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The Effects of Course Demandzs ancg Grades on AnonyYmous
versus Nonanronymous Evaluations of Professors

Abstract

This study investigated the issue of wWhy students say
the prefer easy professors when student evaluation resefarch
says they don“t. Twenty six subjects were random!y assigned
to anonymous and nonannoymcous conditione and received short
descriptions of four college professors. Two professors
were very demanding, fwo very eas¥: one of each pair gave
high grades, the other gave low grades. Subiects were askKed
to estimate for most students and for themseluese the
likKeability of, effectiveness of, and preference for each
professor. Most students were Seen to tike easyY and high
grading professors better than demanding and 'ow grading
professors, to evaluate demanding and high grading
professors as more effective than easy and low grading
professors, and as more liKelY to take a class from high
grading professors than from low grading professors.
Sublects themselves liked high grading professors better
than low, saw demanding and high grading proafessors as more
effective than easy and low grading professors, and subiects
in the ponanonymous condition were more likKely to take a
class from sasy professors than subliects in the anonymous
condi tion.




The Effects of Course Demands and Grades on AnonyYmaous versus
NMonanonymous Evaluations of Prcifessors

A study by Marsh (19800 rejects theé noticn that
“instructors need only give higher grades and demand little
work of students to be evalusted favorably” {p. 234). At
the same time common tali among students seems to indicate
the cpposite-—that students prefer to get their grades by
doing as littie work as possible and, thereforsz, i¥ given
the opportunity would choose the "easy" profezsor oefare the
demanding professor. This discrepancy between trpical
student talk and research findings may be explained by the
fact that student evaluations of instructors are anonymous
whereas trpical student to student talk is wvery public
(Bradr, 1985, Note 1. This publicity may bring
sel¥-presentational concerns into plaY (Baumeister,
& Skib,19792. Mo student lTikes to be called "a brain” t.e.
to appear to enJjoyY studring. Conformity pressures would
then make students put on the appearance of ngt liking study
and course takKing, and so, in public, students would
indicate that theyY liked the professors with the easy
COurses. Seeing other students making these public choices
of easy professors each individual student would hrpothesize
that the other students have an underl¥ing trait supporting
this behavioral préferenceé. And if the other students
behave "cCongcistenily with the observers expectancy, the
observer will in all probability feel simplyY that the
h»pothesis has been confirmed"” (Baumeister et al, 1¥7%,
P.423>. In his 1985 study Brad» manipulated the
ancon¥mous-nonanonymous conditions B¥ having subjects
estimate for themselves and for most other sStudents how they
would evaluate professors. The present study extended the
Brady, 1¥85 studY by randomly assigning subects to
anonymous and nonanonymous conditions and by assessing the
likelihood of students taking a class with the professor
the future. It was hypothesized that in th2 nonanonymous

condi tion subJjects would choose the easy professor over the
demanding professor.,

Cooper,

in

From a review of 300 studies Feldman (197&a) concluded
that one could neither prove nor disprove a bias in teacher
evaluations due to actual or expected student grades. Marsh
(1980), following a suggestion by Feldman, showed that "a
sizeable portion of the relationship between expected grades
and student ratings is spurious and attributable to Prior
Sublect Interest® (p. 282). A similar conclusion wés drawn
by Seheurich, Graham, & Drolette (1983>. The remaining
portion of the relationship, after prior sublject interest

has been accounted for, is, (tself, subject to two different
explanations. The first explanation flows from the

ingtructors are Known to giwve

intuitive expectation that if




high grades, they wil] be better liked by students and so
will receive higher student ratings. The second explanation .
argues that higher grades stem from better student tearning,
derived from better instructian, giving rise, therefore, to
deservedl? higher ratings of instructors. This second
explanation wauld seem tc be the more correct one. The
finding by Marsh (19802 that demanding courses and high
grading professors were rated more favorably would indicate
that students not anly wanted high grades but wanted to earn
them too. It was hypothesized, therefore, in line with this
second explanation, that professors who gave high grades and
demanded a lot would be preferred to prafessors who gave
high grades but demanded little., The present study also
sought to replicate the Brady (1784,Note |) finding that
subdects would prefesr to take a course $rom the demanding,
high grading professor rather than from the easy high
grading professor.

Me thod

Subjects., Twentry-six undergraduate students volunteered to
take part in the experiment.

. Subldects were given a short description of four
hrpothetical male professars, Each deccription was compased
of twa parte: the first part described the demands made by
the professor of his students—--and the demands were eitherp
high or Towy in the high demand version the professor set
"high standards" and *made a 1ot of demands®, and his
courses required “much studY and hard work."” In fthe low
demand (eas¥) wersion the professor set "low standards" and
made "few demands®, and his courses did “not require much
study or hard work." The second part stated the kind of
grades the professors generally gave-—these were either high
or low, The two versions of each gectian of the description
were combined to give four descriptions: the high
demanding-high grading, the high demanding-low grading, the
low demanding-high grading, and the low demanding-low
grading professor. Four names were picked for the
profesgsors and each name was rotated through each
description. This gave four sete of names by description
and thpe order of the descriptions in each set was arranged
randomly.

Procedure. Subjects were randomly assigned to either the
anonymous oFr nonanony¥mous conditions, In the anonymaus
condition anonymity was manipulated by instructing the
subjects to complete the scales on their awn and by
instructing them not to put their names on the evaluation
sheet. In the nonanonymous candition the lTack of anonymity




was mManipulated by randomly assigning the subdects intg
pairs! each member of a pPair was first introduced to the
other member; each member of the pair was then instructed
to complete the evaluations independent]l” but was told, at
the same time, that he/she would hawve to show his/her
evaluations to the other member of the pair and would have
to discuss the evaluations with Him ar hse.

To complete the evaluations subJects in both the
anonymous and nonanon¥Ymous conditions were zsked to read
through twice the descriptions of the four hYpothetical male
professors mentioned ahove, and then to complete a set of
six B-point scales for each description. In the first three
scales Of each set subjiects estimated how most students
would evaluate the likeability and teaching effectiveness of
the professor, and how 1 ikely they would Le o take 2 course
from that professor in the future, In fhe sécond three
scales sublects gave their own evaluation of the professor’s
likeabitity and teaching =#ffectiveness, and how likely taaY
themselives would be to take & course from that professor jn
the future.

Results

The means and standard deviations for anon¥Ymous and
nonanymous conditions are given in Table 1.

o ——— — - —— . ———————— —— T———

Insert Table 1| about kere
The data were analysed using a between-within anpal¥sis o#f
variance design with anonYmous versus NONANONYmMOWS a5 the
be tween factor and demands (high-low)> and grades (high-low)
as the repeated measures factor.

Most Students

Likeabi:ity. There was no main effect for the zsnonymity
factor. The easy professor was 1iKed more than the
demanding professor, F(1,24)>=20.23, p<.001, and the high
grading professor was |ikKed better than the low grading
professor, F(1,24>=134.03, p{.00i. An interactional effect,
F(1,24)=3.92, p(.0&, showed that the easy, high grading
professor was liked better than the demanding high grading
professor. A second (marginal) interactional effect,
F(1,24>=3.42, p<(.08, showed that in the nonanonYmous
condition the easy high grading professor was liked better
than the demanding, high grading professor.

Effectiveness. There was nO main effect for the anonymity
factor. The demanding profesgor was considered more
effective than the eas¥ professor, F(i,24>=10.83, p(.003,
and the high grading professor was considered more effective
than the low grading professor, F(1,24)=92.9%, p<{.001l. AN
intecactional effect, F(1,24)=3.97, p{.0&, showed that the
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demanding, high grading professor was considered more
eftective than the easy, high grading professor.

- —

Choesing 3 Clase. There were no main effects for the
anopYmity and demand factors. Sublects were more likely to
choose & class from the high grading prcfessor than for the
low grading professor, F(1,24>=211.52, p£.001. A marginzl
interactional effect, F(1,24Y=2.53, p¢.Q?7. showed that
subJecte in the anponrmous condition were more likel» to take
a clasgs with the high 3rading professor than subJjects in the
ronanon¥Ymous condition.

Subjects Themselves

LikKeabilityY. There were pno main e+fects for the anonymity
and demand factors. The high grading professor was liked
better than the 12w grading professor, F(1i,24)=147.28,
p<.001.

Effectiveness. There was no main effect for the anon¥ymity
factor. The demanding professor was considered more
effective than the easy professor, F(1,23)=1%.84, p<.001,
and the high grading professor was considered more effective
than the low grading professor, F(1,24)=1(31.32, p<.001. AR
interactional effect, F(1,24)=8.85, p<.00&8, showed that *“he
demanding high grading professor was considered more
effective than the easY high grading professor.

Chooting 2 Class. There was no main effect for the
anonymity factor. Suhdects were more liKely to take a class
with the sasy professor than with the demanding professor,
FCl,24)m246,94, <.001, and with the high grading professor
than with the low grading professobor. AN interactional
effect, F(1,24>=7.32, p{.01, zhowed that sublects in the
nonanonrymous condition were more likely to take a class from
the easy professor than subljects in the anon¥mous conditiG..
A second interactional effect, F(1,24)=7,60, p<.02, showed
that sublects In the anonymous condition were more liKei¥» to
chocose a Cclass frpom the high grading professor than subldacts
in the nonanonymous condition.

Discussion
The bagic aim of the present experiment was to show that the
disCrepancy bstween students preferrihg the demanding
professor {research findings? and stydents preferring the
easy professor (common observation) could be explained by
the fact that research obtained student preferences in
anonymous conditions whereas common Observation sees student
preferences in nonanon>mMmous conditions. In previous research
Brady (1985, 1984, Notes 1 & 2) had shown thie to be the
case by asKing subiects to give their own preferéences on the
demanding versus the eag» professor (anonyMmous condition)
and then to estimate the preferences of most other students
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for the demanding versus the easyY professor, This estimate
of most other students was assumed to be based on the
subjects’ observation aof students talking among themselves
and would, trerefore, address the nonanonrmous condition.
While the present study randomly assigned subiects to
anonymous and nonancnYmous conditions it retained the most
student estimate condition for both the anonymous and
nonanonymous subjects, The findings on most students for
both anon¥Ymous and nonanYmous conditions were similar to the
findings of previocus experiments (Brady,I?85, 1984, Notes 1
& 2>: most students were seen toc like easyY and high grading
professors more than deinanding and low grading professors:
most students were seen to euzluate demanding and high
grading professors as more effective than easy and fow
grading professors; and most students were seen as more
likely to take a ciass from the high grading professor than
the low grading professor.

When it cameé to the sublects own preferences the
expectation was that there would be a cClearcut main effect
on the amonymity factor. It was expected that sublects in
the anonymous condition would respond as in previous studies
and that the subjects in the nonanonYmous condition would
respond simitarly to the most student estimates of this
study and previous studies, This, however, was not the
case: there was no main effect for the anonrymity factor on
any of the three dependent measures. The expected liking
for easy professors in the nonanonymous condition did not
materialize : on the cther hand, there was nao liking for
demanding professors oguer easY professors in the anonYmous
condition. On the effectiveness measure no differences were
expected since in previous research (Brady, 1985, 1984, 1987,
Notes 1,2 & 37 subjects themselves and their estimates for
most other students indicated that high demanding and high
grading professors were concidered more effective than easYy
and low grading professors. On the choosing of 2 clasas
measure the cxpected preference for the easy professor in
the nonanonymous condition was not found. Instead & main
affect for choice indicated that sublects would prefer to
take a class from the easy professor than from the demanding
professor. However, an interactional effect showed that
this was true only for the nomanonrymous condition, not for
the anon¥mous condition. LCollapsing the high and 1ow
grades the interactional effect showed that subljects in the
nonanonyYmous condition were more 1ikKely to take a class from
the easY professor (M=5.75) than from the demanding
professor {(M=3.71): in the anonrymous condition sublects
were equally likely to take a class from the easy¥ professor
(M=4.82) as from the demanding professor (M=q.i8). This
di*fers from previous regsearch (Bradyr,1985, 1984, Notes | &
2) where subldects when given anonymity were more likely to

take a class from the demanding professor than from the the
easy professor.




Research in student evaluations of professors shows that,
generally, these evaluations are both relijable and valid and
that students can discriminate between factors relatina to
overall teaching effectiveness {Costin, Greenough & Me: Jes,
1971; Feldman, 1977; Hoffman, 1978; Marsh, [982; Spencer
and Aleamoni, 1970; Suchner, 1985, Note 4. As Feldman
(19726> points out while students respect imstructor
characteristics like helpfulness, openness, and availability
they use factors such as teaching effectiveness as the main
basis for their evaluations. In this experiment the demands
made by the professor were ronsidered to be criteria of
effectiveness and subiects clearly indicated that the higher
the demands the more effective the professor:!: and this was
trye Oof both the anonymous and nonanonYmous conditions.

But while students might rate demanding professors as more
effective than easyY professors would they actually take
courses from these demanding professors 7?7 Might they not,
i¥ theY had a choice, opt for courses from easy profes-ors.
This experiment indicates that this would be true only in
the nonanonr¥mous comdition, not in the anonYmous condition.
AN interactiomal effect showed that sublects in the
nonanonrymous condition were mbre likely than subjects in the
anonymous to take a class from the easy professor.

From this experiment it appears that sublects themselves
in both the anon¥Ymous and nonanonymous conditions evaluate
the demanding professor as more effective than the easy
professor. From this stud¥ alsoc it is clear that students
in the anonymous condition, even though the” Judge the
demanding professor as more effective, they do not like the
demanding professor more than the easy professor. Again,
this study indicates that subdects in the anonymous
condition, even though they judge the demanding professor
more effective than the easyY professor, were not more liKely
toc take a class from the demanding professor than from the
easy professor. This general pattern of liKing,
effectiveness, and class choice may indicate that students
are pulled in two opposite wars -~ emotionally to the easYy
professor and rationally to the demanding, more effective
professor. While not having to worK hard would be the
reinforcing factor inr the choice of the gsasy professor,
efficacy motivation would be the reinforcing factor in the
choice ©of the demanding professor. This conflict may have
resulted in the sublects not showing a 1ikKing or a class
preference for either.

The sam# jssue arises when one examines the findings on
grades in this experiment. From this stud” and from others
(Eimore and Pohlman, 1978; Feldman, 1%?74b} Pohiman, 19735;
Treffinger and Feldhusen, 1770) it is clear that there is a
strong preference for those professors who give high grades.
This is often interpreted by administration and faculty as
indicating a lenient gradira bias, i.e», that professors who
give high grades will get better student evaluations. But
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is thie preference for the high grading professor really =
bias ? A bias would imply that the higher grades were given
without much being demanded in réeturn and soc would imply a
corresponding bias toward the easy professor. But again
from this studr and from others (Bradr, 1983,1984, Notes 1 &
2; Marsh, 1980) it is clear that there is not a
corresponding bias in favor of the easy profezsor. But if
not why not ? Why, if students 1iKe to get high grades,
should they go about it the hard way {(t.rcugh demanding
courses) when they could do it the eas” wa¥ (through rasy
courses)? A possible explanation may be that as mentioned
above student. are pulled in two wars ~ emotionally to the
easy — cognitively to the demanding. This creates cognitive
dissonance for them - to aim for high grades and at the same
time choose easy (inefficient) profezsors. I1f students
want high grades and choose an easy professor they are, in
effect, aiming at an outcome (high grades) and going at it
in an ipeffectual way (easy professars). It would be
somewhat l1iKe going for an oReration and saring: "I want a
surgeon who will perform the operatlion tut I want one who
ien’t really much geod at it.”

With competition for teachinQ positions increasing, and
with evaluation by students as an increasingly important
determinant of 2 professors continuance on staff (especially
in smaller colleges), it ig tempting for a professor to
think that if he or she is easy on students he or she will
receive high student ratings. This study shows that the
temptation to 1ink easy courses with higher student ratings
is based only on the public statement of students. The
realitr, in fact, seems to be quite differeat. This study
shows that studente do not like the easy professor more than
the demanding professor,and they &re not more likely to take
a tlass from the easy professor tran from the demanding
professor. Inastead, ther see the demanding professor as
better (more effective) than the easy professor.

These results have important motivational implications
for coltege professors. Most professors would agree that if
greater Yearning demands are placed on students higher
educational standards will resuit. The present studyr
indicates that placing greater demands on students so that
they learn more and get higher grades will bring about
higher student evaluations of professors. Ia addition
professors should be aware that despite what students mar
say among tnemselves students still abide by ﬁmerican
ideals. The vision of America as the tand of opportunity -
where an¥thing is posclble if one i3 prepared to work for it
- is still alive and well on college campuses. Even if the
viesion onlY encompasses high course grades, subljects in the
study clearly expected to have to work hard to achieve them.
They saw no magical outcomes, no free meals.
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