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THE EFFECT OF INSTRUCTOR RANK ON EVALUATION BY STUDENTS

William F Woodman,

INTRODUCTION This is a first
a ttempt to determ i ne the effect of
the college instructor's academic
rank on student evaluation of the
instructor's performance. Assump­
tion: Students' know ledge of thei r
instructors' academic rank re­
flects the students' perception of
the i r ro leinthe form a I organi z a-­
tion structure.

Studies of student evaluation of
teaching activities have usually
operated with one of 3 assump­
tions concerning the student role
in the organizational structure of
the university. 1) The student is
a client of the organization, and
as -aconsumer of the organiza­
tion's services, is fundamentally
outside the aegis of bureaucratic
operations. 2) The student is a
part of the organizational struc-=
ture, but at such a low level of
status and power as to have mini­
mal effects on verti ca I authori ty
or patterns of structure. 3) The
student is an integral part of the
organizational structure, and must
therefore be. con s i dered a sa I i en t,
low-power actor with a two-way
flow of structural effects. Assump­
tions about the structural place
which students occupy make a pro­
found difference in the way the
student is treated in models of
university bureaucratic structure.

Nowhere is this more important
than in the area of student evalu­
ations of course effectiveness. An
example of the difference these as­
sumptions make can be seen in
the common use of the academic
rank of university teachers as an
independent or intervening vari­
able in the evaluation of teacher
performance and effectiveness. In
this context, these assumptions
may manifest themselves in the
treatment of the hypothesized rela­
tion between academic rank and
effectiveness evaluations in sever­
al forms.
Assumpt ion 1, in wh i ch the stu­
dent is seen as a client, implies
that students, as mere-consumers
of university services need not be
concerned with the academic rank
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of the instructor, which is merely
a bureaucratic status designation.
Thus it should not affect stu­
dents' eva I ua tion of thei r role
performance.
Assumption 2, that the student is
a low level bureaucratic partici­
pant, imp lies tha t students are
technically bureaucratic personnel
but are temporally short-range,
and incapable of controlling long­
range bureaucratic outcomes.
Again, the bureaucratic rank of
their teachers should make little
difference.
Assumpt ion 3, tha t studen ts are
an integral part of the function-
ing of organizational structure,
implies that the bureaucratic au­
thority held by their instructors
shou I d logical I y affect the stu­
dents' evaluation of teacher role
performance.

THEORETICAL RELATIONS
Formal i organization theory in

the form of Max Weber's i mage of
formal bureaucratization tends to
serve the researcher of university
structures much more adequately
than more utopian collegial models
suggested by those who would see
academic personnel in colleges
and un i vers it i es as pt'ofess i ona I s
(Weber 1952 21; Goode 1969 304).
There is considerable dissen~us as
to the exact na ture of the profes­
sional status of the university tea­
chers, and the degree to which
the different ranks share profes.....
sional status equally. Adding to
the confusion, Kleingartner cata­
loged the tra its used by 7 au­
thors to characteri ze professions,
and found 10 such tra its, but no
consensus as to whether these
were defining characteristics
(Kleingartner 1967 10).

Earlier, Wardwell had pointed
out that the relation between bur­
eaucratization and professionalism
has much to do with the factors
of autonomy and authority. By de­
finition, autonomous professionals
should resist bureaucratizat~on as
it usurps the professional's prero­
gatives in the area of their



other, not as whole persons, but
as increasingly specialized posi­
tion holders. From the Weberian
point of view, the inescapable con­
clusion is that the university is
a bureaucracy, and that it is
equally likely that the status
levels such as academic rank in
bureaucratic positions should mod­
erate the role performance evalua­
ti ons of students. One shou I d ex­
pect to find a halo effect mediat­
ing the performance evaluations of
high-status members at the ex­
pense of low-status members.

If higher academic rankings cor­
respond to the bureaucratic status
differences, then students shou Id
be expected to assume tha t super­
ior status position, as a reward
of ach ievement in Weberi an terms,
is ipso facto evidence of prior
superior role performance. The
evaluation of the higher position
should be affected accordingly.

As a testable hypothesis, we
could say that students who know
their teachers' rank should give
higher evaluations to high status
than to low s ta tus teachers. Th i s
hypothesis raises a new question.
What can be said of students who
do not know the academic -rank of
theirinstructors? Experienced tea­
chers know that they have stu­
dents in class who never discov­
er thei r instructor's name or rank
even at the end of the course.
This raises the possibi I ity that
students may vary in the degree
to which they perceive themselves
as involved in the bureaucratic
process. The drastically different
rates of parti ci pation in un i versi­
ty I ife suggests as much.
• The implications of this observa­
tion are important. First, it sug­
gests that one of the cutting cri­
teria of student response to uni­
versity phenomena, of which teach­
er evaluation is only one, might
correspond to thei r degree of ac­
ceptance as to their own legi­
timacy and salience in the bureau­
cratic hierarchy. Second, it sug­
gests tha t th i s percept i on of sa li­
ence may be the intervening vari­
able which is paramount in defin­
ing the student's reactions. Might
students of some specialties or
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expertise. Authority for profession­
als should reside in aggregations
of professionals, or as Wardwell
put it: "The appropriate basis for
social organization for a profes­
sional is therefore the groups-of­
equals pattern of the professional
association rather than the bu­
reaucratic type of organization"
(Wardwell 1955 358).

Critical to this discussion is
the need to define the client of
the professional. Goode, In main­
taining that faculty members are
professionals, held most strongly
that the student is the client of
the scholar, and that this rela­
tion should be regarded as hav­
ing all' the ethical and legal de­
ference of their counterparts in
medicine and law (Goode 1969
304). However, were this the case
the faculty member's academic
rank would be of little or no
significance. Patients in hospitals
accept medical doctors by medical
specialty, and not by status rank­
ing, in assessing the adequacy of
treatment. In the hospital, defer­
ence is given to the socially es­
teemed tit Ie, doctor, and not to
bureaucratically derived status.
• The question raised at the start
of this research was whether uni­
versity students not only deferred
to the title professor, but whether
they also used bureaucratic ranks
of assistant, associate, and full
professor, as a factor in evalua­
ting a faculty member's role per­
formance. This issue bears upon:
1) professionalism; 2) the appro­
priateness of bureaucratic struc­
ture along wi th the ro Ie of profes­
sor and student; and 3) perfor­
mance eval uation by the univer­
sit y , s mos t i mmed i a te c lient, the
student. The first issue cannot be
dealt with here except as an exo­
genous factor. However, it is pos­
sible to examine the second and
third issue in combination.

The ideal-type traits of Weber's
classical bureaucracy have begun
to appear a I mostin Iock-s tep f ash­
ion in modern American univer­
sities, and even in small col­
leges. Looking at a university,
one sees members of these formal
organizations relati ng to each
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percept ion of the professors' aca­
demic rank and performance eval­
uation, such that professors with
high perceived status will be ac­
corded a higher evaluation of role
performance than those with low
percei ved status. Permutations of
possible responses are diagrammed
on Table 2.

METHOD The hypothesis can be
tested readi Iy by finding out whe­
ther students know the organiza­
tional status or academic rank of
thei r teachers, and by determi n­
ing the effects of this knowledge
on the students' evaluations of
teacher performance. Since a signi­
ficant number of the respondents
may be expected not to know the
academic rank of the instructor,
the design of the survey must be
expanded to exam i ne the effects
of the students who are unsure of
the status, and who guess what
the status might be.

A standard teacher evaluation
form used at Iowa State Universi­
ty was amended in two ways for
th is study. 1) Questions rei a ti ng
to the academic rank of the in­
structor were inc Iuded near the
middle of the form. 2) A single
overall evaluation item was made
more direct and rewritten to read:
"The instructor conducted a usefu I
and effecti ve course." The stu­
dents rated the item on a 5-point
Likert-type scale with these
choices: 1) Far below average
(lowest 10%); 2) Below average
(next 20%); 3) Average (middle
40%); Above average (next 20%);
5) Far above average (top 10%).
These evaluations were institution
spec if ic, as the i nstructi ons i ndi­
ca ted tha t the student was to
make the rating to indicate "how
this instructor compares with all
other instructors whom you have
had at I.S.U." Evaluation forms
were administered during the
fi nal week of the quarter. Respon­
ses were mach i ne-scored from
mark-sense sheets, and key-punch-­
ed for. analysis by computer.

Samp ling of i nstru(;tors was ac­
comp I i shed by ask i ng. students in
an undergraduate course in soci­
ology to request the participation
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social background be more dispos­
ed to accept the bureaucratic sig­
nificance of their participation?
If so, the student evaluations of
any professor may reflect 1) the
I uck of the draw; 2) the profes­
sor's ability to attract such stu­
dents; or 3) the ability to instill
such perceptions in the students
so attracted.

Considering the importance of
these questions, especially for fac­
ulty, it is surprising that so lit­
tle research has probed the issue.
The few who have used these con­
cepts have used them ina manner
similar to Aleamoni and Yimer
(1972), who used academic rank
as an independent variable to ex-
ami ne i nstructiona I effecti veness
ratings, and found no relation
whatever! But this is a misuse of
of the idea that organization or
academic rank should affect stu­
dent evaluations, because they
made no a ttempt to assess the
degree to which ""-,the academic
rank affected the student's percep­
tion of the instructor's role per­
formance. Ra ther, they noted tha t
only colleague ratings were found
to be significantly related to tea­
c h er effec t i v eness ra tin g s • Fin a I ­
Iy, it would seem that new direc-
tions have been mandated by the
modest and often contradictiory
fi ndi ngs of research on teacher
effecti veness. After survey i ng Ii t­
erature from 1910 to 1964, McDan­
iel concludes that there are very
few aspects of teacher evaluation
about which we know know enough
to say that they qual ify as facts
(McDaniel 1972). .

HYPOTHESIS A simple test is pos­
sible, wherein the student evalua­
tors are asked to i nd i ca te academ­
ic rank of their teacher. These
student responses can be right or
wrong, and if wrong, students
may guess higher or lower than
the true rank. By asking students
who do not know to volunteer a
guess on the teacher's rank, some
more conclusive measurement is
possible.

The hypothesis to be tested is
that there will be a direct posi­
tive relation between student
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TABLE 1: RATING OF INSTRUCTOR
BY PERCEIVED ACADEMIC RANK

(5-po in t sca Ie)

Correct 3.50 244

Too High 3.59 44

Too Low 3.92 167

F 2 ,452 = 11.24; P = .001

performance was delivered by stu­
dents who knew and correctly
guessed teacher ranks. Meanwhile,
the highest instructor ratings
came from those students who gues­
sed, but guessed lower than the
actua I rank of thei r teacher.
Those who guessed wrong, but
higher than the correct rank rat­
ed their teachers slightly higher
than those who were correct. The
magnitude of the differences was
significant (p=.001), as shown in
Table 1. The hypothesis was
that students knowing the status
of their instructor wou I d del i ver
higher evaluations than their un­
informed counterparts. The data
i nd ica tes the oppos i te: tha t such
students give lower eva I ua tions of
the teacher. The hypothesis is not
confi rmed.

One interpretation of the data
is tha t the degree to wh i ch stu­
dents perceive themselves a part
of the bureaucratic operation', as
shown by know Iedge of teachers'
academic rank, clearly does affect
the evaluations.

The parallel between those who
were correct and those who guess­
ed too high requires some explan­
ation. It might be that the two
bear such striking similarities
due to the use of ra ther demand­
ing bureaucratic standards of
j udgmen t. In tha t case, the stu­
dents may use the same standards
but guess the teacher to be of
higher rank, and consequently ex­
pect a higher qua Ii ty ro Ie perfor­
mance. For the students guessing
low, a d,ifferent dynamic may oper­
ate. It may be that from their
viewpoint, lower academic rank
may be perceived as a virtue,
and not as a negative status fact­
or. As a result, they may have
felt an affinity with these
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of thei r instructors in other cour­
ses. This method was non-random,
but was considered applicable for
a theory test in exploratory
areas. At the same ti me, the sam­
ple was thought to be of a size
adequate to dispel -some of the
more extreme biases. The most ser­
ious bi ases may have emerged
from the approachab iii ty factor,
in that the ~ost student-access­
ible faculty members were chosen.
Participant teachers, without
prior planning, represented the
spectrum of academic ranks sur­
prisingly well. There were 2 each
in the graduate teaching assistant
and instructor ranks, and three
each in the assistant, associate,
and full professor ranks. Total
sample size consisted of 13 facul­
ty members or graduate teaching
assistants and 455 student raters.
There were 19 cases omitted due
to unduly contradictory or ambig­
uous responses. Studen t vo I un teers
administered the evaluation forms
where instructors requested them
to do so. Otherw i se the ma teri a I s
were Ieft for the teacher to adm i n­
ister. Most of the legwork in this
study was performed by 6 lower
division sociology students as a
required group project in a
course taught by the author.

RESULTS Students were fairly cap­
able of indicating the teacher
rank. According to Table 1, 54
percent of the students could
ei ther tell or guess the correct
rank of their teachers. Of those
guessing wrong, 37 percent guess­
ed too low, compared to only 10
percent who guessed too high. If
the knowledge of academic status
differences is an indication, then
students are aware of the un i ver­
sity bureaucratic structure. Stu­
dents ignorant of their teachers'
rank were a minority. This fact
raises some serious research ques­
tions as to what role performance
and a tt i tude differences ex i st be­
tween those students who do and
those who do not know thei r teach­
ers' rank. A hint appears in the
aggregate categories and respon­
ses in Tab,le 2.
The lowest rating of teacher

Perceived rank Ra t i ng N
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TABLE 2: ACCURACY OF PERCEIVED INSTRUCTOR RANK
WITH ASSOCIATED RATING

Rank known? Answer Guessed rank Ra t i ng N-
/correct 3.56 127

Yes

~ ~Too High 3.50 8
Incorrect

~Too Low 3.97 58

/
Correct Correct 3.43 117

No

~ ~Too hi gh 3.61 36
Incorrect ---.

Too low 3.89 109

teachers, or may have judged
them by less demanding standards.

The differences between re-
sponses of students who knew
thei r teachers rank and were cor­
rect and those who guessed cor­
rectly were trivially small, and
qre within the range of sampling
error accordi ng to a stati sti cal
test. The second group of guess­
ers who guessed correctly may
have been drawn from the same
population of students as those
who know their instructors' rank,
but simply lacked the confidence
to declare such knowledge. Exclud­
ing the wrong categories of ag­
gregated data, the two groups of
students who guessed correct I y,
and those who answered yes and
were correct yielded the--Iowest
and the th i rd from the lowest ra t­
i ngs of teachers' performance.
• Why should this be so? Could it
be that those students who know
the academic rank of their instruc­
tors bear a fundamentally differ­
ent view of what constitutes good
role performance for college teach­
ers? It is no more far-fetched to
assume that they may feel more a
part of the bureaucra ti c hierarchy
than it is to assume tha t they
simply fel t warmer toward the
teachers, or th~ey found the
atmosphere of the classroom more
conducive to learning. Another
way of approaching this question
would be to find out which groups
of students gave the highest

evaluations. The highest rating
came from students who answered
yes, but were wrong, and guessed
too low. The next highest rating
came from those students who had
answered no, and then guessed
too low. That these responses ap­
pear to be logical opposites of
the first set suggests that in
cases where students assume lower
than actual academic rank for
their instructor, the explanatory
factor may well be the student's
degree of hierarchical involvement.

Students guessing too low may
have perceived the status proxim­
ity of the somewhat younger teach­
er as closer to their own status.
This coupled with a lower expec-
tation of quality performance
based on lower organization
status may have yielded higher
ratings. Young-looking and young­
-acti ng assistant and associ ate
professors, one suspects, are Ii ke­
Iy to receive higher ratings from
this phenomenon. Note too, that
students guessi ng incorrect I y ap­
peared much more ready to give
the benefi t of the doubt to the
professor, and to assign him or
her lower status and higher
ratings.

Statistical tests of the means in
Table 2 indicate that the evident
differences were sufficiently large
to suggest underlying substantive
differences. For example, between
all correct and all incorrect an­
swers, T-tests indicated that the



bureaucratic participants, and
thus internal i ze a concept of the
ideal role expected of faculty, de-
liver lower instructor evaluations.
This is probably based on the stu­
dent's contrast of the actual with
the expected role performance.

Ten ta t i ve cone Ius ion: Students
shou I d not be regarded mere I y as
clients, but as position-holding
members ---of the hierarchical
~eaL:JCratic structure of the
university.
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differences were statistically signi­
ficant for yes responses and for
no responses. Similarly, between
those who correctly answered yes,
and those who guessed correctly,
there was no statistically signifi­
cant difference. There was no
significant difference either for
both groups who answered too
high, and those who answered too
low.

If those who did know their
instructors' academic rank are
considered as a group against
those who di d not, the sta ti sti ca I
ev i dence suggests tha t the two
samples are sufficiently different
as to be assumed to come from
different populations.

These populations represent
those who do, as opposed to those
who do not see themsel ves as
bureaucratic participants. Note
that there was no statistical signi­
ficance within groups, between
students correctly identifying in­
structor rank, whether they an­
swered yes or no. This absense of
effect continuesbetween the incor­
rect but too-h i gh guesses,- whether
their initial claim was yes or no,
as well as for the too-low guesses.

Regarding the hypothesis that
there mi ght be a ha 10 effect
around higher-status faculty mem­
bers, matched by a loss of perfor­
mance rating for low-status mem­
bers, the findings were exactly
the opposite. Teachers preceived
by students as having low status
were given significantly higher
eval ua tions than teachers percei v­
ed by students as higher status.
Equally important, students who
di d not know thei r teachers'
status but guessed it high gave
the lowest rati ngs to thei r teach­
ers.

The results imply that students
should be more often considered
as bureaucratic personnel and
role-players, and not merely as
clients and consumers of univers­
ity services. It is unclear, how­
ever, whether students were aware
of these perceptions of structural
location ei ther for themsel ves or
for teachers. This preliminary evi­
dence suggests that students who
percei v.e themsel ves to be acti ve
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