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Abstract 

Student-written evaluation (N = 600) of professors was examined to determine the emotional 
tone of the words used to evaluate faculty. Using the revised Dictionary of Affect (DOA; Whissell, 
2009), evaluation words (N = 26,764) uploaded to the Rate My Professors website between 2018 and 
October of 2023 were measured for their pleasantness, activation, and imagery. Overall, the emotional 
tone of the students’ written evaluation was very close to the DOA’s definition of everyday English (M 
= 50) for all three categories: pleasantness (M = 51.1, SD = 6.3), activation (M = 52.2, SD = 4.8), and 
imagery (M = 50.2, SD = 7.4). The results indicated that the written evaluations were uniform in 
expression and emotional tone: neither very pleasant/unpleasant, active/passive, or imagery/abstract. 
While significant relationships were found with professor quality and difficulty ratings, the number of 
words in the evaluation, and the instructor’s gender, all associations had small correlational strengths 
and weak effect sizes, indicating that the variables might not be strong predictors of the emotional tone 
of student evaluations. If student written evaluations are not emotionally charged, then there is an 
opportunity to reduce any negative feelings faculty members have attached to the process.  
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Résumé 

L’évaluation écrite des professeures et professeurs réalisée par les personnes étudiantes (N = 
600) a été examinée pour déterminer le ton émotionnel des mots utilisés pour les évaluer. À l’aide du 
dictionnaire Dictionary of Affect (DOA ; Whissell, 2009), les mots d’évaluation (N = 26,764) téléversés 
sur le site web Rate My Professors entre 2018 et octobre 2023 ont été mesurés pour leur caractère 
agréable, leur activation et leur imagerie. Dans l’ensemble, le ton émotionnel de l’évaluation écrite 
réalisée par les personnes étudiantes était très proche de la définition de l’anglais courant du DOA (M = 
50) pour les trois catégories : caractère agréable (M = 51,1, SD = 6,3), activation (M = 52,2, SD = 4,8) et 
imagerie (M = 50,2, SD = 7,4). Les résultats indiquent que les évaluations écrites étaient uniformes en 
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termes d’expression et du ton émotionnel : ni très agréables/désagréables, ni actives/passives, ni 
imagées/abstraites. Bien que des relations significatives aient été trouvées avec la qualité de la personne 
enseignante et les notes de difficulté, le nombre de mots dans l'évaluation et le genre de la personne 
enseignante, toutes les associations avaient des forces de corrélation faibles et des tailles d’effet faibles, 
ce qui indique que les variables pourraient ne pas être des prédicteurs forts du ton émotionnel des 
évaluations réalisées par les personnes étudiantes. Si les évaluations écrites réalisées par les personnes 
étudiantes ne sont pas chargées d’émotion, il est possible de réduire les sentiments négatifs que les 
personnes enseignantes attachent au processus. 

Mots-clés: académie, ton émotionnel, évaluation de l'enseignement par les personnes étudiantes, 
évaluations par les personnes étudiantes 

Introduction 

Student evaluation of teaching (SET) is a controversial subject due to the subjective nature of the 
evaluation (Dahal & Rafiq, 2023). The use of SETs, including the research behind the practice, began in 
the early 1990s (Algozzine et al., 2004) and is widely used in academia today (Wagenaar, 1995). 
Although there are differences in questions posed to students across the various academic institutions, 
the goals include (1) providing feedback to faculty, (2) assisting academic institutions in decision-
making (for example, tenure), (3) giving students data for course and faculty selection, and (4) providing 
data for SET research (Marsh & Roche, 1993). Kember et al. (2002) considered that the primary 
purposes of SETs are to (1) promote faculty improvement during the evaluation process, (2) provide 
data for appraisals, and (3) contribute to academic institution accountability. According to Penny (2003), 
SETs are frequently used by academic institutions as they are easy to collect and interpret. 

Previous research has noted that students are interested in performing SETs (Foster, 2003; 
Howell & Symbaluk, 2001). Research has also demonstrated that faculty value SETs (Balam & 
Shannon, 2010; Kulik, 2001) and are concerned about how students view their teaching (Spooren et al., 
2013). Nevertheless, faculty also have worries about SETs, which stem from their reliability 
(consistency, stability, and dependency of the instrument) and validity (the extent to which SETs 
measure what they intend to measure). Unfortunately, research on the reliability and validity of SETs is 
mixed. Whereas some studies have demonstrated their reliability (Barnes & Barnes, 1993; Feldman, 
1989; Zhao & Gallant, 2012), others have indicated they lack reliability. In Clayson’s (2018) 
comprehensive study on SET reliability, the author reviewed the challenges with the reliability measures 
that have been used and concluded the tool to be “inadequate” (p. 666). This paper addressed three 
significant challenges to establishing reliability in SETs, including (1) methodological difficulties, 
(2) problems in evaluating student ratings, and (3) a lack of instrument construct definitions. Clayson 
(2018) concluded that the challenge with SETs surrounds the lack of consistency among individual 
student responses, indicating that students may disagree on what they are being asked to evaluate; 
therefore, SETs lack both reliability and validity. 
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Here again, however, the evidence is mixed. Several research articles have concluded that SETs 
have many forms of validity (Blackburn & Clark, 1975; Burdsal & Bardo, 1986; Cook et al., 2024; 
Ellett et al., 1997; Overall & Marsh, 1980; Wright & Jenkins-Guarnieri, 2012). Other studies have 
questioned the validity of SETs as a tool to assess a teacher’s effectiveness (Clayson, 2018; Shevlin et 
al., 2000). Quansah et al. (2024) cited student evaluators as a significant challenge due to inconsistencies 
in faculty ratings. Uttl (2021) conducted a comprehensive review of validity challenges in SETs, citing 
several key issues, including defining effective teaching, questioning whether students learn more from 
highly rated faculty, external factors that affect evaluations (for example, students’ prior knowledge), 
and student preference factors. In an earlier paper, Uttl et al. (2017) conducted a meta-analysis of 
previous SET meta-analyses, concluding not only that SETs do not measure teaching effectiveness but 
also that academia “may want to abandon SET ratings as a measure of faculty’s teaching effectiveness” 
(p. 22). 

Spooren et al. (2013) drew a similar conclusion, stating that the accuracy of SETs in measuring 
effective teaching is uncertain. They further argued that faculty and students may disagree on what 
constitutes effective teaching, echoing Zhao and Gallant’s (2012) argument that a significant challenge 
to establishing SET validity is the lack of consistency in the definition of effective teaching. Other SET 
concerns include the lack of space/time for students to explain their responses, the difficulty in 
interpreting their responses, and the lack of knowledge surrounding SET research and its reliability and 
validity challenges (Spooren et al., 2013).  

Rate My Professors 

The student evaluations in this study were pulled from the Rate My Professors1 (RMP) website, a 
platform that allows students to review their instructors. At the time of writing (2023), the website had 
more than two million professor ratings. The website requires students to create an account, after which 
the user can rate a professor already included on the site or add a school/professor. The user selects the 
instructor to submit a rating, and a new webpage opens with various evaluation options. The user 
proceeds to select a course code and indicate whether it is an online delivery. Next, the user rates the 
professor’s quality on a 5-point scale: awful (1), OK (2), good (3), great (4), and awesome (5). The 
following section asks the user to rate the difficulty of the professor’s course on a 5-point scale: very 
easy (1), easy (2), average (3), difficult (4), and very difficult (5). Other questions include asking if the 
student would take a course with this professor again, whether the course was taken for credit, if it had a 
textbook, and whether attendance was mandatory. The final question asks the user to select the grade 
they received in the course using letter grades (for example, A+, C–) or indicate if the course had no 
grades, or state if the course was dropped or incomplete. Among the response options are “not sure yet” 
or “rather not say.” Users are also given the option to select up to three tags for the post, with options 
such as “tough grader,” “amazing lectures,” “lots of homework,” and “caring.” Since its inception, much 

 

1 https://www.ratemyprofessors.com 
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research has been devoted to evaluating the RMP website: some papers providing support for the 
validity of the rating scales (Brown et al., 2009; Colardarci & Kornfield, 2007; Otto et al., 2008; 
Sonntag et al., 2009; Timmerman, 2008) and others where researchers are unconvinced (Felton et al., 
2004; Legg & Wilson, 2012; Murray & Zdravkovic, 2016).  

Student-Written Evaluations 

On many SETs students can write comments about their professor, but the literature on this 
component is limited. Most research on student SET comments uses instruments like Leximancer or 
Wordstat, an automated semantic analysis tool that finds themes within the text (Abd-Elrahman et al., 
2010; Shah & Pabel, 2020; Stupans et al., 2016). A study by Olvet et al. (2021) noted that the challenge 
with student-written evaluations is reviewer hesitation to provide faculty names when giving negative or 
constructive criticism. Past research has demonstrated that students hesitate to give negative evaluations 
due to power dynamics, fear of reprisal, and student–teacher relationship breakdown (Afonso et al., 
2005; Janss et al., 2012). Their concerns could be warranted as a study by Robins et al. (2020) 
interviewed 24 medical faculty and noted that they admitted to a likely bias against students who rated 
them negatively.  

Very few studies have been carried out on students’ written evaluations on RMP. Abd-Elrahman 
et al. (2010), Shah and Pabel (2020), and Stupans et al. (2016) used text analysis software to identify 
themes in student posts on RMP, but not emotional tone. Silva et al. (2008) examined the positivity/ 
negativity of written evaluations of psychology teachers. Using an instrument called the IUB Evaluation 
Services and Testing Multiple Option System (Multi-Op) of Course and Instructor Evaluation, they 
concluded that there were more positive than negative comments in the evaluations of both the course 
and faculty. Dahal and Rafiq (2023) used an instrument called DistilBERT to analyze the emotions 
shown in students’ written evaluations on RMP and found that “joy” characterized most of the 
comments (over 60%), whereas negative emotions (anger, sadness, and fear) “accounted for less than 
40% of the student review” (p. 5). However, “anger” was the second most noted emotion after “joy.”  

Teaching can be a demanding profession and the well-being of teachers is a highly complex area 
of research (Wang et al., 2023). One aspect of teacher well-being is how they react to reading student 
evaluations, but very little research exists. Studies have stated that, when reading SETs, teachers feel 
judged and experience deep emotional responses (Sidwell et al., 2025); feel anxious (Lutovac et al., 
2017); feel rageful, sad, neglected, and have self-doubt (Carmack & LeFebvre, 2019); and even find the 
process painful when getting critical reviews (Arthur, 2009). These feelings can lead to faculty 
disengagement from SETs, hindering professional growth (Sidwell et al., 2025). The current study 
examines whether the written section of student evaluations contains emotionally charged words. 

Research Questions 

This paper will add to the research on SET by examining posts on RMP in the Canadian context 
to explore: (1) What is the emotional tone of student-written evaluations? and (2) What factors 
contribute to the emotional tone of student-written evaluations? 
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Method 

A Canadian university was randomly selected from the RMP website. A total of 30 professors 
with more than 90 student evaluation posts were randomly selected, and the first 20 posts were recorded 
chronologically (600 posts in total). For the written professor evaluations, no minimum word count 
requirements were specified. Course quality and difficulty scores were also recorded as part of the 
analysis, as all 600 posts included the two scores. Unfortunately, the other questions listed previously in 
this study (for example, whether the course was online or taken for credit) were sparsely answered and 
therefore not included in the analysis. For example, the grade given in the course was recorded in only 
32 of the 600 posts (5.3%) uploaded to the RMP website.  

The date range of the evaluations was 2018 to 2023 and encompassed a total of 16 subjects 
ranging from the social sciences, sciences, business, arts and humanities, to information technology. 
While the gender of the professor was not listed as an option for students to input, an analysis of the 
pronouns in the written evaluation was used to create the variable of gender, and the results indicated 
66.6% male and 33.4% female faculty. 

The emotional tone of the students’ written evaluations was analyzed using the revised 
Dictionary of Affect (DOA) (Whissell, 2009). Whissell had volunteers rate, outside of any context, the 
emotional tone of words on three scales: pleasantness, activation, and imagery (how easy it is to form a 
mental picture). Averages above or below the dictionary’s mean score of 50, representing everyday 
English, were taken to indicate emotional tone differences in one direction. The three emotional scales 
have standard deviations of 22 for pleasantness and activation and 36 for imagery (Whissell, 2009). For 
example, a score above 50 would indicate the word or entire work is pleasant or active, while a score 
below 50 would indicate the word or entire work is unpleasant or passive. A score of 72 on the 
pleasantness scale would be one standard deviation above the mean, suggesting a more pleasant 
emotional tone than everyday English, while a word or work with a score of 94 would be even more 
pleasant, as it is two standard deviations above the mean. While the DOA has not been used in other 
research specifically to examine the emotional tone of SET, it has been used in multiple text 
examinations, including television dialogue (White et al., 1989), religious texts (Whissell, 2012a), song 
lyrics (Whissell, 1996), and political speech (Whissell, 2012b). As emotion is an aspect of language, the 
DOA can be used as a framework to examine the speech of SETs. 

The revised DOA matching rate for the evaluation words studied was 76%, somewhat lower than 
the rate of 90% expected for everyday English texts (Whissell, 2009). The slightly lower matching rate 
was partially due to the faculty’s name being frequently cited in the written evaluations. The DOA 
database consists of common words in the English language, rather than names. 
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Results  

Mean Scores 

 Overall, the emotional tone of words in the student evaluations (N = 26,764) was very close to 
everyday English (M = 50) for pleasantness (M = 51.1, SD = 6.3), activation (M = 52.2, SD = 4.8), and 
imagery (M = 50.2, SD = 7.4). The average word count per student was 44.6 (SD = 19.9), and the 
average DOA match rate was 33.9 per evaluation post. Table 1 shows the quality and difficulty 
frequencies.  

Table 1 

Quality and Difficulty Frequencies in the Student Posts on RMP.com 

Quality Frequency Difficulty Frequency 

Awful 24.2% Very easy 5.8% 

OK 10.8% Easy 16.3% 

Good 10.5% Average 33.2% 

Great 13.7% Difficult 27.0% 

Awesome 40.8% Very difficult 17.7% 

Concerning the quality of faculty, Table 1 shows that most students rated the professors as 
“awesome” (40.8%). Combined, “great” and “awesome,” the two positive categories, represented 54.5% 
of the student ratings, whereas “awful” and “OK” together accounted for 35% of the ratings. For 
professor difficulty, most students rated the faculty as “average” (33.2%). Approximately twice as many 
students rated the professors as “difficult” or “very difficult” (44.7%) as compared with those who gave 
ratings of “very easy” or “easy” (22.1%). 

Emotional Tone Differences and Quality and Difficulty Ratings 

To evaluate whether the emotional tone of the students’ written evaluations was related to their 
quality and difficulty ratings, the study conducted Pearson correlation analysis (Table 2). 

As shown in Table 2, concerning quality, two of the three emotional scales (pleasantness and 
activation) were significantly related to student ratings. For pleasantness, a moderate positive correlation 
was noted (r = .45, N = 600, p < .01), indicating that as the quality rating of the faculty increased, the 
pleasantness of the words in the evaluations also increased. For activation, a weak positive correlation 
was noted (r = .13, N = 600, p < .01), indicating that as the quality rating of the professor increased, the 
activation of the words in the student evaluations also increased. No significant relationship was found 
between the professor’s quality rating and the imagery in the written evaluations. 
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Table 2 

Pearson Correlations Between Dictionary of Affect’s (DOA’s) Scales and Quality and Difficulty Ratings 

Rating DOA Scale Correlation 

Quality Pleasantness .45** 

 Activation .13** 

 Imagery .04 

Difficulty Pleasantness –.15** 

 Activation –.01 

 Imagery –.02 

Note. ** p < 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Concerning difficulty, only one of the three emotional scales was significantly related to the 
written evaluations. A weak negative correlation was noted for the emotional scale of pleasantness (r =  
–.15, n = 600, p < .01), indicating that as students gave more difficult ratings, their pleasant words 
decreased.  

Word Count 

Several significant relations were observed with the word count of written evaluations (Table 3). 
As Table 3 shows, concerning quality ratings, a weak negative correlation was noted (r = –.21, N = 600, 
p < .001); i.e., the professor’s quality rating decreased as the evaluation word count increased. 
Concerning difficulty ratings, a weak positive correlation was noted (r = .13, N = 600, p < .001); i.e., as 
the evaluation word count increased, the professor’s difficulty rating also increased.  

In addition, all three DOA emotional scales were significantly related with the word count of the 
student evaluations. For pleasantness, a weak negative correlation was noted (r = –.25, N = 600, p <.01); 
i.e., as the student evaluation word count increased, the pleasantness of the words decreased. A weak 
negative correlation was also noted (r = –.17, N = 600, p < .01) with respect to activation; i.e., as the 
student evaluation word count increased, the words became increasingly passive. Lastly, a weak 
negative correlation was noted (r = –.16, N = 600, p < .01) for imagery; i.e., as the student evaluation 
word count increased, the words became increasingly abstract. 
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Table 3 
Pearson Correlational Relationships with Student Evaluation Word Count 

Variable Word count 

Quality –.21** 

Difficulty .13** 

Pleasantness –.25** 

Activation –.17** 

Imagery –.16** 

Note. ** p < 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

Gender of the Professor 

To determine if there were differences in student evaluations that depended on the gender of the 
professor, an independent-samples t-test was conducted, and significant differences were found both in 
one DOA scale and in word count. Concerning the DOA scales, significant differences were noted in the 
pleasantness of student evaluations (t = –3.98, p = <.001, eta squared = .02), with female professors 
(M = 50, SD = 5.4) having slightly fewer pleasant words than male faculty (M = 52, SD = 6.6). It 
noteworthy that, despite significant differences in pleasantness, the mean scores of both genders fell 
within the DOA pleasant range (mean of 50 or higher). Significant differences were also noted with 
respect to word count (t = 2.63, p = .009, eta squared = .001), with female faculty evaluations (M = 48, 
SD = 18.3) having an average of five words more than male faculty evaluations (M = 43, SD = 20.5). 

Discussion 

This study was conducted to examine the emotional tone of student evaluations posted on RMP 
and its relationship with both quality and difficulty ratings given by the student and evaluation word 
count. The results demonstrated that, outside of a moderate correlational relationship between pleasant 
words and professor quality ratings, all associations had either low correlational strength or weak effect 
sizes, indicating that the variables examined in this study may not be strong predictors of student-written 
evaluations. 

All three DOA mean scores for the student-written evaluations were very close to its definition 
of everyday English (M = 50), with activation having the highest mean score (M = 52.2). These results 
imply that the student-written evaluations were neither very pleasant nor unpleasant, very active or 
passive, or very imagery or abstract. Even though most students rated the professors as “difficult” or 
“very difficult” (44.7%), the pleasantness mean was 51.1, which is very close to the DOA definition of 
everyday English at 50. There was also a high degree of uniformity of expression in the written 
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responses. The DOA has standard deviations of 22 for pleasantness and activation and 36 for imagery 
(Whissell, 2009). In this study, all three scales had very small standard deviations, ranging from 4.8 to 
7.4, which suggests that the emotional tone of student responses was consistent across all evaluations. 

Additionally, despite a significant correlation between the pleasantness of evaluations with the 
difficulty rating, the correlation strength was very weak (r = –.15), implying that pleasant words may not 
be a strong factor in predicting the difficulty ratings of the professors. The lack of significantly 
unpleasant written evaluations aligns with Olvet et al. (2021), who noted how difficult it is for students 
to give specific faculty names when giving negative evaluations. Due to the transparent nature of RMP, 
students must publicly rate an instructor by name, which could make them feel vulnerable and explain 
the lack of unpleasant words in the evaluations. Although RMP is anonymous, which could suggest 
protection against adverse reactions, the students might be affected by social desirability. Social 
desirability is the habit for individuals to acquaint themselves favourably, and has been demonstrated to 
be similar in online and in-person scenarios (see Dodou & de Winter, 2014). 

The lack of a relationship between the written evaluations and imagery is interesting. In the 
DOA, imagery is defined as how easy it is to picture a word in your mind. Creating evaluations for 
faculty with high imagery could be difficult for students due to a lack of knowledge about terms 
associated with effective teaching. This is a challenge for SETs. While a comprehensive literature 
review on the definition of effective teaching would be beyond the scope of this paper, a study by 
Stronge et al. (2011) examined “the classroom practices of effective versus less effective teachers” 
(p. 339). The study extracted approximately 17 words that described effective teaching, including 
organization, responsibility, classroom management, feedback, clarity, fairness, caring, respect, 
encouragement, and more. Of the 17 words used in Stronge et al. (2011), 12 (70.5%) were used by the 
students in this study but appeared only 151 times in 26,764 words (0.6%). Therefore, student 
evaluations in this study did not include words that describe effective teaching, an observation that raises 
questions about students’ ability to assess faculty teaching ability accurately. After the words that 
describe effective teaching in Stronge et al. (2011) were run through the DOA, the mean imagery score 
was 56.4, close to DOA’s definition of everyday English (M = 50). Thus, imagery might not be a valid 
measure of effective teaching when using the DOA as an evaluation tool. 

Earlier, this paper addressed the reliability and validity challenges with SETs. Some challenges 
are owed to the paucity of research on student-written evaluations. While Pearson correlational strengths 
were low in this study, word count had significant relationships with all the variables employed in the 
analysis (quality and difficulty ratings of the faculty, all three DOA emotional scales, and the gender of 
the professor). Concerning quality and difficulty ratings, the results demonstrated that when the word 
count increased, the quality rating decreased and the difficulty rating increased. Stated otherwise, 
students who rated professors as having poorer quality or being more difficult tended to write longer 
reviews. Concerning review pleasantness, as the number of words increased, the pleasantness of the 
words decreased. However, whether these results can be considered stable across all SETs is uncertain. 
Reliability refers to the consistency and stability of data, and student-written evaluations may pose a 
challenge for reliability assessment. Although research is limited, it is plausible that most SETs do not 
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require students to write a specific number of words or have a minimum/maximum word count. Written 
evaluations might also pose a challenge for validity. According to the results of this study, if students 
write longer written evaluations, this could affect not only the pleasantness of the evaluation but also 
other scores that the SET aims to assess, such as instructor quality and course difficulty. This study had 
an average word count of 44.6 (SD = 19.9), with a range of 2 words to 77 words in the evaluations. If 
formal academic SETs have word counts similar to those in this study, with wide variations of word 
count, then reliability and validity challenges with written evaluations might occur. If students were 
asked to write a longer faculty review in the SETs, could it affect institution-specific SET scales, such as 
quality and difficulty ratings? Again, if students were asked to write longer reviews, could the emotional 
tone of the words become increasingly unpleasant?  

While this study did find significant differences in evaluations for male and female faculty, the 
effect sizes were weak for evaluation pleasantness (eta squared = .02) and evaluation word count (eta 
squared = .001). It is important to note that the gender identities of the professors in this study were not 
officially confirmed, and the identifiers were determined by analyzing the pronouns in the student 
evaluations. This study did find that fewer pleasant words were used for female faculty (M = 50) than 
male faculty (M = 52). Still, the difference was minimal, and, for both genders, the findings were within 
the pleasant range for the DOA. Additional research is needed to examine the relation between student-
written evaluations and a professor’s gender, since previous studies (for example, MacNell et al., 2015) 
have demonstrated a positive bias towards male teachers. In MacNell et al. (2015), the authors used an 
online teaching environment to determine if student ratings were based on the perceived gender of 
instructors. Students gave significantly higher ratings to the teachers with male identities than to those 
with female identities, regardless of the teacher’s actual gender, which was disguised in the online 
environment. The article provided an example of this bias: “When the actual male and female teachers 
posted grades after two days as a male, this was considered by students to be a 4.35 out of 5 level of 
promptness, but when the same two teachers posted grades at the same time as a female, it was 
considered to be a 3.55 out of 5 level of promptness” (p. 300).  

Limitations and Future Research 

This study has several limitations. First, the DOA was created by having participants evaluate 
words context-free; thus, any evaluation and discussion on the emotional tone of student evaluations 
when using the instrument must be considered. This research also incorporated convenience sampling, a 
single academic institution, which may limit the generalizability to other institutions, disciplines, or 
countries. A single university was chosen due to RMP’s website navigation, where users must pick an 
institution as an initial prompt. Aside from the reliability and validity challenges of SETs, which were 
addressed earlier in this paper, there are other limitations to examining online student evaluations. The 
most obvious limitation is that the posts could have been entered by anyone, not necessarily the student 
who took a course with the professor being rated. In addition, the student evaluations could have been 
carried out at various times during or after the course. Whether traditional and online courses are 
comparable is uncertain, constituting another limitation. While RMP does have an option for students to 
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indicate whether the course was online, students are not required to answer the question, and few posts 
did. The term “online” was used 48 times in the written evaluations, but without context. For example, 
some student posts referred to what could be described as an online course. In contrast, others described 
course material in an online learning management system, which could be in a traditional classroom 
delivery mode. Another limitation could be the lack of student-reported course format and grade 
received. It is possible that the emotional tone could be affected by the course format, especially if there 
was no face-to-face communication with the instructor. Concerning grades, many studies (see Stroebe, 
2020) report strong positive correlations between SET and student expected grades. It is possible that the 
emotional tone of SET could be affected if the sample had many students with very high and very low 
grades. 

While this research uses a transparent methodology, there are ethical concerns in using public 
data, such as privacy concerns (individual and organizational), bias in student response, replication of 
results, and possible website ownership censorship. For a more thorough examination of the ethics of 
using publicly available data, see Cooper and Coetzee (2020).  

Recommendations for future research include examining student evaluations from various 
subjects to determine if they differ in emotional tone. Though this study covered 16 different subjects, 
the disciplines were unequally represented, making comparisons difficult. Finally, this study did not 
address any effects that minority professors might have on the emotional tone of student evaluations. 
Reid (2010) evaluated over 5,000 RMP student posts and noted that minorities, “particularly Blacks and 
Asians, were evaluated more negatively than White faculty in terms of overall quality, helpfulness, and 
clarity” (p. 137).  

Conclusions and Recommendations for Academia 

Using the DOA, student-written evaluation words from RMP were measured for their 
pleasantness, activation, and imagery. Overall, the emotional tone of the students’ written evaluations 
was very close to the DOA’s definition of everyday English, indicating that the words were not 
emotionally charged (pleasant/unpleasant, active/passive) nor imagery/abstract. The lack of moderate or 
strong correlational associations and effect sizes, outside of the relationship between professor quality 
ratings and pleasant words, could indicate that the professor quality and difficulty ratings, the number of 
words in the evaluations, and instructor gender are not strong predictors of student evaluations. This 
study offers an opportunity for academic institution administration, faculty, and students to find 
solutions to any negative feelings towards SETs. If the words in the student evaluations are not 
emotionally charged, yet some faculty report negative feelings about reading them, then training on 
feedback literacy may assist. Feedback literacy is the act of giving, exploring, accepting, and applying 
feedback to maximize personal improvement (Yan & Carless, 2022). Faculty could collaborate with the 
institution’s administration and students to provide feedback literacy training, create multiple feedback 
sources beyond formal SETs, and guide students through the feedback process (Cook et al., 2024), 
thereby mitigating any negative feelings associated with the written portion of SETs. 
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