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SOTE Interpretation Quick Guide
Background and Administration

● The Student Evaluation of Teaching Effectiveness (SOTE) instrument was created to assess student
perceptions of teaching effectiveness (the current version was revised in Fall 2019).

● The survey begins with a brief introduction and overview, followed by 13 closed-ended items, 4
informational items, and 3 open-ended questions.

● SOTE surveys are administered by the SJSU Office of Institutional Research and Strategic Analytics
(IRSA) through CourseEval (online software integrated with Canvas).

Results, Reporting, and Interpretation

● Results are provided to individual instructors and department chairs. Results are also included in



● A recent memo from Provost Del Casino also required that RTP committee members “interpret
SOTEs from Fall 2020 with care” due to the challenges of converting instruction modality.

● Instructors and department chairs may request a report of responses to questions asking about ‘undue
influence’ from the IR Office. Typically, such requests occur when students make independent
allegations of improprieties and an investigation is conducted.

Questions? For an up-to-date listing of Student Evaluation Review Board members (which includes one
representative per college), visit

https://www.sjsu.edu/senate/committee-taskforce-information/assignments.php
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History and Policy
The Student Evaluation Review Board is an Operating Committee of the Academic Senate that reports to the
Professional Standards Committee. The board includes one faculty member from each of the seven colleges on
campus as well as one student representative (at-large). The directors of the Office of Institutional Research and
Strategic Analytics (IRSA) and the Center for Faculty Development serve as ex officio members on the
committee.

/senate/university-policies/policies-by-category/policy-sote.php
http://www.sjsu.edu/senate/docs/F12-6.pdf
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Closed-Ended Questions

Topic Item Old (Fall 2003 – Spring 2017) New (Fall 2017 – present)

Relev



Overall
Effectiveness

Q13 Overall, this instructors teaching was: (5,
very effective; 4, effective; 3, somewhat
effective; 2, ineffective; 1, very ineffective)

Overall, this instructor’s teaching was
effective.

Notes: Items and instructions that were revised in Fall 2017 are in bold font. Response options for Questions 1-12 on the old
instrument (Fall 2003 - Spring 2017) used the following scale: 5, Very Strongly Agree; 4, Strongly Agree; 3, Agree; 2, Disagree; 1,
Strongly Disagree; NA, Not Applicable/No Opportunity to Observe. The new instrument (Fall 2017 - present) adopts a slightly
modified scale (for all questions): 5, Strongly Agree; 4, Agree; 3, Neutral; 2, Disagree; 1, Strongly Disagree; NA, Not Applicable/No
Opportunity to Observe.

Informational Questions

Item Old





Interpretation of the SOTE Ratings

SOTE Ree
T

/senate/docs/S15-8.pdf


repeatedly observed for the same instructor, then RTP committees should consider further
evaluations for that instructor.
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Q12 1 0.790
Q13 1

The Pearson product moment correlation measures the strength of linear dependence between two variables, and varies between -1 and 1. As a rule of thumb,
correlations between .00 and .50 are considered weak; correlations between .50 and .70 are moderate, and correlations over .70 are relatively strong. The correlations
presented in the table above are all statistically significant at the p<.01 level.

In Fall 2022, 5.2% of students (n=3,229) responded ‘no’ to Question 16 (“Did you complete this form without
undue influence from other students?”) and 5.4% of students (n=3,316) responded ‘no’ to Question 17 (“Did
you complete this form without undue influence from the instructor?”). Of these students, most (n=3,017)
responded ‘no’ to both questions indicating that they may have misunderstood the question. In Spring 2023,
5.2% of students (n=2,860) responded ‘no’ to Question 16 (“Did you complete this form without undue
influence from other students?”) and 5.3% of students (n=2,945) responded ‘no’ to Question 17 (“Did you
complete this form without undue influence from the instructor?”). Of these students, most (n=2,691)
responded ‘no’ to both questions indicating that they may have misunderstood the question.

We also note that several factors are known to systematically influence SOTE ratings. This is demonstrated
below using Fall 2022-Spring 2023 data with references to similar findings from research conducted elsewhere.
These factors should be considered in any RTP evaluation of SOTE data and we encourage faculty members to
include additional information and explanation in their dossiers as necessary.
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Course Characteristics

College and Content
From the following figure, there appear to be some differences in the averages of the ratings of overall teaching
effectiveness (Q13) across colleges at San Jose State. This is a common trend, Stroebe 2020 contains a review
of articles studying the correlation between disciplines and faculty ratings, with faculty in science and
engineering obtaining less positive ratings (see also Gravestock & Gregor-Greenleaf, 2008).

Mean Response of Instructor’s Teaching Effectiveness by College

Error Bars = +/- 1 SD

There are also differences in average ratings between departments within colleges. It is therefore important that
RTP committees











Official and Expected Grades
Possibly the most notable impact on student ratings is their anticipated and official grade in the course.

Mean Response of Instructor’s Teaching Effectiveness by Students’ Official Grade6

Error Bars = +/- 1 SD

In fact, it is well established that student ratings are positively associated with both expected and actual course
grades (e.g., Kulik, 2001). Greenwald & Gillmore (1997) further concluded that grading leniency exerts an
important influence on ratings. However, another possible explanation for this result is that strong instructors
teach courses in which students both learn a lot (therefore, they earn and deserve high grades) and give
appropriately high ratings to the course and the instructor (Spooren and Mortelmans, 2006).

Nevertheless, when interpreting SOTE ratings, we encourage RTP committees to note the distribution of
expected grades. Classes in which the majority of students expect either low or high grades should be fairly
rare (exceptions to this would be graduate and credential classes in which a grade lower than a “B” is often
considered equivalent to a failing grade). In addition, expected grades for a class should show some relationship
to actual grades. In cases where there is a wide discrepancy (e.g. 80% of the class expects a grade of “A” while
the actual average grade for the class is a “C”) RTP committees may request further information from the
instructor.

6 Please note that although WUs appear on this graph, students with a WU are removed from the SOTE/SOLATE reports.
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Administration
Several studies have failed to detect a significant difference in ratings between online evaluations and paper
evaluations (Donovan et al., 2006; Hardy, 2003; Heath et al., 2007; Laubsch, 2006; Spooner et al., 1999). At
SJSU, a study by Sujitparapitaya and Briggs (2010) indicated that there was no significant difference for a
majority of the responses between online evaluations and paper evaluations (similar to findings from a study
conducted at Brigham Young University, Sorenson & Johnson, 2006). While some studies have found that
specific questions may be answered more favorably in online evaluations (Liu, 2006; see also Avery et al.,
2006; Cao et al., 2007), others have reported that paper evaluations produced higher scores for individual
questions and total scores (Chang, 2003; Mau et al., 2012).

Importantly, the overall response rate at SJSU has remained the same, if not improved, since the university
moved to online implementation in 2013 (48.1% in Fall 2022; 47.1% in Spring 2023). We also note that there is
no evidence for a significant difference in student responses to Question 13 across the Fall and Spring semesters
(Mfall = 4.36, SDfall = .95; Mspring = 4.39, SDspring = .93).

A study by Guder and Maliaris (2013) showed that the response rate of online evaluation increased when emails
were sent and when faculty emphasized the importance of completing the evaluations in class. Van Mol (2017)
suggested that sending extra reminders with specific reminder content is effective for increasing online
evaluation response rates.
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Instructor Characteristics
Whereas analyses of SOTES responses in relation to various instructor characteristics are not reported here, the
factors discussed below have been identified in existing literature as possible threats to the validity of student
evaluations. Note that this is not
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