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Teaching composition at the UW can be very rewarding, but it also involves a lot of responsibility, which can lead to some anxiety. This portion of the manual is meant to acknowledge and address that anxiety by focusing on the day-to-day dynamics of being a teacher, and being evaluated, in the classroom. 

A Teaching Persona?

While some instructors are “pretty much the same person” in and out of the classroom, others take on a pronounced teaching persona. Don’t be shocked if you find yourself acting differently as a teacher than you predicted you would; because of the cultural baggage that comes along with teaching, this is normal.  Keep in mind that:

· Your teaching persona can benefit you. If things about who you are as a teacher are not in your own best interest, you may think about subtle ways to adjust. This need not be manipulative, just part of successfully taking on the role of teacher.

· Your teaching persona can benefit your students. Even slight movement in either direction along the continuum ranging from highly-directed teaching to the less-directed teaching may benefit your students. If you find that students need something you are not offering them (strict deadlines? firm rules? one-on-one instruction? more jokes?) consider adding these things to your teaching repertoire and seeing if you still feel comfortable. 
· Your teaching persona may differ radically from “who you are” in day-to-day life . . . and don't be shocked by this! While it is not true for all teachers, some find that in order to really be good at what they do major adjustments are necessary. It may even come naturally!

· Your teaching persona can and may change over time. Particularly if you are new to teaching, you may find yourself experimenting with your teaching persona over time. What you think is causing a problem in your classroom (your way of addressing students, say) may or may not be as important as you think it is. Your students’ needs may also change from quarter to quarter.
· Your teaching persona (as well as how you are perceived by students) will also be affected by many things in and beyond your control. Your identity, age, gender, body, ethnicity, race, mannerisms, dialectic, philosophy, politics, and so on, will affect what persona you might feel comfortable adopting or even have available to you. All these factors will also impact how your diverse students perceive and interact with you. Figuring out how to be a teacher in any classroom will always be a negotiation, and, at times, an uncomfortable one. (If you ever feel unsafe, troubled, or overwhelmed as you navigate teaching or interacting with students, please reach out to the EWP Director, Program Coordinator, or Assistant Directors for support. We are here to help you.)

Authority & Caring in the Classroom

Maintaining your authority (a productive sense of order and responsibility in the classroom), while expressing to students that you care about them and their work, can be a challenging balancing act. For new teachers, having a firm grip on the authority in the classroom can come at the expense of expressing pedagogical caring. It is important to remember that you are well qualified to teach English 131. As a graduate student (even if you’re new to graduate school), you have been recognized for your critical thinking skills and ability to write well. You enter the classroom with a considerable amount of knowledge and experience about culture and education, making you fully qualified to be your students’ teacher. In addition, your own current engagement in the educational process as a graduate student means you are particularly well positioned to facilitate academic discussions in the undergraduate classroom.

Your students may or may not know just how qualified you are when you enter the classroom for the first time. But they will know one thing: you are the instructor. This title alone confers a certain amount of authority upon you as a teacher—something most students will never question. Simultaneously, however, your authority in the classroom may be scrutinized or even tested because you are a “TA”—something that may happen no matter what or may be triggered by such things as your personality, age, tone of voice, or even clothing. One way to help ensure your authority and to establish an organized and productive classroom is to be very clear about your expectations and requirements on the very first day of class. It may feel unnecessary to explain classroom behavior expectations in a college class, but keep in mind that the majority of your students, especially in Fall quarter, are new to college and need these guidelines. Establishing clear expectations and requirements from the beginning builds a foundation for your class and can help prevent problems further on.

Being in the classroom, then (and this is true for any teacher), requires you to negotiate between your qualifications and how you are perceived. As the quarter progresses, the balance you maintain between asserting your authority and expressing pedagogical caring about your students will be the product of your daily interactions with your students—in other words, being in the classroom. 

Obviously, there is no one way to “be in the classroom,” and what works for one instructor may not work for another. Some things that construct your authority in the classroom are:

· The tone and choice of language in your syllabus. 

· The way you choose to address students.

· The way you ask students to address you.

· Forms of teacher/student interaction you enable.

· Forms of student interaction you encourage.

· How you choose to respond to student writing.

· How you conduct conferences.

· Your accessibility in and out of class.

· How you present yourself in the classroom.

· The types of classroom dynamics you foster.

Making Decisions in the Classroom

Put simply, you must be conscious of the decisions—however mundane—that will define your authority and accessibility in and out of the classroom. This sounds quite simple but requires a certain amount of thought on your part, and making decisions may be difficult when you find yourself in the midst of a heated discussion, or faced with an unexpected question. In addition, you will find that as the quarter progresses, it becomes harder and harder to alter patterns of interaction that have been established early on . . . even in the first day or two!

· As a teacher, think about what kind of presence in the classroom you want to create and what kind of presence comes naturally to you. For example, trying to be stern with your students when you gravitate toward a more easy-going demeanor may not make you a more effective teacher—only uncomfortable. On the other hand, if you’re comfortable being even more stern as a teacher than you would be in daily life, and you see that as helpful to students in your classroom, you may want to enact that kind of presence. 

· Be clear about your expectations, particularly those that pertain to respect for persons. The classroom should be a “safe space” for discussion, and students need to see you as responsible for the maintenance of that space. Heated disagreements and discussions need not happen at the expense of respect.

· Pay attention to the patterns you establish in the early days of class. Whatever patterns you establish early on are likely to become the culture of your classroom. If you want discussion to be part of that culture, have discussions right from the start. If you want students to write in class, get them writing as soon as you can.

· Establish reasonable guidelines (e.g., extensions for illness, less reading during midterms) that you can enforce. Telling your students you won’t give extensions and then crumbling at the first well-crafted excuse will only undermine your authority. At the same time, remember that it is much easier to start out strict and become more lenient.

· Respond to passing comments. Although not every aside you hear a student make will need a response from you, indicating to students that you are paying attention in class can help establish your presence in the classroom. Addressing minor complaints, for instance, can show your willingness to take into account the specific circumstance of the class, demonstrating your accessibility. 

· Work hard as a teacher, and teach topics that interest you. Your students should recognize both dynamics as part of your professionalism, and displaying an enthusiasm for learning and the topics at hand can prove infectious to your students. Let your students see your investment in the topics you discuss, as the way you present your knowledge—through humor, excitement, even distress—can make it and you more accessible.

· The bottom line: you are the teacher. In the classroom, this is inescapable. You may be interested in changing power dynamics in the classroom, in creating a student-centered learning environment, but ultimately you’re there to teach. Depending on where you fall on the spectrum ranging from directed-instruction to less-directed instruction, you may find it helpful to use clear demarcations—such as the ringing of the bell—to mark the divide between “you the ___” (recent college grad, fellow student, fan of Buffy, etc.) and “you the teacher.”

Expectations & Explanations

Whatever style you adopt in the classroom, you will need to tell your students repeatedly what you expect from them and what they should expect from you. Once you have established those expectations, you will need to tell the students how they are (or aren’t) fulfilling your expectations and learn how you are fulfilling theirs. The relationship of daily activities and reading and writing assignments to the course outcomes should be explained repeatedly. This way, students know what they’re doing and why.

· Begin the explanation process on the first day. Whatever topic you have chosen to take up through the essays you assign, be very clear about the relationship between the development of that topic (no matter what it is) and the development of student writing skills as detailed in the outcomes and in Writer/Thinker/Maker. You cannot be too clear about learning goals.

· Demonstrate the topic’s continuity. Spend a few minutes at the end of class or conference summarizing important points from the discussion. Consider beginning class by asking your students to recap the previous day’s discussion and speculate upon connections between established terms and new material.

· Emphasize goals. Throughout the quarter, the goal of 131 is to produce flexible writers who are prepared for the variety of writing tasks that will be required in other classes. Students need to know that difficult paper topics are practice for the even harder papers they will be asked to write later, not an unnecessary complication of a simple process. Most of all, share with your students the learning outcomes and traits you are targeting in each assignment so students know why they are doing what they are doing.

· Offer “meta” comments. Frame daily activities and discussions with references to course goals, or more specifically, upcoming writing assignments (“Today we’re comparing Harriet Jacobs to Harriet Beecher Stowe because you will be asked to write on both authors this weekend”). Similarly, use writing assignment topics to reiterate the goals you established in the syllabus. Your students need to be reminded that your decisions about course content aren’t arbitrary. 

· Explain portfolio grading early and often. Familiarize your students with the EWP’s four main learning outcomes and emphasize the advantages of portfolio grading: they get to decide what gets evaluated, and they get more time to revise. Students will still be nervous about not knowing their grades until the end of the quarter, so be prepared to explain (both to individuals and to the class as a whole) how students can assess their standing in the class using paper comments and/or conference feedback.

Monitoring the Classroom

Not every lull in discussion, or low-energy group assignment, is a reflection on you or your abilities as a teacher. Such lapses, however, can help you to gain insight into how your students work and are learning. If, for example, an assignment produces unexpected problems in your class, you may be able to learn from them. You will want to use such moments, as well as solicited and unsolicited feedback from your class, to think about ways to address problems in your classroom (many TAs express concerns about discussion particularly). Monitoring the state of your class, both formally and informally, can allow you to begin to improve classroom dynamics. Some things to try:

· Keep a teaching log (example below). Taking a few minutes to write an account (even informally) of a day’s teaching can help chart what works and what doesn’t for a specific class, as well as provide the opportunity to monitor individual reactions to the material.

· Have your students reflect on the class. One-minute freewrites at the end of class, in which students write down the most important point from the day’s discussion and pose an unanswered question, can be useful. So can impromptu discussions starting with such questions as: “So, what’s not working today?” or “Why isn’t anyone talking?” 

· Stop everything and talk about the class. This may not always solicit the most frank comments from students, but sometimes such a discussion can improve class dynamics.

· Use conferences to get feedback. Conferences can be a good time to address the needs of individual students. Asking a student what you can do to help them participate more effectively in class can be useful and show that you care about their learning. 

· Have students fill out mid-quarter evaluations. Students can respond to the class with the comfort of anonymity, while you can assess what’s working and what isn’t. Decide what changes you are willing to make, and follow up evaluations with a discussion of those changes. This gives students the chance to see the results of the evaluation process in action, and if possible, to take responsibility for the changes. 

· Emphasize (and re-emphasize!) that you want to see your students in office hours. This can be a time for students to talk about their writing, reading, or other tasks in the class, but you may also receive useful feedback about the class during short chats in your office hours. 

· Invite an outside observer into your class. You are required to be observed by the EWP staff once during each of your first two quarters of teaching, but you can always ask to be observed more often. One of the EWP staff will be happy to come in at any time for a general observation or to help you with a more specific issue (slow discussions, problem students, etc.), and these observations will be kept confidential.  The UW Center for Instructional Development and Research (CIDR) is also a great resource; a trained staff member will observe your class, interview your students, and give you confidential (and gentle) feedback (http://depts.washington.edu/cidrweb/consulting/assessment.html). While it may be scary to have someone come in and observe you teaching, it can be extremely productive, and you will learn positive things about your teaching approach that you were never aware of!

Example 1: Teaching Log
English department professor John Webster makes a regular habit of keeping (and sometimes sharing with) students copies of his teaching log at the end of the quarter—as a way to show them his thoughts "from the other side of the desk."  This teaching log follows one assignment sequence (on Tompkins) through three weeks. (From Steve Browning)  

Great class. The encoding/decoding was the right thing to do. Mon. 10/6

Handed out Writing element of Assignment #1 - Discussed thesis / controlling idea.

Discussed why sometimes “the most objective history” might not be the best one: the role of history in perpetuating “shared values” (and how tricky that whole thing is), the entertainment or artful element of the historian’s work, etc. Writing history is more than making a list of events.

Did a ten-minute freewriting on their articles: broke into groups to get ideas from their comrades.

Last five minutes: discussed what I wanted the Prewriting to look like, why it was important.

Tompkins Summary (Returned 10/7):

Pretty good for the most part, given that I gave them no more direction than “go write a one-page summary of Tompkins”

A tendency to deal more with the actual historical issues, rather than the (metacognitive) issue of writing histories.

Mostly check +’s.

Tues. 10/7:

Discussed argument: making a contestable claim in the paper. Warrants and claims.

Discussed narrowing that claim to a focused statement about one element of a larger issue (intro to “Cut Out and Dig In”).

Went over prospectuses(?) with those (few) who submitted them.

Had them get started on prewriting in class.

Assigned prewriting for tomorrow: Bring 10 claims with evidence about each on two of your articles to class.

Idea: Break them into groups of 3 tomorrow. Have one student ask the other about their warrants/claims, getting them to explain them out, while the third student writes down what is said. That “transcript” could be given to the student doing the talking as a reminder of what s/he is thinking.

Wed. 10/8:

Had them freewrite on narrowing the paper topic.

Did the idea. The discussion went well, but the scribing fell flat, so I gave them the last 19 minutes to write down what they had said to their colleagues about their warrants and claims.

They have some good ideas, those of them who are working.

Only one of them had started writing. Christ.

Thurs. 10/9:

Collected the 1st drafts. Had them do a twenty minute freewrite on now the experience felt, exchange anonymously, then read what they thought to be the highlights of the paper they had. What a penitent lot.

Discussed ethos - setting up authority early on in the paper.

Mon. 10/13:

Discussed organization. Presented the pyramid model: controlling idea, supporting ideas. explanation of claims. Also talked about outlines.

Evidence, evidence, evidence! Support, support, support! Defend, defend, defend!

Did Writing Center blurb. Told them about conferences Wed. & Thurs., passed around sign-up sheet.

Assigned TEW pp 53-83 to help out with reviewing / revising.

Tues. 10/14:

Discussed the differences between reportage (what they shouldn’t be doing but many are)

Returned 1st drafts: put off due dale of Final Draft till MON. 10/20. argument.

Returned to organization and “little lost dogs.”

Discussed evidence, support, defend.

On the 1st drafts of Tompkins paper:
- A strong tendency (1/2 of the papers, maybe) to report on the articles Tompkins discusses, summarize, and only bean process of interpretation and argument (one sentence, perhaps,

“explaining” the obvious about the quote just mentioned). Pretty rare for them to comment/speculate on the authors’ motivation/agenda: even more rare for them to situate that agenda into their own arguments. This is to be expected. I suppose.

-  A tendency (even further off the mark set by the assignment) to report/opine on the event in question, rather than to interrogate the writing about the event

-  Much deficiency in evidence, which serves as both cause and effect of the above 2 problems.

-  The ESL issues are a bit overwhelming. What am I to do with this?

Mon. 10/20:

Collected final drafts of Tompkins assignment (Should have reiterated that I wanted all drafts, outlines, prewriting, etc: only about half provided that on the basis of the course outline alone.)

In way of introducing Percy, discussed positivism (empiricism for determining facts, logic for determining the associations between them) and "the body of human knowledge." Put the following quote (from Companion to Epistemology) on the board, in way of giving them a context for looking for deeper meanings in Percy: The positivist conception of knowledge in its original and purest form sees human knowledge as a complex intellectual structure employed for the successful anticipation of future experience. It requires, on the one hand. a linguistic or conceptual framework in which to express what is to be categorized and predicted and, on the other, a factual element which provides that abstract form with content.

It’s a ridiculously difficult passage but I figure it’s good exercise for the reading muscles. I’ll return to it often.

Assigned “Loss of the Creature” for tomorrow, told them read with an eye for what Percy means by the following: “expert,” “consumer,” “sovereignty,” “symbolic complex.” Come to class ready to write about it.

Evaluations

The course evaluations a new TA receives in January, after the first quarter of teaching (returned to you online at http://www.washington.edu/cec) are often surprising: favorable, mediocre, or just downright lousy. Because of the nature of the forms used for course evaluations at the UW (see sample form below), this feedback is best thought of as only a partial gauge of your effectiveness as a teacher. Any one-to-one relationship between teaching ability and feedback on the course evaluations is probably unsafe to make; still, there are things you can learn from these course evaluations.

While we would all like to receive “good” evaluations, the frustration instructors often feel as a result of “bad” evaluations is not necessarily a product of criticism, but of criticism that results from miscommunication. Monitoring the classroom, giving explicit explanations for course content, and establishing an accessible and respected presence in the classroom are all methods through which you can “manage” your evaluations. The following section discusses these management techniques in more detail.
The EWP Director meets with every new TA to discuss, help read and interpret, and troubleshoot course evaluations in year one of teaching in the program. This meeting typically takes place in Winter quarter. If you ever have concerns about your evaluations (e.g., you feel you are being unfairly targeted due to your identity or politics or teaching style, you are consistently receiving feedback that is lower or more negative than you desire, you need help processing or understanding feedback) please reach out to the EWP Director for support. You are always welcome and invited to seek support. 
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Being Evaluated By Your Students

“Kids, you tried your best and you failed miserably. The lesson is, never try.”
 – Homer Simpson

Since Autumn 2014, UW’s campus has made the formal transition from paper to online course evaluations. This system is eco-friendly, but it also makes distributing and keeping track of these records much easier. Furthermore, there are options for customization that allow instructors to seek feedback on individualized teaching goals. Course evaluations are not only posted on the internet, but when you receive them you are required to download copies for yourself and give the originals to the EWP program coordinator, Jacob Huebsch. These evaluations become part of your teaching file and are used (in part) to determine later placement and hiring decisions. Perhaps the most important thing for instructors to do with evaluations is to figure out how to learn from them, no matter how incomplete an evaluation process they represent.

· Request the forms early. The course evaluation forms are provided by the Office of Educational Assessment, and you can order the forms online from OEA (https://depts.washington.edu/iasuw/formreq/cerequest.php). Once you order online, the forms become available in about 4 days. There is not an “expedited” option, so be sure to have online forms ready to go by week 8 or 9. You are then able to specify exactly when forms will be accessible to students.
· Get to know the forms. Instructors have found it useful to utilize the language of the forms in their spoken and written instruction. For example, the forms ask students if they have had, for example, “the opportunity for practicing what was learned”—something that you could both build into your class and make clear to students when they’re doing it.
· When to distribute forms. You’ll want to think some about the best time to distribute course evaluations in your class. They are usually conducted some time in the final two weeks, and it is important to give students plenty of time to complete the evaluations. Because they are online, you’ll also want to make sure that students have access to some kind of technology—laptop, tablet, or computer lab—to access and complete the forms. Some instructors have found it useful to:
· have conferences close to the time when the evaluations are done, as conferences emphasize individual progress and your contribution to that progress as an instructor.
· keep the evaluation day away from major due dates, as stress can lead to overly negative reactions on the forms.
· make it very clear to students when they'll be doing evaluations, and how important they are to you. 
· have students fill out evaluations during class time. While online evaluations can be completed at home, trial runs have demonstrated that response rates are much higher when students are given time to respond in class rather than finding time to do so at home (even with constant reminders and clear instructions).
· conduct evaluations early in the class period, giving students at least 20 minutes to fill them out; this keeps them from rushing through and leaving early.
Explaining the Evaluations to Your Students

Unless you explain it to them, most students will not understand what course evaluations are used for, who reads them, and the consequences of their responses. Many students think the form will only be seen by you (resulting in jokes, informality, or indirection), while others think only “the university” will see their feedback. You may want to:

· Emphasize the importance of the forms to you, explaining that they become part of your file (perfect if you’re teaching Foucault!) and that you use them to improve your teaching.

· Recognize the one-size-fits-all nature of the forms, but ask students to try to work with the forms, giving meaningful responses anyway.

· Tell students who reads the forms. Responses to both forms go to you and the department; summaries of responses to the scanned forms go on the Internet.

· Encourage students to spend time on the handwritten form, as that feedback is usually the most revealing and helpful for you.

Reading & Interpreting Your Evaluations

By the time the evaluations come back to you, you will likely be engrossed in your next class. It may be tempting to snatch them out of your campus mailbox and read them immediately. Because the evaluations are sometimes hard to get meaningful data out of, and because evaluations are often not what instructors expect, it is a good idea to designate a specific time (when you’re ready!) to read your course evaluations. 

New TAs often expect higher marks than they receive, and it is important to have reasonable expectations and be in a “good place” (both physically and mentally) when you read the evaluations. Truth be told, it will likely take a few quarters for your evaluations to be acceptable to you. Reading through your evaluations, no matter how good or how bad, the trick is to identify one or two themes in the evaluations that you can work on in your teaching.
The Open-Answer Evaluation for English 131: A Case Study

by Amy Vidali

In the spring of 2002, I performed a study of 454 of the (at this time) handwritten open-answer evaluations for English 131, gathered from 17 instructors in 29 courses taught during Fall 2000 to Winter 2002. The data from the study shows the sorts of things students in 131 seem to find important (at least when they filled out the forms). Also, the data gives you some idea of “what’s to come”—which will hopefully ease your mind, and in some cases, make you laugh. After the data is a brief discussion of “What to take from this study.” If you’re in a rush, skip the data and read this brief section on meta-teaching.

The data is organized by the four questions on the hand written form: 

1. Was this class intellectually stimulating? Did it stretch your thinking? Yes No Why or why not?

2. What aspects of this class contributed most to your learning? 

3. What aspects of this class detracted from your learning? 

4. What suggestions do you have for improving the class? 

The information the students provided is in the tables, followed by limited analysis and examples from the evaluations themselves.

1. Was this class intellectually stimulating? Did it stretch your thinking? Yes No Why or why not?

	
	
	

	YES
	total: 441
	total: 93.0%

	Yes–general explanation
	429
	90.5%

	Yes with no explanation
	12
	2.5%

	SORT OF
	total: 14
	total: 3.0%

	Sort of with explanation
	13
	2.7%

	Sort of with no explanation
	1
	--

	NO & OTHER
	total: 15
	total: 3.2%

	
	
	


Analysis & Examples

Most English 131 instructors would likely claim not to have such an enthusiastic response in the classroom (93% claimed to be intellectually stimulated). While we can be hopeful that we are doing so well, it may also be that the binary presented (“yes or no”) before explaining their reactions may sway student response; after taking the course for 10 weeks, they probably want to think they got something out of it, or they may figure they “should” have and try to “prove” that this is the case. The responses to this question display a quite dependable “I once was lost but now I’m found” sort of pattern:

· “Because it helped me realize that my writing was not at the college level yet….At times it did stretch my thinking because I had to grasp a certain concept that I had never used before.”

· “The class was very stimulating for me because it made me think about things I would have never thought about…”

· “[teacher] started us off in the beginning with some works that made us stretch our mind so much that we thought we would never enjoy the class. But in the end we all now look at everything in a far more intelligent way. i.e., we can see Foucault in Everything.”

· “The class was intellectually stimulating. It made me think to the point where it felt like my head was going to explode.”

2. What aspects of this class contributed most to your learning? 

*ALL APPROPRIATE ANSWERS MARKED* (n = 474, total ( 100%)

	
	
	

	Discussions
	159
	33.5%

	writing/revising
	107
	22.6%

	Instructor
	103
	21.7%

	Conferences
	60
	12.7%

	Readings
	50
	10.5%

	peer review/group work
	50
	10.5%

	abstract comments
	46
	9.7%

	Other
	22
	4.6%

	mention of unusual class activities/assignments
	13
	2.7%

	nothing written
	9
	--

	writing center
	2
	--

	
	
	


These responses are interesting in that they reveal that students do remember what it is that we have done and appreciate alternate approaches. Interestingly, compared to the first question, the responses to this second question tend to be much more pragmatic, focusing on writing skills rather than personal growth (we could spend the next 20 years theorizing why students chose these categories…). 

3. What aspects of this class detracted from your learning? 

*ALL APPROPRIATE ANSWERS MARKED* (n = 474, total ( 100%)

	
	
	

	POSITIVE FEEDBACK
	total: 160
	total:  33.8%

	nothing written
	60
	12.7%

	nothing/none/?
	88
	18.6%

	nothing and positive comment
	12
	2.5%

	GRADES, EXPECTATIONS
	total: 28
	total: 5.9%

	lack of grades, grading system
	12
	2.5%

	didn’t know what teacher expected, expectations changed
	16
	3.4%

	WORKLOAD
	total: 70
	total: 14.8%

	too much work
	64
	13.5

	length of readings
	6
	--

	CONTENT
	total: 56
	total: 11.8%

	course content
	33
	7.9%

	not understanding content
	23
	4.9%

	APPROACH
	total: 70
	total: 14.8%

	peer review/group work
	21
	4.4%

	instructor style/organization
	19
	4.0%

	too little discussion/participation
	13
	2.7%

	use of class time
	13
	2.7%

	too much discussion
	4
	--

	OTHER STUDENTS
	total: 16
	total: 3.8%

	off-topic discussion (usually blame students)
	9
	--

	students generally distracting
	7
	--

	GENERAL CRITICISM
	total: 19
	total: 4.0%

	Bored
	5
	--

	Strike
	4
	--

	too easy
	3
	--

	use of technology
	3
	--

	more freedom
	2
	--

	writing center/tutoring
	2
	--

	BEYOND THE CONTROL OF THE CLASS
	total: 93
	total: 19.6%

	comments on room
	21
	4.4%

	other (all unduplicated comments)
	18
	4.0%

	blamed themselves
	16
	3.4%

	class too long
	11
	2.3%

	complaint lodged, then taken back
	8
	--

	personal issue
	6
	--

	Humor
	5
	--

	book (2), cell phones (2), weather (2), earthquake (2)
	8
	--

	
	
	


Expected Feedback

Responses that pertained to grades/expectations, workload, content, and approach seem to address the question at hand, as do general comments on students’ own progress and comments on other students. These comments can often be very helpful to you and help distinguish between what you meant to do and what you achieved (and what you altogether missed). Keep in mind that workload will be a complaint no matter what you do! What is perhaps surprising is that these “useful” results constitute only 55% of the responses. Some examples:

· “I felt that the class periods were sometimes wasted with lecture. We could have used that time to [work] hours more on our writing.”

· “The part of the class that I didn’t like was the grading papers. Often times comments made on a rough draft were completely opposite to those made on the revision….It was difficult to understand what was expected.”

No Constructive Feedback

33.8% provided no constructive feedback when elicited. It is perhaps surprising that so many students are not critical after having proclaimed their ability to be critical in responding to the first question on the evaluation. Perhaps encouraging the students to be critical, as you’ve discussed all quarter, can help get more feedback for you. Also, repeat (many times!) that you won’t get the evaluations until after grades are in.

Random Feedback

Nearly 20% of all feedback commented on issues beyond the control of the instructor, and you will likely find this frustrating. As an instructor, you can try to explain the purposes of the evaluation to eliminate such responses, though they will likely persist to some degree. Responses include:

· “the lack of circulation in the room. the heat.”

· “The only distractions may have been my stupid chemistry class that should have been 8 credits and took up way more time than it should have…”

· “I hate to say it, but: The jocks in the class. They put a pressure on me to say funny stuff.”

· “…also, I don’t like the organization of the room.”

4. What suggestions do you have for improving the class? (condensed table)

*ALL APPROPRIATE ANSWERS MARKED* (n = 474, total ( 100%)

	
	
	

	POSITIVE FEEDBACK
	total: 178 

(154)
	total: 37.6% (32.5%)

	only positive feedback
	78
	16.5%

	Nothing written
	44
	9.3%

	“nothing/none”
	32
	6.8%

	Positive feedback in addition to suggestions
	24
	5.1%

	GRADES, EXPECTATIONS
	total: 44
	total: 9.3%

	WORKLOAD
	total: 55
	total: 11.6%

	CONTENT
	total: 60
	total: 12.7%

	APPROACH
	total: 97
	total: 20.5%

	GENERAL CRITICISM/COMMENTS
	total: 27
	total: 5.7%

	BEYOND THE  OF CONTROL OF CLASS
	total: 60
	total: 12.7%

	
	
	


Feedback that seemed to pertain to the course in some way is a smaller percentage than the previous question: 44.9%. This may be because this question and the one that precedes it are somewhat similar. It may be helpful to the students to discuss how these categories can be interpreted differently (if only to get more feedback). Of course, there is also the possibility that you will force a response. Random suggestions were also common for this question:
· “Buy a coffeemaker and put it in class. Therefore the class would be more energetic…”

· “a bigger classroom–just kidding!”

What to Take from This Case Study

Hopefully, this has given you some idea of what to expect, and more importantly, motivation to explain that specific responses are more helpful. Overall, you will likely have mixed reactions to your evaluations, ranging from disappointment to delight, from confusion to humor. This project was motivated by a genre theory class, and this is important: what I found, both by studying these particular evaluations as well as evaluation history and theory, is that these evaluations have lives of their own, and to some degree are self-perpetuating and self-reifying. Their content is often not as useful as it could be to you, and while you can (and arguably should) do your best to rectify this, the genre of the student evaluation is a strong one, and no amount of “instruction” from you may change that (though I’d still try). Furthermore, for some students, there will simply never be any real motivation to fill out an evaluation thoroughly; in fact, some students transgress by not filling out the form at all. Also, as we tend to point to the evaluation as a safe place to complain (see the critical reflection instructions), we probably shouldn’t be surprised by what we get. 

What We Learn: Meta-Teaching

It makes sense that evaluations should not be regarded as a truly “accurate” reflection of your teaching or effort, especially at first. This is not to say that they are useless or totally off the mark—far from it. In fact, what evaluations most often teach us is the difference between what we thought we did and what came across to the students. From my first evaluations, I learned that I needed to spend more time meta-teaching; that is, not just teaching, but explaining why we (and I) were doing certain things and not others, and how we/I would go about accomplishing the goals of the course. Some meta-teaching examples:

· Don’t launch straight into teaching each day; take time to explain what you are going to do and why (rather than students having to figure out “why” on their own).

· Explain the purpose of doing a particular exercise in groups instead of independently (rather than simply putting students in groups and beginning the exercise). 

· When giving praise, explain why you are pleased that something was done well (rather than implying that you simply “got what you asked for”). Students may not be used to getting this pedagogical information, but they’ll appreciate it!

When you first start teaching, explaining your motivations specifically may seem obvious, but you can never be too clear in your goals, so take the time to explain why, how, and when in no uncertain terms. If you meet these goals, your evaluations will likely be more positive. Students are looking to see that they got what they expected, and they learn what to expect from you. That said, laugh at the anomalies and surprises that evaluations will also always contain.

Example 1: Course Evaluation Form “E”


Form E is designed for those classes that are skill oriented and in which students get “hands on” experiences related to future occupational demands. Such classes include nursing, art studio, social-work field experience, etc.





Example 2: Student Comment Sheet


This yellow sheet is included with your “Form E” evaluation forms and is often where you receive the most useful feedback.
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