Values and evaluations: A comparison of ratings on ratemyprofessor.com and evaluation forms taken in class

Ratemyprofessor.com (henceforth rmp.c) has become hotly debated. The founder of rmp.c, John Swapceinski, has argued that public web-based evaluations assist students in making informed decisions (peer informative purpose) regarding future course selections. Others have pointed to the selectiveness of ratings and correlations between good ratings, and instructors’ attractiveness and easiness of the courses. In a previous study, we were able to show that course evaluations taken in class (henceforth cef’s) differed considerably in terms of their recipient orientations (summative purpose vs. formative purpose). In this study, we wanted to find out whether students’ comments on cef’s differ from those posted on rmp.c, and if so, how. We hope with our answers, to shed light into the ongoing debates of whether course evaluations should be performed on the web rather than in classes, and whether students’ comments should be publicized.

To compare students’ comments on cef’s that were taken in class with those on a public website, we chose the instructor with the highest number of ratings on rmp.c (n=46) of a small research university in the North East and compared these comments with those on his cef’s, thus keeping the courses and instructor being evaluated constant. The comparison was done along four dimensions: (i) the addressee of the comment; (ii) ‘intertextuality’ (i.e., did comments refer to each other?); (iii) the use of hedges or distancing devices; (iv) relative length of comments.
Results:
While postings on rmp.c clearly orient toward other students,

(i) only 28% are explicit advice-giving (peer informative purpose); comments on cef’s address predominantly administrators (summative purpose - 78%) and to a much lesser degree instructors (formative purpose - 19 %). 
(ii) students at times (12%) refer to each others’ comments on rmp.c and engage in dialogues over their evaluations, while there is no such intertextuality at all on cef’s. 
(iii) postings on rmp.c are more “straightforward”, while comments on cef’s are very often make use of hedges and distancing devices. 
(iv) postings on rmp.c are considerably shorter (average: 30 words) than their cef counterparts (average: 50 words).   

We discuss these findings along the following three dimensions:

First, evaluating for formative and summative purposes has very different results than instances with peer informing purposes. Consequently, administrators and instructors are unable to use rmp.c postings in as straight forward a way as cef’s, just as students cannot use comments from cef’s to aid in course selection decisions. 
Second, being called upon by institutional representatives in class to evaluate the performance of those usually in the position of assessor, calls up for students a different ‘identity’ than sitting at a computer engaging in “doing ‘being student’”.  These two identities result in different evaluation strategies.  
Third, and overall, the recipient orientation and assumed function of the evaluations is important for their designs. Whether evaluations are serving formative, summative, or peer informative purposes is reflected in how the evaluations are designed. Thus, evaluations are not simply “expressions of values”. 
Appendices:

APPENDIX I:

Student address from rmp.c: “ I love [instructor’s name], even though there is a crazy amount of extra work, once you get used to the routine it’s not that bad.  His part of psych research methods is far more interesting than [another instructor’s name] and I would recommend taking a class with [instructor’s name], plus his accent is great!

Administration address: “I feel that professor [instructor’s name] is a good teacher.  He is knowledgeable on the info he is trying to convey to his students however I feel that he moves too fast.  I understand that we only have a ½ semester, but students should not be penalized.  I know it must be difficult for the professor, but it is also extremely frustrating for the students.  I myself put in an extraordinary amount of time into this class and yet I do not get the results I am looking for.  Something needs to be done about this.”

Instructor address: “I already filled one of these out, I can’t psycho-analyze [instructor’s name] all over again.  I will say, that your effectiveness as an instructor improved for me at least, after our individual meetings about the project.  I do still feel that you talk sometimes with a circular pattern that is of little assistance.  Sometimes you help us to think critically.  The fact that you requested us to re-do evaluations is quite funny.  Were you hoping for a better grade?”

APPENDIX II:

“That last rating has to be either a joke or written by one of his butt-kissing supplicants.  [instructor’s name] and what he “teaches” are wastes of time. 

APPENDIX III:

Rmp.c example of straightforwardness: “Professor [instructor’s name] is a horrible professor who does not care what anyone thinks-unless you agree with him of course.  He is not a professor that encourages individual thought and opinions.  I recommend that you wait until [Bamberg] goes on another sabbatical before taking any of the mandatory psych classes that he teaches.”

Cef example of hedging: Overall I think [Bamberg] is a pretty good professor.  He just seems though to have a specific course in mid and streamlines students into that.  Could be more clear in almost every dimension of the course.”
