
           
 

 
 

 
     

                   
              

              
           

 

            

              
           
          

           
                 

          
               

                 

                 
          

          

              
                 

 

               
               

     

             

                 

          

                 
                 

 

        
              
                 

   

Student  Response to  Instruction  (SRTI ) Globa l Item  Orde r Effect s 

The Student Response to Instruction (SRTI) global items ask students to provide overall ratings of their 
instructor’s teaching, the course as a whole, and a rating of how much they learned in the course. Research 
shows that global items are highly correlated with student achievement and satisfaction as well as applicable 
and comparable in nearly all teaching and learning situations, making them an important evidentiary component 
of the review of teaching performance (Abrami, 2001; Arreola, 1995; Centra, 1993). 

Item Order Effects 

Until recently, students answered the SRTI global items in the following order: 
10. Overall, how much do you feel you have learned in this course?
11. What is your overall rating of this instructor’s teaching?
12. What is your overall rating of this course?

Survey researchers have long documented that the order in which questions are asked on a survey may 
influence how people respond. An item order effect occurs when a question that appears earlier on a survey 
affects the way people respond to later questions. Some UMass Amherst instructors have expressed concern 
about the fairness of asking students to answer an instructor-related question (item 11) after a course-related 
question (item 10), fearing that students will rate them more harshly having just rated an aspect of the course. 

In fall 2017, for the first time, SRTI was administered online for the entire campus. With all courses now using 
the same SRTI, we implemented two main changes in the administration process based on feedback from SRTI 
users (interviews and discussions with instructors, department chairs, and Faculty Senate committees): 

1. We extended the survey period from 10 to 18 days, closing on the last day of final exams instead of the
last day of the reading period. (See SRTI - Effect of Extending the Survey Period research brief for
details.)

2. To improve the flow and logic of the SRTI, the order of the global items (items 10-12) has been
changed so that students answer the instructor-related global item immediately following the SRTI
diagnostic items (items 1-9, which are also instructor-related) and before the two course-related
global items:

10.What is your overall rating of this instructor’s teaching? (former item 11)
11. Overall, how much do you feel you have learned in this course? (former item 10)
12.What is your overall rating of this course?

In the following analysis, we examined whether changing the order of the SRTI global items in fall 2017 (so 
students rate the instructor before they rate any aspect of the course) may have resulted in any order effects. 

Sample  

The sample of classes consisted of university credit-bearing lectures, seminars, studios, and labs that used online 
SRTI administration in both academic year (AY) 2016 and AY 2017. To maximize reliability, classes with fewer 
than 10 respondents were deleted from the sample. Classes from the College of Humanities and Fine Arts, 
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https://www.umass.edu/oapa/sites/default/files/pdf/srti/srti_research_brief_-_effect_of_extending_the_survey_period.pdf


           
 

            
           
        
       

           
                

          

 

                   
                

                 
              

             
          

 
          

              
              

                 
               

             

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 global items had already been reordered). Table 1 
displays the average course enrollment, average response rate, and the percentage of course sections from 
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) disciplines. 

The average enrollments and response rates were similar from year to year. The percent of course sections from 
STEM disciplines was lower in AY 2016. This is because the College of Engineering and the College of Natural 
Sciences did not adopt online SRTI until spring of 2017. 

Table 1: Sample characteristics by academic year  

      
     
    
     
    

Characteristic 
Number of sections 
Average enrollment 
Average response rate 
Percent STEM 

AY 2016 
1,453 

62 
65% 
33% 

AY 2017 
2,185 

60 
67% 
36% 

Analysis  and  Results  

Using the course section as the unit of analysis, we calculated the difference between AY 2016 and AY 2017 
means for all 12 SRTI items. Because the number of sections was large and measures of statistical significance 
are sensitive to sample size, we calculated an “effect size” for each difference 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. Since courses from STEM disciplines were 
underrepresented in AY 2016, we repeated the analyses using spring semester results only. 

Table 2 contains SRTI item means and standard deviations for course sections by academic year. We also report 
the difference between each mean and its associated effect size. Practically speaking, effect sizes of around .30 
are interpreted as indicating a “small” effect. Using this guideline, we found no meaningful or practical 
differences between item means for AY 2016 and AY 2017. The effect sizes for the global items were greater in 
magnitude than those for most other items, but still below our threshold for identifying meaningful differences 
(0.13 for the instructor-related item and -0.14 and -0.06 for the course-related items). 

Table 2:  Academic  year  comparison –  SRTI  item  means,  standard  deviations  (SD),  and  effect  sizes  

        

     
 

 
            
           
            
           
               
              

           
             
             

              
                 

             

AY 2016 AY 2017 
Effect 

Item Mean SD Mean SD Size 
The instructor was well prepared for class. 4.68 0.34 4.69 0.34 0.02 
The instructor explained course material clearly. 4.34 0.53 4.34 0.53 0.00 
The instructor cleared up points of confusion. 4.35 0.51 4.36 0.52 0.02 
The instructor used class time well. 4.43 0.45 4.44 0.43 0.04 
The instructor inspired interest in the subject matter of this course. 4.27 0.54 4.26 0.53 -0.02
The instructor showed an interest in helping students learn. 4.51 0.44 4.55 0.42 0.11
I received useful feedback on my performance on tests, papers, etc. 4.15 0.57 4.18 0.58 0.04
The methods of evaluating my work were fair. 4.44 0.41 4.46 0.40 0.05
The instructor stimulated student participation in the class. 4.30 0.53 4.29 0.53 -0.02
What is your overall rating of this instructor's teaching? 4.16 0.56 4.24 0.55 0.13
Overall, how much do you feel you have learned in this course? 3.80 0.56 3.72 0.52 -0.14
What is your overall rating of this course? 3.83 0.60 3.80 0.58 -0.06
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When we repeated the analysis with spring semester results only (so that STEM courses were represented 
equally), again we found no appreciable mean differences (Table 3). Compared to other items, the effect size for 
the instructor-related global item was higher, but still below our threshold for identifying meaningful differences 
(0.17). 

Table  3: Spring  semester  comparison - SRTI  item  means,  standard  deviations  (SD),  and  effect  sizes  

AY 2016 AY 2017 

Item Mean SD Mean SD Effect 
Size 

The instructor was well prepared for class. 4.68 0.34 4.69 0.34 0.05 
The instructor explained course material clearly. 4.33 0.53 4.36 0.50 0.05 
The instructor cleared up points of confusion. 4.35 0.51 4.39 0.50 0.07 
The instructor used class time well. 4.43 0.45 4.45 0.42 0.04 
The instructor inspired interest in the subject matter of this course. 4.26 0.54 4.27 0.51 0.03 
The instructor showed an interest in helping students learn. 4.50 0.44 4.56 0.41 0.13 
I received useful feedback on my performance on tests, papers, etc. 4.15 0.57 4.17 0.58 0.05 
The methods of evaluating my work were fair. 4.43 0.42 4.46 0.41 0.07 
The instructor stimulated student participation in the class. 4.27 0.55 4.30 0.52 0.04 
What is your overall rating of this instructor's teaching? 4.15 0.56 4.25 0.54 0.17 
Overall, how much do you feel you have learned in this course? 3.79 0.55 3.73 0.51 -0.12
What is your overall rating of this course? 3.81 0.60 3.79 0.57 -0.04

Summary  

We did not find any meaningful differences between SRTI course means of our two comparison groups (pre- and 
post-reordering of SRTI global items). However, the magnitude of the effect sizes for the two “swapped” items— 
though trivial in size—were larger than the effect sizes for almost all other items. From a survey construction 
point of view, it makes sense for students to rate aspects of the instructor before answering any course-related 
questions, and results of this analysis suggest this may have resulted in a slight increase in the average mean for 
overall instructor rating. 
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