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IV A Closer Look at the Ryukoku University
Class Evaluation Questionnaire: Does a Better
Assessment Instrument Necessarily Lead to a More
Effective Class Evaluation System?
Kokusai Bunka Gakubu  Michael Furmanovsky

In the years 2003-05, the Ryukoku University Class
Evaluation Questionnaire (hereafter CEQ) was thoroughly
and comprehensively redesigned. This task was undertaken
by an inter-gakubu committee working under the direction
of the Kyoiku Kaihatsu Center. The members of the team,
several of whom were experts in the field, undertook

extensive research into questionnaire design and sought

out "best practice" examples from Japanese, American,
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Australian and British universities. The result of this work
and numerous debates about every aspect of questionnaire
design, was the current CEQ with its streamlined one page
set of basic questions and a wide range of additional
questions in the "Question Bank." Despite this work,
however, there seems little doubt that significant changes
in the nature of the class evaluation instrument have not led
to major improvements in the quality of student feedback or
in the way in which this quantitative and qualitative data is
relayed to and ultimately made use of by instructors. This
article attempts to look at a number of assumptions that
were made by the committee when the CEQ was
redesigned, and attempts to explore some of the possible
reasons why the current system of class evaluation has not
been as successful as might have been hoped. This is done
by compiling a list of assumptions that were made by the
members of the committee while redesigning the CEQ in
2003-05, followed by some comments about these

assumptions.

Assumption 1. Students will take the CEQ Seriously without
teachers giving them assurance that their views will be taken
into account by the instructor either later on in the same

semester or in the same academic year.

It seems self-evident to anyone who has taught at Ryukoku
University for some time, that most students do not take the
CEQ as seriously as we would like. If we put ourselves into
their position, it is easy to see why. Simply put, they do not
see it as a something that is likely to lead to a better
learning experience for them during that same semester or
academic year. Rather they tend to see it as a tool for the
university or the instructor to get some general feedback
about his or her curriculum or methodology that is not
necessarily of direct relevance to them. Evidence shows
that most students are reasonably satisfied with any given
class to begin with. More importantly, however, those that
are not satisfied, often find that the CEQ does not
necessarily target the specific concerns that they might
have (even when the Question Bank is used by the
instructor). Of course the small comments area can be
utilized, but the fact that relatively few students now take
advantage of it, tells us that they do not, at present, perceive

writing extensive comments as being worthwhile.

Assumption 2. Students, including first year students, are in a

position to make micro-judgments about the quality of a

professor's teaching or materials.

When students enter the university from high school, their
expectations and hopes are extremely difficult for us to
understand well. Many will be surprised at the big
differences between high school and university and their
main goal will be to "survive" and deal with this big
transition. As such they cannot easily answer micro-level
questions about a teacher's curriculum or teaching style
with any confidence or certainty. They are very unlikely to
have concrete opinions about a lecture class. After all, what
will they be comparing such large classes to? They can only
compare them to other new lecture classes that they are
taking?

Many of them will generally feel unqualified to make any
comment about issues relating to teaching methodology,
since they have not experienced other university classes for
more than a few months, and thus only can make
meaningful comparisons with their (usually very different)

high school classes.

Assumption 3. Teachers who until now have been relatively
unconcerned about students' views, will become more interested
in the results of a CEQ without any deeper understanding of the
reasons for the changes that have been made in the university's
approach to Faculty Development or any concrete incentives to

make improvements in their classes.

Teachers administering the CEQ every year, are easily able
to see how quickly and perfunctorily the questionnaire is
treated by most students. They also know that under the
present system, the results will not have any negative or
positive consequences on their teaching status. Since the
majority of teachers will get reasonable evaluations, they
are also not likely to be much interested in looking at
complex charts and graphs detailing the results of the CEQ
which of course does not arrive in their mailboxes until
many weeks later. As for those teachers who get relatively
poor evaluations, not only are they currently not
accountable for these results, but if they were to be asked to
explain these results, could point to various possible
reasons for them that are unrelated to their teaching
methodology. Examples might be their high standards or a
strict grading policy that could alienate some students.

Others might make the point that the class in question was
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a foundational or compulsory course that was inherently
less interesting for students. We also now know that
relatively few teachers use the Question Bank (except when
this is mandated by a sub committee). This somewhat
surprising result—after the intensive efforts made in 2003-
05 to create an extensive Question Bank—might suggest a
lack of interest or concern in getting highly targeted
feedback of this kind. However, this might also be a result
of a lack of clear explanation on how to use the Question
Bank or a feeling that this kind of Likert-based
questionnaire is not especially useful. Ultimately then, if we
want to target those teachers who could benefit most from
developing and modernizing their teaching techniques, we
need to explain in workshops and seminars how to make
more effective use of the CEQ, and also to convey to
Faculty that evaluation results will in the future be tied to
some extent to the larger process of evaluation that takes
place when a professor is being considered for promotion.
What seems quite clear at present, however, is that the
current CEQ itself, and results of it that are given to Faculty
in the form of graphs and charts, are unlikely to have any
significant impact on teachers' classroom teaching and

lecturing methodology.

Assumption 4. A single survey can be appropriate for both

lecture and seminar classes in seven diverse Faculties.

Several members of the present inter-gakubu Kyoiku
Hyoka project have pointed out that seminars and lecture
classes are too different to be assessed with the same CEQ.
Does this mean that a new CEQ for seminars (enshu)
would be more effective? There are many difficulties in
creating a CEQ that is suitable for use by a very diverse set
of faculties and departments. Yet a good argument can be
made that it is the seminar (enshu) classes, more than any
others, that demand a more individualized evaluation
instrument, and one that should be designed by instructors
from each individual Faculty. Thus while the any committee
charged with redesigning the CEQ could create some basic
questions for all seminars, there is a need to design an
additional customized evaluation instrument for those
faculty members who are teaching seminar classes,
especially the graduation seminar. This customized "Enshu
CEQ" should be designed by working groups from each of
the seven main faculties to facilitate the gathering of

nuanced and qualitative feedback from seminar students.

Furthermore these full time Faculty members should be

expected to act on this feedback within the current

academic year.

Assumption 5. A one page technical explanation of the CEQ
placed in teachers' mailboxes is adequate to explain the
university's views on the importance of the survey and the
statistical results given to them during the school year are

examined and understood.

During 2003-05, the redesign of the CEQ took precedence
over issues relating to preparing instructors for the survey
period itself and helping them to make sense of the
statistical results and feedback that they received. Nor was
much attention paid to giving a clear explanation of the
Ministry of Education's new emphasis on improving the
quality of teaching in Japanese universities through a more
comprehensive Educational Evaluation (kyoiku hyouka)
system. This is especially the case with part time instructors
who do attend Faculty meetings in which these topics
sometimes come up. Indeed part timers are particularly
poorly placed to be able to deal with the extra effort
required to make the most of the CEQ. At present hoth the
CEQ itself and later the results of it are simply placed in
mailboxes with only one short written explanation of the
document given prior to implementation. Several weeks
later instructors receive the results of the survey expressed
in a set of graphs and charts with some explanation of how
to interpret them. However since these results come to
teachers during a very busy time in the semester, there is
little chance of any serious examination or reflection by
them. Moreover while the official explanation allows us to

compare our scores with the overall university-wide average,
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we are essentially left to interpret these statistics without
any real understanding of their real significance, if any.

By definition a large majority of teachers will have ratings
that are close to the average since students are mostly
uninterested and/or broadly "satisfied". As such we are not
likely to care if we are 0.2 or 0.3 points above or below the
average. However, as educators and indeed as human
beings, we are interested in what students actually write
about our teaching, and it often comes as a surprise and
even a disappointment to find out just how little they have
written. When a student does write his or her comments
and suggestions at length, a serious educator will usually be
impressed and will feel a sense of responsibility and even a
motivation to take the comments into account. It is thus
incumbent on those writing the next generation of CEQs, to
provide considerably more space, time and opportunity for
written comments and perhaps to provide workshops for
teachers in which they can learn the basics of "Action
Research," an approach to teaching under which regular
assessment of their classes by students is used to solve

problems and to develop more effective teaching

methodologies within the current academic year.

Assumption 6. There is no major difference in the incentives to
improve their teaching felt by part-time and full-time

teachers.

While it is natural for all instructors to be assessed in the
same way, it is obviously the case that part time instructors
have less incentive to worry about the quality of their
teaching, since they are often teaching as many as 3 or
more classes a day and are paid only for the 90 minutes of
teaching that they do each week. Clearly under the current
system, not only do part time instructors not benefit in any
concrete way from positive assessments by students, but

they might in effect feel some disincentive. This Is because

their "popularity" could easily result in them having a much
larger class in the following year with the resultant increase
in their work load. Most importantly, however, they cannot
be expected to have adequate time to prepare for implanting
the CEQ (especially the Question Bank which requires
instructors to choose questions in advance in each of what
may be several different classes), and to examine the
results of what may be as many as four or five courses.
While there is no simple solution to this problem, it seems
reasonable to surmise that the quality of teaching by part
time teachers can be systematically enhanced, only when
full time faculty work closely with them and are given
controlled access to the formers feedback from students.
We then need to find a way to reward part time teachers
who receive good feedback, perhaps by allowing them a
greater chance to teach their special fields, while at the
same time we should create a system in which we can give
additional assistance to those who receive consistently low

scores over a lengthy period.

Some Thoughts on Designing a New Qualitative Based
CEQ

As is suggested above, the work of those involved in
redesigning the Ryukoku University CEQ, while perfectly
sound from an academic view, and clearly resulting in a
much-improved instrument, was perhaps too narrowly
focused. Its main goal was to find the right questions—an
extremely difficult task given the diversity of the seven
main Faculties—and to maximize the flexibility of the
questions though the Question Bank. It did not attempt to
deal with the larger questions of implementation and post-
feedback that may in the long run be even more crucial.
Possible solutions to most of these problems lie outside the
scope of this article but are dealt with by other members of
the project. Ultimately, however, they must grapple with the
issue of providing incentives to teachers as well as much
greater assistance in implementing a pro-active approach to
the assessment of a given class. Another important issue
dealt with by Professor Kato and others is the issue of
"'classroom teaching vs. curriculum design". At present the
tends to CEQ tends to conflate these two, leading to some
confusion.

In the paragraphs above, an attempt has been made to
make a constructive critique of the existing approach to

class evaluation that is represented by the CEQ now in use.
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In the brief section below some simple but direct principles
and suggestions for a redesign of the CEQ in the short to
medium term are made. Put as simply as possible, these
suggestions argue that the key to getting high-quality
feedback is to increase the amount of time given and space
provided for, free writing by students, while also asking
them to use some of this space to give concrete feedback
about the relative success or lack of success of the class in
terms of implementing the curriculum. It also promises
students that their written feedback will be seriously
considered within the academic year in which the CEQ is
implemented, with possible adjustments or changes
occurring before the class ends. The main suggestions for

redesigning the CEQ are based on the following principles:

@Students are helping us as teachers when they answer
any questionnaire and we OWE it to them to make an effort
to listen carefully to their suggestions for changes in their
class in the same semester or academic year. We should
not ask them questions about problems that cannot be dealt

with until the next academic year.

@Questions—the answer to which—do not have any clear
implications for teachers, or are mostly there for statistical
comparison purposes, should be removed from any future

CEQ in order to free up space for free writing questions.

@The CEQ should contain much more free space for

students to write comments, and time should be allocated

for this during the class in which the survey is administered.

Teachers should make it clear that these will be read and
an effort made to respond to those that are reasonable,

common and viable.

@Free-writing questions are most effective when directly
related to what can be done to improve the teacher's
methodological approach or style of lecturing. As such they

should focus on three key points, namely:

(a) What aspects of the teacher's methodology and

materials are working well.
(b) What aspects of the teacher's methodology and
materials are not working well.
(¢c) What kinds of teaching methodologies (that
students may have experienced in other classes
they are taking or have taken) are MISSING

from this teacher's approach.

@Likert-style questions which tend to produce "average" or
hard-to-interpret scores should be considerably reduced
since they do not produce useful feedback. Some core
Likert questions about the overall efficacy of the teacher or
course should remain if they can be proven to be useful for
a significant number of teachers. However they should be

very carefully selected and reviewed.

The ideas listed above, could if implemented carefully,
result in a CEQ that maximizes the kind of qualitative data
that teachers find most useful, while also offering students a
chance to effect small scale, but significant, changes in their
instructor's methodological approach. These might be as
simple as speaking in a louder voice or using the white
board more effectively, to something more significant, such
as making an effort to incorporate new types of media in
their teaching or even changing the nature and style of non-
textbook materials used. The changes suggested by most
students are unlikely to be profound ones. However, merely
by allowing for meaningful feedback and a level of real
teacher accountability, we will be sending a message to
students that their voices and opinions will be heard and
responded too, something which surely should be one of
the main uses of any well-designed university class

evaluation instrument.
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