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The Student Feedback Exercise is conducted at the end of every academic semester in the National University
of Singapore. Students evaluate lecturers' teaching on a scale of 1 to 5 for a number of statements, followed
by an open-ended section for qualitative responses. Stark (2013) cautions that in such an assessment, students
provide qualitative comments about their experience; whether this is an accurate measure of good teaching
is quite another matter. Further, McCollough and Radson (2011) argue that such assessments conflate the
properties of the numbers with the student’s response, thus making it difficult to interpret. Three statements
from the feedback instrument in this study were found to be problematic to the researcher, and therefore
formed the backbone of this research. These are:
1.
2.
3.

Overall teacher effectiveness
The teacher has enhanced my thinking ability
The teacher has increased my interest in the subject

The italicised words are problematic to interpret for both students and lecturers. Statement 1 assumes students
are able to discern what merits a “3”, “4” or a "5" in terms of "effectiveness" and such discernment is uniform
across students. However, what constitutes a 3 or a 4 varies greatly across students (Stark, 2013; McCollough
& Radson, 2011). It also assumes that all students have the same understanding of the word "effective”,
which is interpreted by the students themselves. For example, one student’s impression of a “good” teacher
may merit a 5, whereas another may think it merits only a 3. With regard to Statement 3, the two points
across which the increment is measured is unknown. In the absence of a pre-test of “interest”, it is difficult to
interpret the student's end-of-semester feedback in terms of an increment. The literature also suggests that
the evaluation of interest depends on whether it is an elective or a core module (Cashin, 1998; Stark, 2013),
as students tend to award a higher score for electives which they are interested in. A further problem with
interpreting the responses was that while the three statements require numerical scores, the open-ended
section is not targeted at these three specific areas, but at teaching in general. This study therefore attempts
to deconstruct the evaluation process from the perspective of the student by inviting them to think
retrospectively of what qualities they had in mind when responding to the three statements.

Paper Presentation

THLE 2018: Campus Conference

Students were invited to respond to an anonymous online survey about their interpretation or understanding
of the three questions, suggesting instances they would award a “3” to a “5” on the scale of 1 to 5. The
survey responses were then compared against the numerical scores and qualitative comments from 96
students across two academic semesters’ worth of feedback responses. Tutors teaching the module were also
surveyed to explore if they were able to interpret such feedback.

The findings revealed that students did not have a uniform nor did they have a clearly defined concept of
what they had in mind when answering the feedback statements, confirming the observations of McCollough
and Rand (2011), as well as Stark (2013). As this was an academic writing module and not many had prior
experience with it, their answers to Statement 3 were rather impressionistic, echoing Clayson’s (2009)
observation that only a small relationship exists between learning and evaluation. There was little one-toone correlation between the three statements and the open-ended responses. The onus is thus placed on the
lecturer to make the connections between the qualitative statements and the numerical scores of the three
statements above.

This study has important implications for the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL). Lecturers will be
able contribute to a more conducive learning environment only if they have a clear[er] understanding of the
students’ needs as articulated in the feedback.
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