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higher student ratings relative to
medium size classes which are
receiving the lower ratings. There is
no consensus concerning the point
at which the negative relationship
between these two variable ends and
becomes positive. Glass reported the
negative effect ending at about 40
students whereas Marsh found it to
be around 200 students.

Using a multidimensional ap-
proach, Marsh (1979a; 1980b; 1983)
determined that Class Size was
moderately correlated with two
dimensions of student ratings;
“group interaction” and “individual
rapport.” He did not find the typical
negative relationship between Class
Size and (1) overall student ratings
or (2) other dimensions of the
evaluation instrument. Based on
these results, Marsh (1984) argues
that Class Size should not be treated
as a bias to student ratings because
its effects are legitimate and, thus,
accurately reflected in the student
ratings. He contends that Class Size
has a moderate effect on some
dimensions of effective teaching,
primarily “group interaction” and
individual rapport.” From a logical
standpoint it seems that the effect of
Class Size on these two dimensions
of effective teaching would normally
become more negative as Class Size
grows because it would become
increasingly more difficult for an
instructor to give the same attention
to the students, both individually and
on a group basis. On the other hand,
relatively smaller class sizes should
normally lend themselves to more
effective instructor/student interac-
tion and rapport because there
would be enough time to share with
all the students on an equal basis.
Nevertheless, this does not explain
why, at some Class Size level,
student ratings have been shown to
become more positive.

In summary, the research on
Class Size and student ratings is
very mixed and reflects a complex
area of study that, in order to be
understood and not misinterpreted,
should obviously be viewed as
multidimensional. The complexity of
the problem is reflected by Cranton
and Smith’s (1986) research where
they reported the effect of Class Size
on student ratings varied tremen-
dously, depending upon, among
other things, the level of instruction

(e.g. junior versus senior) and the
department in which the data was
collected. The multidimensional
approach to research in this area has
been producing the most logical
results and, hopefully, future re-
search on this extraneous variable
will generate more consistent and
revealing results.

Sex of the Instructor and Sex of the
Student

The results of the research
involving this variable are mixed, but
seem to indicate that similarity of
student/instructor gender has a
relatively weak statistical relation-
ship to higher student ratings. For
example, Ferber and Hubert (1975)
and Walker (1968) found the higher
ratings were received by female
instructors from female students.
Walker also found that the lower
ratings were received by male
instructors from female students.

Prior Interest in the Subject Matter

This variable asks the question:
Does a student’s prior interest in a
particular subject have a significant
impact on student ratings? The
general findings of the research in
this area indicate that there is higher
statistical relationship between these
two variables than between any of
the other extraneous variables and
student ratings.

Marsh argues that Prior Interest
in the Subject Matter “is a variable
that influences some aspects of
effective teaching (particularly
Learning/Value) and these effects
are accurately reflected in . . .
student ratings. Higher student
interest in the subject apparently
creates a more favorable learning
environment and facilitates effective
teaching, and this effect is reflected
in student ratings.” As a result,
Marsh argues that the relationship
between Prior Interest in the Subject
Matter and student ratings should be
viewed as having a logical effect
rather than a biasing effect.

Administrative Leniency

Administrative Leniency occurs
under specific conditions and
normally results in somewhat higher
overall student ratings. Administra-
tive leniency occurs when one or
more of the following situations

occur: (1) a faculty member tells
students that the main purpose of
the class evaluation is for a merit/
tenure/promotion decision, (2) the
student ratings are not anonymous,
or (3) the faculty member is present
when the evaluation is given
(Feldman, 1979).

Academic Field

There have been too few studies
to determine a definite trend but
there is a tendency for faculty in the
fine arts, languages, and humanities
to receive higher evaluations than
faculty in other fields such as
engineering, math, and physical or
social sciences (Feldman, 1978).

Student Leniency

The elements of Student Leniency
occur under specific conditions and
normally result in noticeable but not
significant differences in student
ratings. The elements of Student
Leniency are (1) required versus
elective courses, (2) level of course,
and (3) year in school. Elective
courses and courses which students
are taking for general interest tend
te be rated somewhat higher than
required courses (Marsh, 1984).
Graduate level courses tend to be
rated more favorably than under-
graduate courses; senior courses are
normally rated more favorably than
junior courses; junior courses are
usually rated higher than sophomore
courses; and so on (Marsh, 1984;
Aleamoni, 1981).

Instructor Characteristics

Instructor Characteristics have a
minor impact in certain situations
and have generated mixed findings
with the tendency for little pattern or
statistical significance. Instructor
characteristics refer to Faculty Rank
and Research Productivity. The
relationship between student ratings
and either Faculty Rank or Research
Productivity appear to be positive
but very weak (Aubrecht, 1979;
Aleamoni, 1981). In somewhat
related research, Bendig, Kulik,
McKlechie (1975) and Kulik (1974)
reported that communication ability
was the one item that distinguished
instructors with higher student
ratings from those with lower
ratings.
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