Chapter 21

Using Reflection Surveys to Improve
Teaching and Learning

Jackie Dobrovolny
&

Patrick R. Lowenthal

Faculty are being held accountable these days for quality teaching, student
learning, and student satisfaction like never before (Lowenthal, 2008). While research
and publishing are in many ways still the sine qua non for faculty success and
promotion as well as institutional prestige (Boyer, 1990), more emphasis is being placed
on quality teaching these days (Lowenthal, 2008). At the University of Colorado
Denver, like many other institutions, end-of-course student evaluations (called FCQ’s)
are one of, and unfortunately more often than not, the most often used method to
assess how well individual faculty are teaching. And while research suggests that these
evaluations can be useful and even improve aspects of teaching if used in certain ways
(e.g., with a consultant or a peer) (McKeachie, 1997), these evaluations often suffer
from a number of weaknesses (see McKeachie, 1997). For instance, researchers have
expressed concern regarding how such things as class size, grading leniency, workload,
and even learning environment and delivery format influence these evaluations
(d’Apollonia & Abrami, 1997; Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997; Kelly, Ponton, & Rovai,
2007; Marsh & Roche, 1997). While the average faculty member tends to be suspicious
of their value, these evaluations appear to do a decent job of measuring student
satisfaction. Issues of selectively and inconsistently using these evaluations for tenure
and promotion aside, perhaps the biggest problem we find with these evaluations is that
faculty often do not receive their end-of-course student evaluations for weeks, if not
months after the semester. This is too late to fix any problems with the course in
question. Instead, faculty have to wait to make adjustments to the course and their
teaching strategies until the next time they teach the course in question.

In addition to this timing problem, in our experience, every group of students is
slightly different. So, if we make revisions to the spring version of course B, based on
end-of-course student evaluations from the fall version of course B, we may address a
problem that does not exist. We may also make a change that creates problems with this
different group of students.

To address this problem, we began using periodic reflection surveys in our
courses. We started using them a number of years ago in our face-to-face courses but
over time we began using them in our online courses as well. Basically, we use these
periodic reflection surveys to customize our courses to each group of students, to help
students link new information to their prior experiences, and to encourage students to
establish a reflective approach to their career. In the following chapter, we describe how
we use reflection surveys, some lessons we have learned, and some tips for ways you
can use reflection surveys in your courses.

Background
The focus of this chapter is on how reflection surveys can help faculty improve
the instructional quality of their courses and meet the needs of their students. The
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research on the effectiveness of reflection, as a learning strategy, is expansive and
consistent. Fosnot (1996) argues that reflection is the driving force of learning. Jonnasen
and Reeves (1996) define reflection as deliberate and careful thinking that enables us to
make sense of our experiences. And Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985) suggest that
reflection is an interpretative process of abstracting meaning in an effort to understand
reality.

While research argues for the importance of reflection, in our experience, most
students need some structure and encouragement to engage in reflection and that is
where reflection surveys come in. Our students benefit from reflection surveys because
many of the questions we ask require them to carefully think about their learning
experiences, how those experiences link to their prior experiences, and what additional
questions or concerns they have about the new information they are trying to learn.

Reflection surveys also help us. For instance, we, as faculty, benefit from reflection
surveys in that they provide data with which to engage in continuous improvement,
perhaps even “real time” improvement. Given these benefits, we are now going to
describe how we use reflection surveys in our courses.

How We Use Reflection Surveys

In our online courses, we administer a four to six item reflection survey to our
students at the end of each unit; each unit is two weeks long. See Figure 1 for an
example of what one looks like. While we currently use the Google Docs form tool
(which is shown below in Figure 1) to administer these surveys, we have also used
Surveymonkey in the past. In fact, essentially any survey tool could work. In our case,
we strive to find a tool that is easy to use and enables students the option to provide
anonymous feedback if they want. We have experimented with making these reflection
surveys optional as well as assigning points. In our experience, we get a much better
response rate (and therefore better data to improve our courses) if we assign points for
this assignment while at the same time giving students the ability to provide anonymous
feedback. Students in our courses currently earn 25 points for completing each survey.
Students have approximately three days to complete the survey once it is administered.

Author

INTE 5670 Unit 2 Fall 2011 Reflection Survey

Unit 2

Applicable objectives

Questions?? 1. Your name (in order to earn your 25 points for this reflection assignment)
Dreamweaver Basics

CSS Basics

LT & ID videos

1. Small Group 2. What is your take-away from this unit? That is, what important, surprising or
Discuss things did you learn over the past two weeks?

2. Small Group
Discuss

Fun: Instructional
Comics

Unit 1 Reflection
Survey Results

Reflection Survey
Figure 1. An example of a reflection survey

The questions we include in the reflection surveys are different for each unit.
We typically include a few questions based on the unique discussions, assignments, and
/ ot problems in the current unit. However, we also always include the following
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question: “Additional comments, questions, concerns, issues, suggestions for
improvement?”

The answers to the questions we ask provide us with the data with which to
improve the course and customize it to meet the needs of the students in the course.
Additionally we strive to make this a 360 degree feedback loop. So, after students
answer the questions on each reflection survey, we compile all of their answers
anonymously to each question and respond to themes and patterns, as well as individual
answers. We then post our responses to their feedback in the course shell for every
student to read and comment on if they want (see Figure 2). We have found this to be a
very effective way to (a) be “real” with our students and have informal exchanges with
them, (b) elaborate on course topics, (c) clarify misconceptions, (d) calm fears and
anxiety, and (e) ask them for suggestions on what we can do to help them be successful
in the course.

Unit 2: Dreamweaver - Unit 1 Reflection Survey Results

Unit 1: Reflection Survey Results

1@ 00 Unit 1 Survey Sept12_2011.docx
Attached are the UrJ - S H LBJ o B (Q [ search in Document

answered YOUquﬁ Normal T| Cambria [Eo.._rl 18 T| I U Bna @ = = g_l
comments, please = = s i
also msted inD # Home | Layout | Document Elemeants | Tables | Charts | »
) |...|.§.|...1|...|...2|...|...3|...|...q|...|...s|...|...s|.......?|.
Unit 1 survey results 1 ‘E‘Unit1Reﬂection Survey
- [
3 2. What are your thoughts about digital staries? Do you see potential far one in your EcWeb?
m [ Think the digital stony i idoa, especially to ntrod I b2 tc imstrucioriz). Ak this fime, it iz ot
|fy0u haVe addltlﬂnal : a.-e"o:mi alg—fau.-;?.fr:; good idea, especially o introduce onescl e instrucior(s] = fime, itis not
= Jackic and Patrick: Is this because of the foous of your EdWeb?
[ Unit 1 Survey Septl2 | Ithaught they wera a kot of funl Hs great to get ko know a e piece of evaryane in the class. it makes me foll

doser ko my classmates. There is definite potential far wse in my ediph. | will think about the possible usa's of

=am kind of digital videalstary.
Jaskie and Patrick: Wa love this assignmant bacauss you can find out sa many litfle things abaut sach
= other that you didn't know before. Digital stories aro alsc wary effoctive instructional strategies; thay

B Respond

bring the content ta lifa.
- T dan't Eink digital stonies suit my SEWoa,
1 Jackio and Patrick: Thay are not a goad fit for all EdWebs
= Tave o mahe vieas tat tal shor sores for fan. IF I able fo craate the EdWek [ want, thera wil *definiieh®

B a place for a digital stary, though it might be fricky fo find an sctual subjact for one.
Jackic and Patrick: Often a good place o start is whether or nat thora is an apprapriate stary to tall
about your content. If thers is, then using images, music and narration can b a powerful way to tall tho
sbory.

Digital Starias are axiremly affective i1 communicaing a messags, | enfayed loaking ot all of my classmates
=] and | alt like | Isarned samathing about sach o them. Givan the nature of mry EdWak, yes | cortainly shink | can
use a digital story as & way ta pravide an example of the type of storytelingfimaging wa'ra trying & get cur
assciates fo use.

Jackic and Patrick: Great to hoar! Ban't walt to seo how yau might do this.

Figure 2. An example of a reflection survey results document with our
responses posted as an attachment in a threaded discussion.

Another benefit of these end-of-unit reflection surveys is that students tell us that
they get a sense of community and camaraderie in reading the results of the reflection
surveys. In other words, the reflection survey results documents seem to help students
feel that they are a part of a group or community of learners.
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Tips on Using Reflection Surveys
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So based on our experience using reflection surveys, we recommend the following:

Identify Timing of Surveys Ahead of Time: If possible, decide how often
and therefore how many reflection surveys you want to administer during a
given semester. While we administer surveys every unit, you might decide to
administer yours only 2-3 times during a semester.

Identify Purpose of Surveys: Identify the focus of your reflection sutveys. In
other words, do you simply want to check-in to see if students are happy,
struggling, and so forth or do you want to use your reflection surveys much
like we have in which you inquire not only about students’ satisfaction but also
about how they are acquiring specific knowledge.

Consider the Power of Anonymity: Decide whether you want the surveys to
always be anonymous, never be anonymous, or to give students the choice on
whether they want to submit their feedback anonymously. Since we assign
points, we ask students to share their name with us but we do not include any
student names in the results document we share with students. We think it is
important for us to have student names for the occasional situation where we
want to contact a person individually to work on a problem they expressed or
a misconception they described in the survey. However, because we use
Google Docs to administer the survey and do not make the first question
about their name a required question, students always have the ability to
submit feedback about the course anonymously.

Consider Adding Points: Decide whether or not you will assign points to the
survey or not. If you are making the surveys completely anonymous, it is
basically impossible to assign points (unless you give everyone points
regardless of whether they completed the survey or not). If you are going to
administer reflection surveys each week or unit, we highly recommend
assigning points for the assighment because in our experience students take it
more seriously and their answers are more thoughtful.

Explain the Purpose of the Reflection Surveys in the Syllabus: Clearly
explain what the reflection surveys are, how they will be used, when they will
be administered, and if points are associated with them.

Be Consistent: Once you decide when and how often you will administer the
reflection surveys, be sure to follow through on it. Also strive to be consistent
with how you handle the surveys. For instance, if you plan to make the results
of the survey’s public in the course shell, be sure to always do that. We try to
post the results within five days of the close date on the survey and we post
the results in a threaded discussion so students can comment or ask additional
questions.

Ask Qualitative and Quantitative Questions: While quantitative questions
can provide quick and easy feedback—especially in a tool like Google Docs



where the form tool will calculate the results for you, we find that we get the
most useful and thoughtful information through open-ended qualitative
questions. While they take longer to read and summarize, we often find we get
results we never expect. Here are some open-ended questions we ask:

--What is the most important thing you learned in this unit?

--What three words best describe your thoughts about this course so far?
--What did you find surprising or interesting in the small group discussions?
--What questions or concerns do you have about . . . .

--How are you feeling about (name of major assignment)? What can we do to
help?

--How will you apply (name of chapter or article) to your professional life?
--What did you learn from the (name of assignment)?

Concluding Thoughts

We have been using reflection surveys in our online courses for a number of years
now. Asking students for their feedback, then responding to their feedback, and then
sharing our responses to their feedback has been one of the single best things we have
done in the courses we teach. We highly recommend that you begin using them in some
way in your online courses. While they add a little work, we are confident you won’t be

disappointed!

References

Boud, D., Keogh, R., & Walker, D. (1985). Promoting reflection in learning: A model.
In D. Boud, R. Keogh, & D. Walker (Eds.), Reflection: Turning experience into learning.
New York: Kogan Page.

Boyer, E. L. (1990). Scholarship reconsidered: Priorities of the professoriate. New Y ork:

John Wiley & Sons.

d’Apollonia, S., Abrami, P. C. (1997). Navigating student ratings of instruction.
American Psychologist, 52(11), 1198-1208.

Fosnot, C. T. (1996). Constructivism: A psychological theory of learning. In C. T.
Fosnot (Ed.), Constructivism: Theory, perspectives, and practice (pp. 8-33). New York:
Teachers College Press.

Greenwald, A. G., & Gillmore, G. M. (1997). Grading leniency is a removable
contaminant of student ratings. Awerican Psychologist, 51(11), 1209-1217.

Jonassen, D. H., & Reeves, T. C. (1996). Learning with technology: Using computers as
cognitive tools. In D. H. Jonassen (Ed.), Handbook of research for educational
communications and technology (pp. 693-719). New York: Simon & Schuster
Macmillan.

Kelly, H. F., Ponton, M. K., & Rovai, A. P. (2007). Comparison of student evaluations
of teaching between online and face-to-face courses. Internet and Higher Education,
10, 89-101.

Lowenthal, P. R. (2008). Online faculty development and storytelling: An unlikely
solution to improving teacher quality. Journal of Online Learning and Teaching, 4(3).
Retrieved from http://jolt.metlot.org/vol4no3/lowenthal_0908.pdf

Marsh, R. W., & Roche, L. A. (1997). Making students’ evaluations of teaching
effectiveness effective: The critical issues of validity, bias, and utility. American
Psychologist, 52(11), 1187-1197.

McKeachie, W. J. (1997). Student ratings: The validity of use. Awmerican Psychologist,
52(11), 1218-25.

141



Bios

Jackie Dobrovolny, Ph.D. is currently a Clinical Professor, teaching online graduate
courses, in the Information and Learning Technologies (ILT) program at the University
of Colorado Denver (UCD). Her dissertation focused on how adults learn from online,
self-paced instruction and she replicated her dissertation research methodology with the
Mountain Plains Aids Education and Training Center (MPAETC), which is part of
UCD. She also taught online for Capella University. Jackie thinks one of the important
issues in online instruction is whether the instruction is group-paced, like the courses
she and Patrick co-teach, or whether the instruction is self-paced, like the preceptor
training course she recently developed for nurses in health care facilities throughout the
US.

Patrick R. Lowenthal is an Academic Technology Coordinator at CU Online at the
University of Colorado Denver. He is also a doctoral student studying instructional
design and technology in the School of Education and Human Development. His
research interests focus on instructional communication, with a specific focus on social
and teaching presence. He also has a MA in Instructional Design and Technology as
well as a MA in the Academic Study of Religion.

142





