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Abstract 
The purpose of this investigation was to exam­

ine the correlations between teacher behaviors and 
student evaluations in college level physical activ­
ity classes. The physical activity courses were ob­
served using the Physical Education Teacher As­
sessment Instrument (PETAI). At the conclusion 
of an observation, students were asked to complete 
a Student Response Sheet (SRS). The SRS de­
tailed student demographic information, identi­
fied a student's primary reason for selecting the 
specific activity course and asked the students to 
evaluate the instructor's overall effectiveness for the 
particular lesson. In all, 349 students partici­
pated in the lesson observations. The responses in­
dicated that the students enrolled in physical ac­
tivity courses have a positive rationale for being 
in class beyond just meeting a requirement. Stu­
dents overwhelmingly rated teachers with high 
marks. In this investigation there existed a posi­
tive correlation between student evaluations and 
the percentage of time teachers spent in instruc­
tional behaviors. 

The practice of using student ratings to 
evaluate teachers dates back nearly 75 years 
to 1926 when the Purdue Rating Scale of In­
struction was first introduced (VanArsdale 8c 
Hammons, 1995). Since that time there have 
been more than 1,300 published studies re­
lated to the issue of student ratings (Cashin, 
1988). Yet even today the implementation of 
student evaluations continues to foster mis­
uses and misconceptions concerning its con­

vention (Simpson, 1995; Wagenaar, 1995; 
VanArsdale 8c Hammons, 1995). Many col­
lege professors lament the idea of college 
freshmen being placed in the role of an evalu-
atbr especially since many students are still ad­
justing to the rigors of a college education 
and are not acutely aware of the subtleties of 
effective teaching. Still other professors link 
grade inflation with the high priority placed 
on student evaluations in the pressure to 
achieve promotion and tenure. A n d finally 
there are individuals who disdain the process 
simply because college teaching is about a 
specific discipline, not the “mechanics” of 
the enlightenment of students. 

Simpson (1995) highlighted this concern 
by describing zealous proponents of student 
evaluations as individuals who are willing to 
accept, “forcing every instructor, in every 
course, at every level, in every academic dis­
cipline to be judged by the same yardstick—a 
yardstick constructed by someone else and de­
vised in some instances to report that half of 
the respondents are below average” (p. 3). 
Simpson (1995) further stated, 

To place a highly selective group of profes­
sionals on a bell-shaped curve is not only ir­
rational, it is destructive. When the only way 
for a person to get ‘better’ is for someone 
else to get'worse,' then we have a system 
that breeds an unhealthy brand of compe­
tition, (p. 5) 

The purpose and the process of student evalu­
ations must be kept in perspective when ex­
amining the teaching dynamic. 
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Despite the concerns about the practice of 
using student ratings, Marsh (1984) reported 
that, 

class-average student ratings are (a) multi­
dimensional; (b) rehable and stable; (c) 
primarily a function of the instructor who 
teaches a course rather than the course that 
is taught; (d) relatively valid against a vari­
ety of indicators of effective teaching; (e) 
relatively unaffected by a variety of vari­
ables hypothesized as potential biases; and 
(f) seen to be useful by faculty as feedback 
about their teaching,by students for use in 
course selection, and by administrators for 
use in personnel decisions, (p. 707) 

In summarizing the research on student rat­
ings VanArsdale and Hammons (1995) stated 
that student evaluations are congruent with 
faculty peer evaluations; that a professor's 
age, gender, years of experience, and person­
ality have minimal effects on student evalua­
tions; and that the student variables of per­
sonality, year in school, gender, age and 
academic performance have negligible im­
pact on student ratings. 

In an attempt to determine the underlying 
factors in effective teaching, Benz and Blatt 
(1995) analyzed data from a spring term for 
an entire university covering 46 departments. 
The data were then aggregated to identify the 
factors which contributed to the one global 
item assessing the overall instructor effective­
ness. Benz and Blatt (1995) stated, 

overall instructor effectiveness was pre­
dicted most strongly by three items: namely, 
students perceptions that the instructor was 
prepared, presented matter clearly, and was 
interesting. The prediction of students per­
ceiving that they ‘learned a lot’ was the rat­
ing on three items: the instructor was inter­
esting, the course met the objectives, and 
the instructor was well prepared, (p. 27) 

The researchers concluded that behavioral 
factors rather than affective factors were the 
strongest predictors of an instructors overall 
rating. Cashin (1988) stated, “If one is will­

ing to grant that the ratings of administra­
tors, colleagues, and alumni have some valid­
ity, then student ratings share that validity” 
(p· 2). 

Specifically in the area of physical educa­
tion. Woods, Phillips and Carlisle (1997) in­
vestigated the characteristics of physical edu­
cation teacher education (PETE) educators. 
They reported P E T E faculty maintained a 
high degree of ambiguity in regards to the 
“weight assigned to evaluation from students, 
administrators, self and peers in the evalua­
tion of their teaching” (p. 156). In their in­
vestigation, the section of the survey that fo­
cused on teacher evaluations had the least 
number of completed answers. Those PETE 
educators who responded to the particular 
question in the survey identified student 
evaluations as the primary method used to ex­
amine their teaching. PETE educators also ex­
pressed further confusion regarding the ap­
plication of the various weights provided for 
tenure and promotion considerations among 
teaching, service and scholarship (Woods, et 
al., 1997). Too often this ambiguity in scruti­
nizing the effectiveness of instruction mini­
mizes the impact of teaching in the overall 
evaluation of educators. 

Livingston (1996) identified a crisis that is 
currentiy plaguing our basic instructional pro­
grams in physical education in higher educa­
tion. Livingston proposed that “over the last 
few decades, undergraduate physical educa­
tion programs have lost sight of the objec­
tives and the values of physical activity courses 
in the preparation of future teaching profes­
sionals” (1996, p. 114). Siegal (1997) defined 
the problem as one of conflicting themes and 
grading practices which have contributed to 
confusion as to whether a program should ex­
ist to meet the recreational needs of students 
or to focus on developing student competen­
cies. Additionally, Rink (1996) described the 
di lemma as a “multi-objective problem” 
wherein teachers struggle to balance effec­
tive teaching strategies that may produce short 
term student learning (i.e. an improved spe-



cific motor skill) which in the long run may 
diminish an individual's desire to be physi­
cally active and ultimately adversely affect the 
long term goal of the course. The purpose of 
this investigation was to examine the correla­
tions between teacher behaviors and student 
evaluations in a college or university level 
physical activity course. 

Method 
College level physical activity classes were 

observed by a single researcher using the 
Physical Education Teacher Assessment In­
strument (PETAI) (Phillips, Carlisle, Steffen, 
8c Stroot, 1986). The PETAI is a computer­
ized software program with an internal time 
clock that enabled the researcher to continu­
ously record various teacher behaviors that 
occurred while an actual lesson was being ob­
served. Using the PETAI enabled the re­
searcher to account for every second of an ac­
tual lesson and to identify the percentage of 
time spent in a specific teaching behavior. 
The PETAI focuses on two general categories 
of teacher behaviors—teacher instructional 
behaviors and teachers management behav­
iors. Phillips (1986) stated that teachers main­
taining higher percentages of instructional 
behaviors were more effective than teachers 
who maintained higher levels of management 
behaviors. Phillips and Carhsle (1983) de­
scribed effective teachers as being better class­
room managers. They spent less time begin­
ning and ending class and less time involved 
in equipment management. 

At the conclusion of an observation (les­
son), students within the class were asked to 
complete a Student Response Sheet (SRS). 
The SRS contained three specific areas of in­
formation. The first area focused on student 
demographic information: gender, age, ma­
jor, year in school and class activity. The sec­
ond portion of the survey asked the students 
to identify the primary reason for selecting 
the particular class that they were enrolled 
in during the study. Nine options for re­
sponding to the question were provided: (a) 

required course, (b) I really enjoy this par­
ticular activity, (c) best available time slot, 
(d) I wanted to learn more about the activ­
ity, (e) I wanted to get a good workout, (f) I 
wanted to improve my skills in the activity, 
(g) I enjoy taking courses from this instruc­
tor, (h) I wanted an opportunity to meet 
people who enjoy a similar activity, and (i) 
other. The final section of the SRS asked the 
students to evaluate the instructor's overall 
effectiveness in the particular lesson ob­
served. The students were provided with five 
possibilities: (a) excellent: purposeful, orga­
nized, motivating, provided specific feed­
back, (b) good: had an objective, organized, 
provided general feedback, (c) average: or­
ganized, had an objective, (d) weak: unor­
ganized, had an objective, nonsupportive, 
and (e) poor: unorganized, lacked an objec­
tive, provided little incentive, univolved. Stu­
dents participating in the study were guar­
anteed anonymity and the researcher 
individually collected the SRS. 

Sample 
The lesson observations occurred at two lo­

cations in Southeastern Pennsylvania during 
the fall semester of 1997. One of the loca­
tions was a small private liberal arts college 
with a student population of approximately 
1200 students. Students in this college set­
ting were not required to complete a physi­
cal activity course as a part of their general 
education requirements. However, students 
were allowed to count three units of physical 
activity courses towards graduation credit. 
The second location was a larger university in 
the Pennsylvania State system of higher edu­
cation with an enrollment of approximately 
7,900. Students at this university were re­
quired to take at least two physical activity 
courses to meet a graduation requirement. In 
all, 349 students participated in the investiga­
tion. Approximately one third, 32.4%, of the 
students (n=113) attended the liberal arts col­
lege while 67.6% (n=236) were enrolled at 
the state university. In some instances stu-
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Table 1 Acti\ity Profiles in the Student Evaluation Investigation Table 2 Student Demographic Profiles 

Activity Number of Classes 
Observed 

NiuTiber of Students in 
an Activity 

1. Aerobics 3 62 

2. Badminton 2 40 

3. Body Recall 1 15 

4. Field Hockey 1 20 

5. Foil Fencing 1 17 

6. Golf 1 20 

7. Judo/Self-Defense 1 22 

8. Personal Fitness 2 43 

9. Racquetball 1 12 

10. Self-Defense 1 19 

11. Swimming 1 9 

12. Table Tennis 2 22 

13. Tennis 29 

14. Weight Training 19 

Totals 21 349 

dents elected not to respond to a specific 
question on the SRS, as such, some totals in 
the discussion were reflective of a lower total. 

Thirteen teachers volunteered to be a part 
of this investigation. Seven of the instructors, 
four females and three males taught at the 
smaller liberal arts college. The remaining six 
teachers, five females and one male taught at 
the larger university. The greater number of 
female teachers involved in the study can in 
part be explained by the fact both depart­
ments had more female instructors than 
males. This profile was inconsistent with the 
overall findings of Woods, Phillips and Carl­
isle (1997) who reported that in “schools with 
less than lOK students, males accounted for 
over 62.5% of the PETE educators” (p. 152). 
Twenty-one separate lessons were observed to 
complete the investigation. The observations 
included 14 different activities ranging from 
team sports to individual and dual type activi­
ties to activities associated with personal fit­
ness (Table 1). 

Data Analysis 
Descriptive statistics were applied to the 

data to determine the profiles of students in­
volved in the study and to establish the pri­
mary reason for their course selection. The 
data was analyzed using SPSS for Windows, 
Release 6.1, 1994. Frequency distributions 
were computed for each variable to deter­
mine potential errors in data input and to 

Frequency Percentage 

Gender 

Males 122 35 

Females 205 59 

Missing 22 6 

Age 

17-18 12 3.4 

19 63 18.1 

20 101 28.9 

21 96 27.5 

22 42 12.0 

23-29 27 7.7 

30-40 8 2.3 

Year in School 

Sophomores 70 20.1 

Jimiors 113 32.4 

Seniors 152 43.6 

Others 14 4.1 

Academic Major 

Elementary Ed. 37 10.6 

Exer. & Sport Sci. 33 9.5 

Biolog)' 28 8.0 

Psychology 26 7.4 

Others 225 64.5 

analyze the score distributions. Pearson cor­
relations were computed between variables to 
determine the direction of the relationships 
between the dependent variable and the in­
dependent variable. Correlation coefficients 
were computed to determine if any signifi­
cant relationships (two-tailed) were associ­
ated with teacher behaviors and student evalu­
ations. 

Results and Discussion 
The demographic profile of the students 

(n=349) involved in the study is described in 
Table 2. The students in the study were com­
prised of 122 males and 205 females (22 stu­
dents chose not to respond to this question). 
While the ratio of males to females was not 
equal, the enrollment profiles of both col­
leges involved in the study contained a higher 
percentage of females than males. In addi­
tion some of the physical activity classes were 
more heavily populated by a single gender. In 
the case of this particular investigation, three 
classes were largely dominated by females: 
aerobics, field hockey and self defense. 

The students ranged in ages from 17 to 40, 
however, the largest percentage of the stu­
dents were represented by the ages 19 



(18.1%), 20 (28.9%), and 21 (27.5%). While 
these figures are not surprising, it certainly 
should be apparent that a sizable amount of 
students fall outside the “traditional” age cat­
egories for higher education. Congruent with 
the information concerning age was the pro­
file created for year in school. Seniors repre­
sented the largest group with 43.6% (n=152), 
with the jun ior class following with 32.4% 
(n=113) and the sophomore class repre­
sented by 20.1% (n=70). 

Given the fact that students are generally 
required to complete student evaluations of 
faculty each semester, students in this study 
were experienced with the process of evalu­
ating their instructors. Forty-three different 
majors were identified by the students as their 
major course of study. Elementary education 
had the largest representation of students 
with 10.6% (n=37) with Exercise and Sport 
Science 9.5% (n=33), Biology 8.0% (n=28), 
and Psychology 7.4% (n=26) completing the 
top four categories. 

When asked to identify the primary reason 
for selecting the course four responses com­
prised the largest percentages of the survey. 
The largest response “required course,” was 
identified by 22.6% (n=79) students. Consid­
ering that two physical activity courses were 
required by all of the students at the state uni­
versity, and some of the Exercise and Sport 
Science majors at the liberal arts college, this 
is not surprising. Nevertheless, this figure rep­
resents less than 25% of the total number of 
responses in this investigation. It is interest­
ing to report that the vast majority of stu­
dents selected another rationale as the pri­
mary reason for selecting the course. Sixty 
(17.2%) students identified “ I really enjoy 
this particular activity” followed by 56 (16.0%) 
responses for “I wanted to learn more about 
the activity,” and 43 (12.3%) selections of “ I 
wanted to get a good workout.” The combi­
nation of these three responses indicated that 
students enrolled in physical activity courses 
have a positive rationale for being in the class 
beyond just meeting a requirement. The three 

categories that had the least number of re­
sponses were “ I wanted an opportunity to 
meet people who enjoy a similar activity” (n= 
1), “ I enjoy taking courses from this instruc­
tor” (n=14), and “best available time slot” 
(n=18). For a complete list of frequencies see 
Table 3. 

In the final section of the SRS students were 
asked to evaluate their instructor's overall ef­
fectiveness in the particular lesson observed. 
Students were asked to rate their instructors 
on a five point scale selecting from excellent, 
good, average, weak, or poor. Students over­
whelmingly rated the instructors with high 
marks. The vast majority of students 77.9% 
(n=279) rated the teachers as “excellent.” 
Another 17.5% of the students (n=61) rated 
the teachers as “good.” In all, 97% of the stu­
dents provided the teachers with favorable 
ratings. 

The PETAI contains two major categories 
for identifying teacher behaviors: teacher in­
structional time and teacher management 
time. Teacher instructional time was associ­
ated with various forms of presentation, moni­
toring activities and providing feedback. 
Teacher management behaviors included 
beginning/ending class activities, organiza­
tional and equipment management issues and 
the time spent dealing with student disrup­
tions as well as outside interruptions. In con­
cordance with the favorable student evalua­
tions, teachers in this investigation spent a 

Table 3 Primary Reason for Selecting Physical Activity Course 

Reason Frequency Percentage 

1. Required course 79 22.6 

2. I really enjoy this particular activity 60 17.2 

3. I wanted to learn more about the activity 56 16.0 

4. I wanted to get a good workout 43 12.3 

5. I wanted to improve my skills in the activity 29 8.3 

6. Other* 19 5.4 

7. Best time slot available 18 5.2 

8. I enjoy taking courses from this instructor 14 4.0 

9. I wanted an opportunity to meet people who 1 0.3 
enjoy a similar activity 

10. Students selected two or more responses** 30 8.6 

*Students wrote a number of responses in this category; the most common re­
sponse dealt with the need to complete credits. 

** Students in this category selected two or more responses but did not indicate 
which response was their primary reason for selecting the course. 
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high percentage of their time involved in in­
structional behaviors. Over the course of 
twenty-one individual lessons the instructors 
spent an average of 86.1% of their available 
time in instructional behaviors. The percent­
age of time spent in instructional behaviors 
ranged from 74.9% to 96.8%. This finding is 
in agreement with the work of Phillips and 
Carlisle (1983) where they reported more ef­
fective teachers spent a greater percentage of 
their time in instructional behaviors. 

Specifically within this investigation there 
existed a positive correlation (r = .1317) be­
tween the student evaluations and the per­
centage of time teachers spent in instruc­
tional behaviors. The positive relationship 
seems to indicate that students were attentive 
to the behaviors of teachers as they com­
pleted their evaluations. This data was consis­
tent with the findings of Cashin (1988), “stu­
dent ratings tend to be statistically reliable, 
valid, and relatively free from bias” (p. 20). 
This finding is further substantiated by the 
fact that the primary reason for selecting a 
course did not prove to be a significant fac­
tor in the evaluation process. Additionally, 
the students' age,grade in college, or major 
did not prove to be a significant element in 
the evaluation process. Tatro (1995) reported 
that female students provided higher teacher 
evaluations than male students. However, this 
investigation failed to identify a significant re­
lationship between the gender of the student 
and their overall evaluation of the teacher. 
These numbers further support the concept 
that student evaluations tend to be relatively 
free of various biases. 

When identifying specific teacher behav­
iors that correlated with overall teacher evalu­
ations, three behaviors achieved statistical sig­
nificance (Table 4). Two of the behaviors were 
associated with teacher management time. 
There was a negative correlation between 
teachers who spent greater amounts of time 
involved in equipment management (r = 
-.1320) and in teachers who spent more time 
involved in what is described as “other” ac­

tivities (r= -.1693). Other activities are de­
scribed as those behaviors which are unre­
lated to the actual teaching of the class; outside 
interruptions, discussions with people outside 
of the class, etc. These negative correlations 
further suggested that students recognized 
when teachers were involved in management 
behaviors rather than instructional behaviors. 

The third behavior, motivational feedback, 
was the singular teacher instructional behav­
ior investigated that had a positive correlation 
(r = .1551) with an overall teacher evaluation. 
Phillips et al. (1986) stated that performance 
feedback is the information a learner receives 
from an instructor that pertains to specific as­
pects of a performance or skill, whereas moti­
vational feedback provides general responses 
to a skill attempt. Stroot (1987) stated that 
teachers who spent higher percentages of their 
time providing feedback had more time allo­
cated for skill learning and spent less time in­
volved on management issues in the lesson. 
Graham (1992) further described the benefits 
of providing feedback as encouraging teach­
ers to actively monitor class activity and pro­
viding opportunities for instructors to assess 
students' acquisition of skills. From this inves­
tigation it appeared that college students value 
motivational feedback as a positive measure of 
teacher effectiveness. Teachers who employed 
greater amounts of motivational feedback in 
their instructional methodologies were per­
ceived as more effective instructors. The use of 
positive reinforcement and praise should not 
be trivialized as an important component of 
teaching. The students in this study appreci-

Table 4 Correlations Between Teacher Behaviors and Student Evaluadons 

Teacher Behaviors Correlation Coefficient P 

Instructional Behaviors 
1. Planned Presentation .0539 .316 

2. Response Presentation .0012 .982 

3. Monitoring -.0309 .565 

4. Performance Feedback .0051 .924 

5. Motivation Feedback .1551 .004 

Management Behaviors 

6. Beginning/Ending Class -.1040 .053 

7. Equipment Management -.1320 .014 

8. Organization .0542 .313 

9. Behavior Management -.0820 .127 

10. Other -.1693 .002 



ated being affirmed and encouraged while 
participating in physical activity courses. 

Conclusions 
The teachers involved in this study did an ex­

cellent job of employing a high percentage of 
their allotted class time for instructional pur­
poses as opposed to managerial aspects of 
teaching. The teachers were organized and 
prepared. Students spent little of their class 
time waiting for the teacher to initiate the ac­
tivity of the day or to organize the equipment 
necessary for the lesson. There were virtually 
no behavior management issues evident dur­
ing the lessons. The students cooperated with 
the instructors in completing the instructional 
components of the lessons. As was the case, the 
students responded by evaluating the indi­
vidual lessons of their instructors with very fa­
vorable marks. The results from this investiga­
tion confirm the work of previous researchers 
in finding that student evaluations are a reli­
able and valid means of measuring an instruc­
tor's effectiveness. The inclusion of student 
evaluations in physical activity classes appears 
to be an appropriate and important compo­
nent in the overall evaluation of physical edu­
cation teachers. 

Furthermore, the importance of providing 
motivational feedback cannot be understated. 
Students at the college level believed it was 
important for their instructors to affirm their 
efforts and to be recognized in class. Even as 
adults students valued the encouragement of 
their instructor. Too often this simple instruc­
tional behavior which personalizes teaching is 
neglected and trivialized in the learning en­
vironment. 

In addition, even in situations where physi­
cal activity courses were required, students 
identified alternative positive rationales for se­
lecting their particular activity course. Key 
items in this selection process included; en­
joyment of the activity, a desire to learn more 
about the activity or to improve skill, and an 
interest in achieving a good workout. As physi­
cal educators construct syllabi and implement 

their lesson plans, the interests and desires of 
students should be highly considered if we 
want to develop individuals who value physi­
cal activity and choose to pursue it as a life­
long endeavor. 
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