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Student Response to Instruction (SRTI): Effect of Extending the Survey Period 

In fall 2017, our office began administering the Student Response to Instruction (SRTI) online for the entire 
campus. Because response rates for the online administration of SRTI are lower than paper SRTI rates, the 
decision was made to extend the survey period to give students more time to complete their surveys. We 
extended the survey period from 10 to 18 days, closing at the end of the last day of final exams instead of the 
last day of the reading period. 

Though research studies have not found conclusive evidence of such, instructors have expressed concern that 
student ratings will be lower if a course survey is administered after the final exam, especially if the exam is a 
particularly difficult one. Studies on the effect of the timing of course surveys (i.e., before or after the final 
exam) have produced mixed results and have largely been conducted using results from paper administrations 
(Avery et al., 2006; Wachtel, 1998). During the years of paper SRTI administration, there was a generally 
accepted recommendation in the literature to not administer surveys on the day of the final exam. Logistically, 
this meant administering SRTI on or before the last day of class. 

In the semesters prior to fall 2017, the online SRTI survey period closed before the first day of final exams 
because many departments were still using paper SRTI. The campus-wide adoption of online SRTI made it 
possible to keep the survey open throughout final exams. In the following analysis, we set out to answer two 
questions: 

1. Did extending the survey period result in an increase in SRTI response rates? 
2. Did students who submitted SRTI after taking the final exam give lower ratings than students who 

submitted it before? 

 
Effect of Length of Survey Period on Response Rates 

Table 1 shows how many SRTI surveys were submitted before and after final exams in fall 2017 and spring 2018. 
The majority of surveys (more than two-thirds) in both semesters were submitted before the first day of finals 
for both undergraduate (UG) and graduate (GR) courses. 

 
Table 1: Number of SRTI submissions before and after first day of final exams 

 Fall 2017 Spring 2018 
 UG courses GR courses UG courses GR courses 
Before first day of exams 48,875 81% 3,072 67% 38,358 77% 2,602 69% 

First day of exams or later 11,175 19% 1,493 33% 11,604 23% 1,196 31% 

 
In Table 2, we display the average course section response rate for undergraduate and graduate courses at two 
points in time: 1) before the first day of final exams and 2) at the end of the survey period. 
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In both fall 2017 and spring 2018, the average response rate at the end of the survey period was substantially 
higher (11 to 14 percentage points for UG courses and 21 points for GR courses). 

 
Table 2: Average course section response rate before final exams and at the end of the survey period 

  Fall 2017 Spring 2018 
 UG courses GR courses UG courses GR courses 

Before first day of finals 56% 52% 47% 52% 
At the end of the survey period 67% 73% 61% 73% 

 
Though most students submitted SRTI before the first day of finals, having an extra week to fill out the survey 
did result in increased average course response rates. This prompted us to investigate how these response rates 
compare to those in previous semesters. 

To answer this question, we created a sample of survey results of university credit-bearing lectures, seminars, 
studios, and labs that used online SRTI administration in both academic year (AY) 2016 and AY 2017. Classes 
from the College of Humanities and Fine Arts, College of Education, and Isenberg School of Management were 
not included in the sample, since these colleges did not begin to use online SRTI until fall 2017 (after the survey 
period had already been extended). 

Table 3 displays the average course response rate by semester beginning with fall 2016. It does not appear that 
extending the survey period resulted in any appreciable increase in average response rates. It should be noted, 
however, that after the campus-wide adoption of online SRTI, students had a greater number of surveys to 
complete online. Research studies have found that survey fatigue is related to survey non-response in online 
surveys, including ratings of instruction (Adams et al., 2012). Also, multiple studies have indicated that online 
ratings of instruction often begin with an average response rate near 60% and eventually drop off to the 30% to 
40% range (Standish et al., 2018; Avery et al., 2006; Nulty, 2008). It’s possible that extending the survey period 
has helped stave off this drop for UMass Amherst, though there is no way to know for sure. 

 
Table 3: Online SRTI average course section response rates by semester 

(for departments using online SRTI in AY 2016 and AY 2017) 

  UG Courses GR Courses 
  N Mean N Mean 
Fall 2016* 553 58.7% 145 69.2% 
Spring 2017 1,077 63.3% 237 70.9% 
Fall 2017 1,266 65.4% 300 69.5% 
Spring 2018 1,295 57.8% 274 71.9% 
*The number of courses in fall 2016 is lower than other semesters, because the 
Colleges of Engineering and Natural Sciences did not adopt the online SRTI until 
spring 2017. 

 

 
Effect of Submitting SRTI Before or After Final Exam – Student Level Analysis 

To determine if submitting SRTI before or after the final exam had an effect on ratings, we combined fall 2017 
and spring 2018 SRTI results—including the date and time each student submitted their SRTI—and merged this 
with the course section final exam date and time from the university exam schedule (downloaded from SPIRE). 
Hence, only those students in courses where a final exam was scheduled were included in this analysis. 
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We split students into two groups: a “Before Final” group (students who submitted SRTI before taking their final 
exam) and an “After Final” group (students who submitted SRTI after their final exam). We then calculated the 
differences in SRTI means between the two groups. 

Because the number of students was large and measures of statistical significance are sensitive to sample size, 
we calculated effect sizes for each item as an alternative to conducting statistical tests. Effect sizes express 
differences between means in standard deviation units and are useful for determining if the differences noted 
have any "practical" significance. 

Table 4 contains the effect sizes as well as means and standard deviations for each SRTI item. Practically 
speaking, effect sizes of around .30 are interpreted as indicating a “small” effect. Using this guideline, we found 
no practical differences in SRTI means for our “Before Final” and “After Final” groups (effect sizes range from .00 
to .07, suggesting no meaningful differences). 

 
Table 4: Submitting SRTI before or after the final exam – means, standard deviations (SD) and effect sizes 

(sample only includes students in courses that scheduled final exams, according to SPIRE records) 
 

   “Before Final” "After Final"  
       Effect 

Item N Mean SD N Mean SD Size 
The instructor was well prepared for class. 63,710 4.70 0.64 9,572 4.67 0.66 -0.03 
The instructor explained course material clearly. 63,598 4.27 0.99 9,536 4.27 0.98 0.00 
The instructor cleared up points of confusion. 63,585 4.26 1.01 9,536 4.27 0.99 0.02 
The instructor used class time well. 63,540 4.45 0.87 9,525 4.44 0.88 -0.01 
The instructor inspired interest in the subject matter of this course. 63,509 4.16 1.11 9,524 4.19 1.09 0.03 
The instructor showed an interest in helping students learn. 63,468 4.46 0.89 9,529 4.47 0.89 0.01 
I received useful feedback on my performance on tests, papers, etc. 63,553 3.94 1.22 9,533 4.01 1.20 0.06 
The methods of evaluating my work were fair. 63,498 4.39 0.90 9,528 4.40 0.91 0.01 
The instructor stimulated student participation in the class. 63,480 4.14 1.08 9,523 4.12 1.09 -0.02 
What is your overall rating of this instructor's teaching? 63,491 4.13 1.05 9,516 4.15 1.04 0.02 
Overall, how much do you feel you have learned in this course? 63,558 3.66 1.07 9,519 3.73 1.06 0.07 
What is your overall rating of this course? 63,549 3.67 1.09 9,525 3.71 1.09 0.04 

 
Effect of Submitting SRTI Before or After Final Exam – Course Level Analysis 

Since SRTI ratings are most often reported and utilized at the course level, we also conducted a course-level 
analysis by repeating the above analysis separately for each course section with a scheduled final exam. To 
ensure sufficient reliability of SRTI means, we limited the analysis to course sections that had at least 10 
students in both the “Before Final” and “After Final” groups. 

For this study, an effect size with a magnitude of at least .30 was considered evidence of a small mean 
difference between groups. Using this guideline, we assigned course sections to one of three categories: 

1. “After Final” students had a lower mean than “Before Final” students (defined as an effect size of -.30 or 
lower); 
 

2. There was no difference in the means of the two student groups (defined as an effect size between -.30 
and .30); 
 

3. “After Final” students had a higher mean than “Before Final” students (defined as an effect size of .30 or 
higher). 
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As seen in Table 5, for each of the 12 SRTI items, around two-thirds or more of class sections had an effect size 
indicating there was no practical difference in the means of the two student groups. The percentage of course 
sections in which “After Final” students had a lower mean rating than “Before Final” students ranged from 8% to 
15%. For a large majority of course sections, students who submitted SRTI after their final exam had mean SRTI 
ratings that were either the same or higher than students who submitted SRTI before (85 to 92%). 

Table 5: Course section effect size summary – students who submitted SRTI before or after their final exam 
  Mean for "After Final" students was... 
  Lower The same Higher 
Item N Percent N Percent N Percent 
The instructor was well prepared for class. 32 12% 194 73% 40 15% 
The instructor explained course material clearly. 40 15% 167 63% 57 22% 
The instructor cleared up points of confusion. 35 13% 170 64% 61 23% 
The instructor used class time well. 36 14% 172 66% 53 20% 
The instructor inspired interest in the subject matter of this course 24 9% 187 70% 55 21% 
The instructor showed an interest in helping students learn. 40 15% 167 63% 59 22% 
I received useful feedback on my performance on tests, papers, etc. 28 11% 159 60% 76 29% 
The methods of evaluating my work were fair. 38 15% 172 66% 52 20% 
The instructor stimulated student participation in the class. 36 14% 176 66% 54 20% 
What is your overall rating of this instructor's teaching? 35 13% 169 64% 59 22% 
Overall, how much do you feel you have learned in this course? 22 8% 169 65% 70 27% 
What is your overall rating of this course? 30 11% 169 64% 66 25% 

 
The preceding analysis, by definition, only included course sections contained in the university exam schedule, 
resulting in a final analysis file of only 266 course sections. In an effort to increase the number of course sections 
included in our sample, we repeated the analysis using a different method to define our student groups: the 
“Before Finals” group included students who submitted SRTI for a particular course before the first day of final 
exams and the “After Finals” group included students who submitted SRTI any time between the first day of final 
exams and the end of the survey period. 

This sample—which included all courses, whether or not they had scheduled a final exam—was made up of 607 
course sections and the results (Table 6) were very similar to those in Table 5. In the majority of course sections 
(84 to 91%), students who submitted SRTI on the first day of finals or later had mean SRTI ratings that were 
either the same or higher than students who submitted SRTI before the first day of finals. 

Table 6: Course section effect size summary – students who submitted SRTI before or after first day of final exams 
 

  Mean for "After Final" students was... 
  Lower The same Higher 
Item N Percent N Percent N Percent 
The instructor was well prepared for class. 100 16% 422 70% 85 14% 
The instructor explained course material clearly. 86 14% 392 65% 127 21% 
The instructor cleared up points of confusion. 87 14% 398 66% 120 20% 
The instructor used class time well. 91 15% 399 66% 115 19% 
The instructor inspired interest in the subject matter of this course 77 13% 402 67% 121 20% 
The instructor showed an interest in helping students learn. 77 13% 415 69% 109 18% 
I received useful feedback on my performance on tests, papers, etc. 67 11% 411 68% 126 21% 
The methods of evaluating my work were fair. 87 15% 392 65% 121 20% 
The instructor stimulated student participation in the class. 88 15% 417 69% 97 16% 
What is your overall rating of this instructor's teaching? 75 12% 403 67% 123 20% 
Overall, how much do you feel you have learned in this course? 74 12% 389 65% 137 23% 
What is your overall rating of this course? 81 13% 374 62% 148 25% 
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Summary 

We did not find evidence to indicate that extending the SRTI survey period throughout final exams resulted in an 
increase in response rates for the campus as a whole. It’s possible that survey fatigue after the campus-wide 
adoption of online SRTI is playing a confounding role. It’s also possible the extended survey period has helped to 
stave off a systematic drop off in response rates, as documented by researchers in the field (Standish et al., 
2018; Avery et al., 2006; Nulty, 2008). 

Given the challenges in maintaining online survey response rates, extending the SRTI survey period is one tool to 
help increase the chances of getting students to respond. Since we did not find evidence that students who 
submitted SRTI after the reading period or after their own final exam gave lower SRTI ratings than students who 
submitted SRTI before finals, it makes sense to continue the extended survey period in the future. 
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