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Abstract

Previous research in students evaluation of teaching (SET)
has revealed tight relationships between participants per-
ception, motivation and quality of their feedback. This
study takes compulsoriness of SET systems into consider-
ation and aims to investigate its impact on SET through
the factors mentioned before. We used Internet-based
questionnaires and conducted correlation and regression
analyses, which showed a significant correlation between
compulsoriness and motivation and a tendency to signifi-
cance between compulsoriness and feedback. These indi-
cated that under a compulsory SET system, students moti-
vation is negatively affected and as a consequence of their
casual involvement, the feedback they yield is possibly
useless. These findings provide evidence that reliability
and validity of SET can be ruined where compulsory sys-
tems are adopted.

1 Introduction

Students’ evaluation of teaching system has enjoyed its
prosperity ever since it was invented, and nowadays it
becomes a routine activity in colleges and universities
around the globe because of its formative and summative
functions in the field of education (Spooren et al., 2013).
Therefore, validity and reliability of SET systems have be-
come a major concern among universities, which are stud-
ied in detail in aspects such as instruments (Marsh, 1982,
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1987; Spooren et al., 2014), analytical methods (Pozo-
Munoz et al., 2000; Radmacher & Martin, 2001; Barth,
2008; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009) and result interpretation
(Pratt et al., 1999; Felton* et al., 2004; Clayson & Sheffet,
2006; Feldman, 2007; Otani et al., 2012).

However, even with appropriate instruments and ef-
fective methods in analyzing and interpreting, satisfac-
tory results cannot be guaranteed when participants of
SET systems, i.e. university students are biased (Feld-
man, 1977). Kember* et al. (2004) have revealed that
students submit their rating according to their own con-
ceptions, which indicates students’ evaluation are basi-
cally subjective. While factors like teachers’ leniency and
after-class workload are not generators of bias (Marsh &
Roche, 2000), it has been pointed out that students’ mo-
tivation for taking part in evaluation procedure and per-
ception of the system are remarkably essential since “the
usefulness of SET data will be severely undermined un-
less students willingly provide quality input” (Chen &
Hoshower, 2003) and perception of students could be “a
relatively important source of rating bias” (Worthington,
2002). All these studies led to a conclusion that students’
willingness to evaluate the teaching effectiveness is sine
qua non if the SET system is expected to function well.

Therefore, here, we took students willingness into ac-
count and investigated the influence from an important
characteristic of the system itself, that is, compulsoriness:
we tried to ascertain the difference of students’ behaviors
in SET between different levels of compulsoriness of the
SET systems they participated in, as well as reasons for
the discrepancy. Hence, participants in this study were
required to fill in a questionnaire which consisted of five
dimensions: compulsoriness of the system in their uni-
versity, their motivation for participation in evaluation of
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teaching effectiveness, their perception of usefulness of
the system, their perception of compulsoriness in SET and
quality of their feedback respectively.

We conducted correlation and regression analysis in the
research in order to examine to what extent compulsori-
ness posed an impact on other dimensions. Considering
students under compulsory systems are obliged to present
their feedback instead of out of their own willingness, we
predicted that their motivation for taking part would be
lower than their counterparts who made their own deci-
sion on whether to join in or not and their feedback more
invalid. However, we had no prediction regarding the rela-
tion between compulsoriness and students’ perception be-
cause adopting compulsoriness itself could be considered
a method to improve participation rate and thus enhance
effectiveness of the system.

2 Method

2.1 Participants

A total of 145 Chinese undergraduates (eighty-eight
males) were recruited from different universities in both
Chinese mainland and Hong Kong. Internet-based in-
formed consent was given to participants, as well as a for-
mal announcement that any information concerning per-
sonal privacy wouldn’t be exposed to the authorities of
their universities. In addition, all participants reported to
have at least once taken part in the SET systems of their
universities in the past three months and possess basic
knowledge of filling in the questionnaire on the Internet.

2.2 Instrument

We designed the instrument of the study, which was com-
posed of five dimensions, compulsoriness of SET in par-
ticipants’ universities (4 items), participants’ motivation
for SET (5 items), participants’ perception of SET sys-
tems (5 items) , participants’ perception of compulsori-
ness (4 items) and participants’ feedback (6 items) in SET.
All the items were scored on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Post-hoc
reliability analysis was conducted and all but the first di-
mension were significant reliable (o« > .8). Items in the
first dimension were designed to find whether the univer-

sities adopted a given policy to ensure students’ participa-
tion in SET. Since these policies could vary dramatically
among different universities, the statistical reliability anal-
ysis for the first dimension was not conducted.

2.3 Procedure

We administered the questionnaires to participants based
on an online survey website Sojump (Www.sojump.com).
Participants read instructions in the very beginning before
filling in the form. There was no time limit for the filling
procedure. When each participant completed and submit-
ted the questionnaire, his or her feedback was recorded au-
tomatically on the database of Sojump and was retrieved
later.

2.4 Data analysis

First, according to their total score in the dimension
of compulsoriness, participants were divided into two
groups (See Table 1), compulsory group (total score > 12)
and non-compulsory group (total score < 12). Following
independent t-tests with respect to other dimensions were
conducted between the two groups to find whether the re-
spective levels of the two groups were significantly differ-
ent. Second, for the purpose of investigating the poten-
tial correlations between all dimensions, Pearson product-
moment indices were calculated. Last, dimensions sig-
nificantly correlated with feedback (p < .05) were put
into multiple regression to see whether they held predic-
tive power. It’s noteworthy that negative statements in all
dimensions had been reversely scored before any statisti-
cal analyses were conducted.

3 Results

3.1 Mean comparison results

Groups were assumed to have no significant difference in
demographic or personality characteristics. Thus, to ex-
amine whether or not subjects in different groups showed
significant distinction in other four dimensions, indepen-
dent t-tests were conducted. Mean comparison results
(see Figure 1,Table 2) showed that for motivation (mean
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of motivation score in two groups

Groups Mean N  Std. Deviation % of Total N Range
Compulsory 16.54 123 2.28 84.8%  13-20
Non-compulsory  9.73 22 2.57 15.2% 4-12
Total 15.50 145 3.37 100.0% 4-20
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Figure 1. Total score of motivation, S-perception (perception of SET systems), C-perception (perception of
compulsoriness) and feedback. Error bars depict SEs.
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difference = —2.484, p = .048), S-perception (mean dif-
ference = —2.126, p = .045) and feedback (mean differ-
ence = —2.253, p = .056), differences between groups
were significant. However, participants reported simi-
lar attitudes towards compulsoriness (mean difference =
—.227, p = .805).

3.2 Correlational findings

For the purpose of obtaining the complete insight of the
potential relationship among SET compulsoriness, stu-
dents’ motivation, students’ perception of SET, students’
perception of compulsoriness and students’ feedback in
SET, Pearson correlations between each two variables
were computed (See Table 3). Students’ high-quality feed-
back tended to be impeded by low motivation (p < .01,
r = .674), negative perception of SET systems (p < .01,
r = .684) and compulsory SET policies (p < .1, r =
—.147). However, though compulsoriness adversely af-
fected students’ motivation (p < .01, r = —.229), no
significant correlation was observed between compulsori-
ness and S-perception (p > .1, r = .069).

3.3 Regressional findings

Since we found motivation and perception of SET sys-
tems were significantly and directly correlated with feed-
back, stepwise regression analysis was undertaken to de-
termine what proportion of feedback variance could be
explained by these variables. Two one-predictor regres-
sions were conducted respectively (see Figure 2). Percep-
tion of SET alone accounted for a total of 46.4% of vari-
ance (8 = .684, p = .000), and motivation accounted for
454% (8 = .674,p = .000). When combining the two
variables together, a total of 59.4% of variance was ex-
plained (8 = .449, B = .426, p = .000), which showed
the high predictive power of motivation and S-perception.

4 Discussion

This study investigated how compulsoriness of SET sys-
tems affects students’ motivation for SET, students’ per-
ception of SET, and students’ feedback on SET. We de-
signed an Internet-based questionnaire, through which
participants reported their feelings about the evaluation

process and their attention level when assessing their
teachers. As hypothesized before, students obliged to
evaluate the effectiveness of teaching were less motivated
and presented their feedback more casually than their
counterparts who had the choice to leave no comments
without being punished. It is noteworthy that regardless
of the compulsoriness level of their universities, all partic-
ipants had at least once taken part in SET systems in the
past three months.

This finding highlights the impact of compulsoriness
on university students who make up the majority of SET
participants by examining their motivation and perception
levels. Mean comparisons between groups showed that
generally students whose universities apply SET as com-
pulsory turn to have modulated motivation for assessment
tasks, negative perception of the systems and also invalid
submissions of feedback. This might be explained by par-
ticipants’ disappointment with compulsoriness regardless
of their groups.

We observed that students’ motivation and S-
perception were significantly correlated with students’
feedback, and so was compulsoriness with motivation. A
tendency to significance was also found between compul-
soriness and feedback, further identifying negative impact
on SET of compulsoriness. However, no such relation
was found between compulsoriness and S-perception.
Thus, we contend that compulsoriness undermines the
authenticity of students feedback mainly by reducing
their motivation to a lower level instead of jeopardising
their faith in summative and formative functions of SET.
In addition, multiple regression analyses demonstrated
that the quality of feedback is primarily determined by
motivation and S-perception, indicating for decision mak-
ers of universities to improve quality of SET feedback,
creating motivators or changing students’ opinions may
be efficient ways. Although it seems that abolishing
compulsory systems might be the optimal approach to
improving validity of SET, issues such response rates
should also be taken into consideration. Thus, for
administrations who insist on maintaining compulsory
policies, we suggest that they take measures in aspects
of promoting students’ perception of SET as alternatives,
such as “showing students that their feedback has been
used successfully ”, “listing prominently the uses of
the teaching evaluation on the evaluation instrument”
(Chen & Hoshower, 2003), etc., since compulsoriness
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Table 2. T test for equalities of means between compulsory group and non-compulsory group.

Sig. (2-tailed)

Mean Difference

Std. Error Difference

95% Confidence Interval of the Difference

Lower Upper
Motivation .048 -2.484 1.243  -4.942 -.027
S-Perception® .045 -2.126 1.054 -4.209 -.043
C-Perception® .805 -.227 917  -2.040 1.587
Feedback .056 -2.253 1.171 -4.567 .062
? Perception of SET systems
® Perception of compulsoriness
Table 3. Pearson correlations among compulsoriness, motivation, percep-
tion of SET and feedback.
Variables Compulsoriness Motivation S-Perception Feedback
Compulsoriness —
Motivation -229" —
S-Perception -.069 552" —
Feedback -.147" 674" 684" —
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Figure 2. One-predictor regression models. A, Regression between feedback and perception of SET. B, Regres-

sion between feedback and perception of SET.
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influences students’ motivation enormously while makes
little difference to perception.

It is noteworthy that dimensions of the instrument used
in this study were quite general to gain a quick insight of
the mechanism, therefore it may be not enough to draw
the whole picture under the phenomenon. In addition, stu-
dents’ background was not strictly controlled, which may
affect the results. Future research with a dedicated instru-
ment and a detailed standard for participants is needed.

5 Conclusion

To summarize, our study demonstrates a tangible modu-
lation of motivation and feedback quality from students
under a compulsory SET system, which renders a threat
to validity and reliability of SET. It is also remarkable
that students’ perception of SET, a sine qua non for high-
quality feedback, is basically unchanged regardless of
compulsory policies applied in their universities. This pro-
vides a solution for authorities who hope to collect useful
SET information while maintaining compulsory policies
as they take measures to promote students’ perception as
alternatives.
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