
[Rev Fall 2019] 

  
 
  
 

 

An Interpretation Guide for the 

http://www.sjsu.edu/senate/docs/F04-1.pdf


[Rev Fall 2019]  Page 2 of 19 

Table of Contents 

  

SOTE Interpretation Quick Guide ...................................................................................................................... 3 

History and Policy .............................................................................................................................................. 4 

The SOTE Survey ............................................................................................................................................. 5 

Instructions .................................................................................................................................................... 5 

Closed-Ended Questions ............................................................................................................................... 6 

Informational Questions ................................................................................................................................. 7 

Open-Ended Questions .................................................................................................................................. 7 

Interpretation of the SOTE Ratings .................................................................................................................... 8 

SOTE Reporting ............................................................................................................................................. 8 

Overview of Reliability and Validity ................................................................................................................. 9 

Course Characteristics .................................................................................................................................... 10 

College and Content .................................................................................................................................... 10 

Course Level ................................................................................................................................................ 11 

Class Size .................................................................................................................................................... 12 

Official and Expected Grades ....................................................................................................................... 13 

Administration .............................................................................................................................................. 14 

Instructor Characteristics ................................................................................................................................. 15 

Gender ......................................................................................................................................................... 15 

Race and Ethnicity ....................................................................................................................................... 15 

Language Background ................................................................................................................................





[Rev Fall 2019]  Page 4 of 



http://www.sjsu.edu/senate/docs/F12-6.pdf
http://www.sjsu.edu/senate/docs/F12-6.pdf
http://www.sjsu.edu/senate/docs/S17-2.pdf


[Rev Fall 2019]  Page 6 of 19 

Closed-Ended Questions  

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

Relevance Q1 Demonstrated relevance of the course 
content. 

[no change] 

Learning 
Environment 

Q2 Used assignments that enhanced learning. 
[no change] 

Helping Students 
Think 

Q3 Summarized/emphasized important points. 
[no change] 

Learning 
Environment 

Q4 Was responsive to questions and 
comments from students. 

[no change] 

Learning 
Environment 

Q5 Established an atmosphere that facilitated 
learning. 

[no change] 

Responsiveness 
to Students 

Q6 Was approachable for assistance. 
[no change] 

Responsiveness 
to Students 

Q7 Was responsive to the diversity of students 
in class. 

Was respectful of 
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Informational Questions 
 

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

Q14 What is your current estimate of your expected 
overall grade in this course? (A; B; C; D or F; Other) 

[no change] 

Q15 You are a: (Freshman; Sophomore; Junior; Senior; 
Graduate Student; Credential Student; Other)  

[no change] 

Q16 Did you complete this form without undue influence 
from other students? (Yes; No)  

[no change] 

Q17 
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Interpretation of the SOTE Ratings 

SOTE Reporting 

To aid in interpretation, official SOTE reports provide data (means, standard deviations, and medians) for the 
instructor’s department, college, and the university as a whole. 

Mean: This is the arithmetic average of student responses. Note, however, that most student rating 
distributions are skewed (that is, the ratings bunch up toward one end, typically the right end), in which 
case the mean does not represent the typical or most frequently occurring rating.    

Standard Deviation: This statistic measures the variability among the responses (i.e., how much, on the 
average, student responses vary from the mean). Like the mean, the standard deviation is an 
inappropriate measure of variability when the distribution is skewed.   

Median: This is the middle ranking. A median of 3.5 indicates that half the students gave ratings higher 
and half lower than 3.5. The median is helpful in cases where outliers might influence the mean and 
standard deviation (e.g. cases in which a few extremely high or extremely low ratings push the mean 
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Overview of Reliability and Validity 

The norms and statistics reported in this Interpretation Guide were calculated from SOTE survey results from 
Fall 2016 and Spring 2017. All courses across all colleges were included in this analysis, resulting in a total of 
139,303 student responses (Fall ’16 = 79,983 responses; Spring ’17 = 59,320 responses) 

Cronbach’s alpha (α) is 0.97 across all 13 questions, indicating a very strong level of internal consistency across 
questions.  We also note that Question 13 is strongly correlated with all of the other items. While Question 13 is 
often used as an index of overall effectiveness, we recommend that evaluations of teaching effectiveness 
consider all 13 items. 
 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 
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Course Characteristics  

College and Content 

There appear to be some differences in average ratings of overall teaching effectiveness (Q13) 
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Course Level 

There appears to be slight differences in the average ratings of overall teaching effectiveness (Q13) across 
student level (i.e., frosh, junior, graduate, etc.) as well as level of instruction (e.g., upper- vs. lower-division 
courses).  

 
Error Bars = +/- 1 SD 

 

 
Error Bars = +/- 1 SD 

 
Research on student evaluations at other universities shows that ratings in graduate and credential classes tend 
to be higher than in undergraduate classes (see also Arreola, 2000; Marsh & Hocevar, 1991). However, ratings 
across lower and upper division courses tend to be relatively similar (Arreola, 2000).  
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Official and Expected Grades 

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

 
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. 

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 
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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   
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Instructor Characteristics 
Whereas analyses of SOTES responses in relation to various instructor characteristics is 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 intended to be a comprehensive review of such factors, but a brief review is 
presented here as a point of consideration.  

Gender
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Rank and Tenure 

Findings on the impact of student evaluations according to the faculty members’ status, rank, and tenure are 
mixed. While some have found that non-tenured faculty receive lower ratings than tenured faculty (e.g., 
McPherson & Todd Jewell, 2007), others have found that adjunct and temporary faculty tend to receive higher 
ratings than tenure-track faculty (Figlio, Schapiro & Soter, 2015; McPherson et al., 2009).  There does not appear 
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