online format
allowed them to provide more effective (>79% agree to
strongly agree) and more constructive feedback (>75%
agree to strongly agree) than the paper format. Also, stu-
dents preferred the online evaluation format over the tra-
ditional paper format (>90% agree and strongly agree).
Their comments included:

“The online evaluations allowed me to think about
what I was going to comment on; also it was much more
convenient.”

“I think the online evaluations are a much better gauge
of how we feel about the class. One suggestion is that we
not have just one evaluation at the end of the semester
because we tend to forget things we like/dislike about the
lecturers/material early in the semester….our classes are
broken up into blocks of material with different lecturers
for each section. It may be beneficial to complete a survey
after each instructor finishes his/her section.”

Several students who were afforded the opportunity
to complete the online evaluation and chose not to com-
plete it indicated on the survey that they either missed the

deadline or accidentally deleted the link to the evaluation.
Another possible reason for failure to complete the eval-
uation was that students were given only 1 week follow-
ing their return from the fall semester break to complete
the evaluation and a reminder was not sent to them.

Faculty Perceptions
The instructors in the 3 pilot-test courses were asked

several questions to determine their perceptions of the
online process. Responses to these questions are listed in
Appendix 1. Their responses appear to be consistent with
the advantages that are reported in the literature section
of this paper.

Lessons Learned
Having completed the pilot study and an extensive

literature search, 4 criteria were established by the
College for conducting effective and efficient online
course evaluations. The requirements were (1) an easy
format for creating and editing evaluations; (2) student
online access to evaluations that maintained their
anonymity upon submission yet could be tracked for
completion; (3) a mechanism for sending automatic e-
mail reminders; and (4) good statistical reporting.

Following the success of the online evaluation pilot
study in fall 2003, the faculty of the UKCOP voted to
conduct all course and instructor evaluations online for
the spring 2004 semester. It became evident that
although the existing course management system
(Blackboard) would not fulfill all these requirements.
For example, the course management system did not
have the necessary statistical reporting features. Thus,
the administrative effort needed to overcome these defi-
ciencies warranted more time than was necessary with an
appropriate software package. A decision was made to
secure an online course and instructor evaluation soft-
ware package.

Due to time constraints, an interim choice of a soft-
ware provider, SurveyMonkey, was selected as the for-
mat for the spring 2004 semester evaluations until anoth-
er software source could be identified and purchased.
Although this was available to the college for a minimal
fee and had been used for a pervious survey, it lacked the
anonymity and tracking features along with the desired
statistical reporting capabilities.

The College purchased and began using the
CoursEval software in the fall semester 2004 as the online
course evaluations system. The software appears to meet
the established criteria. From discussions with other col-
leges and schools that have used CoursEval, the special
features the software provides and elimination of the
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administrative costs incurred with previous systems are
expected to far outweigh the initial cost of the software.

Furthermore, as a measure to ensure that response
rates remain high for future course evaluations, faculty
members decided to make completion of the course eval-
uations mandatory for each class. They included this
requirement in their syllabi for spring 2004 and indicated
that noncompletion of an evaluation would result in a
grade of incomplete (I) for the course. To fulfill this
requirement, students were given the option to either com-
plete or not complete the evaluation when they logged into
the first screen of each online course evaluation. If they
chose not to complete the evaluation, they were automati-
cally linked to a screen where they were asked to provide
a brief reason why they did not wish to complete it. Once
any text was entered they could submit their response.
Students electing this option were not penalized, and the
tracking feature could still measure the response rate.
Results of the Spring 2004 online evaluations revealed
that less than 8% of the students in each class elected not
to complete the evaluation, and they stated that time was
a factor. Throughout the spring semester for each online
evaluation, students were given 7 days to complete each
evaluation and sent 2 reminders; thus, procrastination may
have been a factor. This did not introduce a negative bias
for those students who were simply unwilling to complete
the evaluation, because students were only required to
access the online course evaluations.

CONCLUSIONS
A number of lessons can be learned from the literature

and from information provided by pharmacy schools and
colleges about online course evaluations. There are clear
advantages to using an online method for evaluations.
Online evaluations appear to provide more effective meth-
ods of gathering constructive feedback than traditional
paper-based methods and students can complete the sur-
veys in a more efficient manner. The majority of students
prefer not using class time for evaluations, and they sug-
gest that their comments are more thoughtful and purpose-
ful when completed outside of class. Because of quick and
easy access to final reports online, faculty members can
evaluate student comments while they are still current and
make timely, positive adjustments to their course structure
or teaching methods. When a completion incentive is
implemented, student response rates improve dramatically
over those for traditional evaluation methods.

This College will continue to examine several areas
regarding use of online evaluations. First, the College has
elected to use incomplete course grades as an incentive
and will continue to watch for any potentially detrimental

effects in the future. The College will examine several
issues including the following: number of students who
opt not to take the evaluations; whether student comments
begin to decline in number or decrease in richness of con-
structive thought; and whether a change in the rate of stu-
dent complaints occurs in direct response to the number of
evaluations they are required to complete on their own
time. Finally, the college will analyze the advantages and
disadvantages of using the new software system.

When establishing an online course evaluation system,
one issue that must be addressed is the importance of
ensuring anonymity and confidentiality. Selection of soft-
ware with capabilities of tracking students for completion
while maintaining their anonymity is extremely important.
Another component to consider for successful online eval-
uations is student computer capabilities and access.
Although most students have access to computers from
home or school, often there can be software compatibility
issues that cause problems. It is best to address these poten-
tial challenges with students prior to establishing online
course evaluations in order to avoid any undue frustrations.

Focus groups with students and faculty members
involved in goal-oriented conversations can help to pro-
mote a process of meaningful, constructive evaluation.
Developing a culture of assessment among faculty mem-
bers and students is crucial for encouraging an atmos-
phere of openness and willingness to strive together
toward improving teaching and learning.
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Appendix 1. Faculty Perceptions of the On-line Course Evaluation Process

Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3=Agree; 4=Strongly Agree
Statement Mean

1. The online method takes less class time to administer. 4.0
2. The online method offers convenience to students. 3.7
3. The online method is more likely to result in negative evaluation of professors. 1.7
4. The online method is more likely to result in an accurate evaluation of a professor’s teaching performance. 3.0
5. The online method makes it less likely that a professor will influence students’ answers. 3.0
6. The online method is easier for faculty to use. 3.0
7. The online method offers quicker reports to the faculty. 3.7
8. Were the results from the online assessment useful for improving teaching? If so, please explain.

Yes, had more thorough and thoughtful students.
I found that the online assessment very useful in trying to improve the courses I have responsibility for coordinating.
The responses provided by students are “rich” and do provide a fresh look at what works and what doesn’t. There did
seem to be an excessive amount of “venting” negative comments and this surprised me a little. I hope that we will con-
tinue using this process and that the faculty endorse the use for all classes.
Yes, by getting the feedback quickly, I could review the student’s suggestions and concerns while I still remembered
what we were talking about. I could make notes on things I want to change for the next time the course is taught.

9. Did using the online assessment tool inspire faculty and students to view the course and/or teaching from a new perspective?
Please explain.

Not sure.
I hope that it did. We spent an appreciable amount of time discussing the value of this process with the students and I
think they were able to see some of the actions taken from the assessment process. We need to consider whether it
would be reasonable to prepare some kind of summary of the comments from the evaluative process for student view.
I think students liked providing feedback while each instructor’s teaching was still fresh in their minds. They provided a
great deal more written comments that could be useful to the faculty in reviewing and planning revisions to the course.
By spreading out the time frame across the semester, students aren’t “burned out” from a week of filling out evaluations
and they provide better comments.

10. What did you feel were the strengths of using the online method?
Rapid return of results; less hurrying on the part of students; more convenient for students; higher percentage of stu-
dents participating (when in class - sometimes 40-50% of class absent).
Greatest strength was use of a tool that could be individually responded to at a time and place of student choosing,
rather than in a hectic classroom environment with multiple evaluations being carried out in a very short time interval.
Class time saved; easy for students to complete in a timely manner; rapid return of results to faculty.

11. What did you feel were the weaknesses of using the online method?
I do not see any.
The electronic environment may offer the individual respondent too much flexibility and ease in responding free of any
repercussions. Faculty will need to be careful about how they interpret and respond to the reviews.
A small number of students believe the process is not truly anonymous; someone has to track who has completed the
evaluations and remind the students. Fortunately, staff have been doing this and faculty don’t need to worry about it.

12. Other comments:
Really a nice change in our procedures.
I would hope that if we continue the use of the electronic course evaluation process that we make sure to have some
kind of tutorial to prepare the students and the faculty for the process.
What will the faculty actually see from the process? Will they see the entire data set of responses or an edited version?
Should there be an executive summary of the course review for the students and faculty?
Should we consider a process to track the successes and failures of the process, if adopted, so that we can ensure that
the assessment maintains credibility?
I liked the process. The process went smoothly for faculty and students. It was much less work for both groups with a
better and more rapid outcome.


