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Article

Increasingly, instructors in higher education are 
teaching classes that are entirely Web-based as col-
leges and universities use online courses to deal 
with larger enrollments and smaller budgets (Fin-
kelstein and Scholz 2000). A survey of 2,500 U.S. 
colleges and universities found that 5.6 million 
students were enrolled in at least one online class 
(Allen and Seaman 2010). Despite the prolifera-
tion of online courses, universities and researchers 
have only begun to investigate systematically what 
they can and cannot teach effectively online 
(Coughan 2012; Jaffee 1997; Van Gundy et al. 
2006).

This study adds to the existing research on the 
effectiveness of online classes by comparing stu-
dents’ evaluations of online sociology classes to 
more traditional, face-to-face classes. Relying on a 
unique data set of aggregate student assessments 

for 118 college sociology courses at a large public 
university in the Southwest, we find that students 
typically evaluate online teachers as less effective 
than teachers in face-to-face classes, view online 
teachers as less respectful, indicate that they learn 
less in online classes, and rate online classes more 
negatively than face-to-face classes. We also find 
that these effects are not uniform across instruc-
tors, indicating that some instructors are better at 
teaching Web-delivered courses while others excel 
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Abstract
Increasingly, colleges and universities are relying on fully online classes to teach students. This article 
investigates how students evaluate online courses in comparison to more traditional face-to-face courses. 
Data come from undergraduate student evaluations of 118 sociology courses, and results of a series of 
hierarchical linear models indicate that students feel they have learned less in online courses, believe they 
are treated with more respect in in-class courses, and rate online courses less highly than in-class courses. 
Findings also suggest that the negative effects of teaching online are not universal for instructors, as the 
switch to online classes actually results in better evaluations for teachers who typically perform poorly 
in the classroom. These findings caution against the broad use of online sociology classes as a strategy for 
coping with increasing enrollments and shrinking budgets and suggest educators should select the course 
format that best complements their teaching strengths and skills.
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in the traditional classroom environment. These 
findings inform discussion about how mode of 
course delivery matters for teaching sociology and 
is a topic warranting both further scholarly investi-
gation and scrutiny in implementation.

Literature Review
Student Evaluations:  Advantages and 
Shortcomings

Student evaluations of teachers and courses are a 
fixture of higher education in the United States, 
with studies reporting that more than 90 percent of 
schools use them (e.g., Simpson and Siguaw 
2000). As such, they provide unique insight into 
students’ perceptions of the educational experience 
and teacher effectiveness. Further, student evalua-
tions are an institutionalized component of judging 
college instructors and often weigh heavily in ten-
ure, promotion, and pay decisions (Murray 1984).

Nevertheless, student evaluations have been 
criticized for being biased by factors unrelated to 
learning; for example, expectations of good grades 
can increase evaluations of an instructor (e.g., 
Ewing 2012; Johnson 2003), and instructors rated 
as likable receive a boost in ratings of teaching 
ability, even when associated with a decrease in 
student perceptions of learning (Delucchi 2000). 
Researchers have also studied the effects of 
instructors’ traits on student evaluations. Gener-
ally, they have not found substantial evaluation 
differences by gender, although when differences 
exist they tend to favor male instructors (Wachtel 
1998). The effects of instructors’ race or ethnicity 
on evaluations has been surprisingly understudied 
(Wachtel 1998), although Shapiro (1990) found 
that any differences between white and nonwhite 
instructors disappeared after controlling for other 
variables. Additionally, attributes of the course, 
such as class size, may affect evaluations, with 
larger classes receiving lower evaluations (Feld-
man 1984). Similarly, student perceptions of 
course difficulty can affect evaluations, with 
courses perceived as very easy or very difficult 
receiving lower evaluations (Centra 2003). Finally, 
low response rates for course evaluations have  
the potential to introduce bias by not adequately 
representing students’ sentiments. This might be 

particularly relevant for online courses, as one 
study found that online evaluations had lower 
response rates than did in-class evaluations, 
although the course evaluations still had compara-
ble results (Stowell, Addison, and Smith 2012).

Despite these concerns, numerous reviews have 
demonstrated that student evaluations are gener-
ally reliable and valid instruments for measuring 
learning outcomes (d’Apollonia and Abrami 1997; 
Marsh 1987; Marsh and Roche 1997; Seldin 1993). 
For example, d’Apollonia and Abrami (1997) 
found that almost half of the variation in student 
learning can be explained by student perceptions 
of teaching effectiveness. Scholars also defend 
student ratings by noting that other methods of 
evaluating teaching, such as classroom visitations 
and self-ratings, are beset with their own problems 
(Aleamoni 1981). In fact, research has shown that 
students’ ratings have greater validity coefficients 
than ratings from colleagues, trained observers, or 
self-reports (Howard, Conway, and Maxwell 
1985). For these reasons, many instructors and 
administrators support using student ratings to 
evaluate instruction (Seldin 1993).

Despite the potential shortcomings of student 
evaluations and the fact that they only speak to 
actual teaching effectiveness to the extent that 
student perceptions reflect reality, they do provide 
insight into instruction quality and are important 
indicators of students’ satisfaction with their edu-
cation. Whether students believe they are receiving 
a quality education can affect the success of sociol-
ogy departments, such as their ability to attract and 
retain students. Scholars recognize the importance 
of public opinion for the survival of any profession 
(e.g., Abbott 1988). For a profession like sociol-
ogy, one of the primary ways to influence public 
opinion is through teaching. If switching to online 
classes hurts our ability to do this, we hurt the 
profession.

Comparing Web-delivered and Traditional 
Courses
Web courses, defined as “asynchronous computer-
mediated courses” (Schulte 2004:6), lack direct, 
face-to-face interaction between instructors and 
students, making the fully online class qualita-
tively different from the traditional classroom  
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setting. Proponents of online classes contend that 
fully online courses cater to the unique experiences 
of many young adults living in an increasingly 
global economy and thus might be an effective 
medium for teaching. Little, Titarenko, and 
Bergelson (2005), for instance, described how 
online classes can foster cross-cultural learning by 
connecting students all over the globe. Online 
classes also provide platforms for students to 
engage course material on their own time, which 
might encourage participation and learning 
(Schulte 2004). This might be particularly true for 
students who have difficulties attending a tradi-
tionally scheduled class because of work responsi-
bilities, family obligations, or chronic illness. In 
this way, online classes make higher education 
accessible for students who might otherwise be 
unable to attend college.1 Thus, as Clark-Ibanez 
and Scott (2008) have noted, many students like 
online classes for the flexibility and anonymity 
they afford them and even the savings they experi-
ence from not having to pay for parking and gaso-
line. An affinity for the online format might in turn 
lead students to rate such classes more positively 
than traditional classroom-based courses.

Opponents of online classes disagree, worrying 
that online classes place too much of the burden on 
students and may adversely affect education qual-
ity. Students have more discretion over how they 
manage their time. While such flexibility is typi-
cally viewed as a benefit, it could be a drawback if 
students fall behind on course material. Cramming 
for tests is a notoriously bad method for learning 
(Bloom and Shuell 1981), and if online courses 
breed this type of preparatory behavior, students 
may view them as less effective. The lack of face-
to-face interaction with the instructor also may 
negatively affect how students think about their 
online instructors and the education they receive. 
Onwuegbuzie and his colleagues (2007:146) noted 
that college students often identify “the interper-
sonal context as the most important indicator of 
effective instruction.” This is a problem for online 
classes, as emotions are more difficult to express 
electronically. Students may feel that written feed-
back or recorded lectures lack the enthusiasm or 
substance of verbal feedback or real-time lectures. 
These potential shortcomings could result in lower 
student evaluations of courses and teachers.

The disagreement between proponents and 
opponents of online education has spawned 
research on the effects of online classes. Results 
are decidedly mixed. A number of studies have 
found no significant difference between traditional 
classes and Web-based courses in student achieve-
ment (e.g., van Schaik, Barker, and Beckstrand 
2003; Waschull 2001). Still, others have indicated 
that they do differ, with some studies finding stu-
dents in online classes perform better (e.g., Tucker 
2001) and some finding the opposite (e.g., Urtel 
2008). Meta-analyses have confirmed these mixed 
results, consistently finding that quasi-experimental 
studies on the whole show no significant differ-
ence between the two formats (Means et al. 2009; 
Sitzmann et al. 2006), but that this is in part due to 
the great variability in findings across studies (Ber-
nard et al. 2004).

Closer inspection of these studies helps explain 
the discrepant results. A majority of studies com-
paring online to more traditional classes were 
quasi-experimental where one course was taught in 
both an online and in-class format (Logan, 
Augustyniak, and Rees 2002; Tucker 2001; Urtel 
2008; van Schaik et al. 2003; Waschull 2001). 
Several of these studies had small sample sizes, 
with classes as small as 11 students (Logan et al. 
2002). Additionally, the author of the study and the 
instructor were frequently the same person, beg-
ging the question of whether instructors introduced 
bias into the studies by altering their teaching 
strategies, consciously or not. For example, by 
artificially making online and in-class courses 
equivalent, these studies could be missing out on 
key differences that emerge between the two forms 
in practice, such as if instructors design syllabi dif-
ferently depending on the mode of course delivery. 
Lastly, by limiting the study to one instructor, these 
studies were unable to evaluate other relevant fac-
tors and traits that vary across instructors and 
could affect course evaluations. On those occa-
sions when researchers have relied on other meth-
odological approaches to study the effects of 
online classes, new problems arise. For instance, 
Kelly, Ponton, and Rovai’s (2007) study compared 
Web courses to traditional courses without control-
ling for other variables that may affect student 
evaluations, like course difficulty and course size. 
Similarly, Carle’s (2009) study comparing online 
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and in-class courses also did not control for these 
two variables. Because student perceptions of 
course difficulty and course size can affect teach-
ing evaluations (Centra 2003; Feldman 1984), 
failing to control for these variables may conceal 
the true effect of course format.

Thus, our research fills a unique niche by 
examining multiple courses and instructors, none 
of whom taught under the assumption they would 
be studied. Moreover, this research incorporates a 
number of important contextual variables to the 
analysis, such as class size, student perceptions of 
course difficulty, and instructor traits. Finally, our 
study provides a broad portrait of the effects  
of online courses and traditional courses. Although 
a number of studies have relied on the quasi-
experimental design to compare traditional and 
online sociology courses (e.g., Driscoll et al. 
2012), we are unaware of any study that compares 
the broad implementation of online courses across 
an entire sociology department. This is particularly 
important given the mixed results of previous stud-
ies, leaving an open question as to whether online 
or traditional courses are perceived as more effec-
tive. As such, our study addresses the practical 
issue of what the wide-scale use of online teaching 
means for students in sociology.

Ongoing debates over the utility of online 
courses also tend to focus on the course format at 
the expense of the professionals who teach them. 
This omission suggests a uniform effect of online 
classes on teaching effectiveness, but such a view 
may be inaccurate. Perhaps whether the shift to an 
online format has a positive or negative effect on 
teacher effectiveness depends on the teacher. Cas-
ual observation tells us that not all teachers are the 
same. While some thrive in front of the classroom, 
others struggle with presenting material and engag-
ing in discussion. Online teaching, therefore, may 
have different effects for different teachers, with 
some instructors having communication and per-
formance abilities that allow them to excel in 
classroom settings and others having skill sets bet-
ter suited for Web-delivered courses, such as 
strong writing skills.

In addition to assessing perceived teaching 
effectiveness, we also address whether students 
felt that they were treated with respect in the 

course. While studies have focused on the effects 
of mode of course delivery on evaluations of 
teaching effectiveness or learning outcomes, rarely 
do they assess whether an online format might 
negatively affect interpersonal interactions between 
students and instructors. Because online courses 
do not include face-to-face interaction and primar-
ily rely on electronic, written communications that 
lack facial and vocal cues that can convey sympa-
thy or emotion, it is possible that students will 
perceive online instructors as being less respectful 
toward, or concerned about, students. Thus, in our 
analyses we examine whether online classes 
affect whether students believe they were treated 
with respect, a measure that has been found to be 
part of a valid construct assessing how students 
perceive interactions with instructors (Roberts 
and Clifton 1992). This is supported by factor 
analyses and undergraduate perceptions that have 
identified a “respect for student” construct emerg-
ing out of whether instructors are polite, sympa-
thetic, helpful, accessible, and hold generally 
favorable attitudes toward students (Shank, 
Walker, and Hayes 1996). Consequently, a course 
evaluation question on respect can reveal whether 
students perceive their interactions with instruc-
tors to be negative and may tap into whether stu-
dents view instructors as unfair, discriminatory, 
sarcastic, disdainful, or patronizing toward stu-
dents. Examining this is important because 
favorable student evaluations of instructors’ 
respect or concern for students are positively cor-
related with student achievement and learning in 
courses (Feldman 1989).

This review of the literature on Web courses 
reveals a number of shortcomings that indicate 
how little we know about what their implementa-
tion means for student evaluations in sociology. By 
comparing student evaluations of 118 undergradu-
ate sociology courses taught at a large public 
research university, we examine whether students 
deem online classes to be as effective as more tra-
ditional in-person classes. We also examine 
whether the shift to online classes affects some 
instructors more than others. Our results are par-
ticularly noteworthy because previous studies have 
linked student evaluations to actual learning out-
comes (d’Apollonia and Abrami 1997).
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Data  and Methods

To compare online to in-class courses, we rely on 
teacher-course evaluation data collected and pub-
lished online by a large public research university 
in the Southwest, with more than 400 sociology 
majors. Because course evaluation data are pub-
licly available to the larger university community, 
we downloaded it to create a data set, with the 
approval of the university’s Institutional Review 
Board. Our data set consists of aggregate under-
graduate student course evaluations for sociology 
courses taught between the fall of 2009 and the 
summer of 2011. The sample only includes evalu-
ations of courses taught by graduate student 
instructors, as no faculty members taught online 
courses. The data do not provide information about 
individual undergraduate students, so we do not 
control for individual student characteristics or for 
the possibility that certain types of students are self-
selecting into online courses, which could affect 
evaluations. Our analytic sample includes aggre-
gate evaluations for 118 sociology courses taught 
by 21 instructors, with an average of 5.6 course 
evaluations per instructor.2

In our sample, the majority of instructors were 
white (N = 18), and there were 8 male instructors 
and 13 female instructors. On average, the instruc-
tors had been enrolled in the graduate program for 
approximately 5.5 years. Graduate students must 
complete both a master’s degree and a course on 
teaching before they can teach classes. The course 
on teaching provides a general overview of under-
graduate instruction and a section on Web-delivered 
instruction; however, this class is not specifically 
designed for training in online teaching methods. 
There are also university resources available to help 
with the technical aspects of designing and imple-
menting online courses, such as online instructional 
support liaisons.

Graduate instructors teach undergraduate 
courses at all levels (100–400) and can choose the 
format of courses (online or in-class). They are 
assigned to teach courses based on the needs of the 
department as well as the expertise and interests of 
the instructor. Graduate instructors have freedom 
in designing and teaching their courses; however, 
all new syllabi for courses must be approved by the 
department, and faculty members periodically 

observe classes to evaluate graduate student 
instruction. Regardless of whether a course is 
taught completely online or in the classroom, 
graduate student instructors typically rely on the 
Desire to Learn (D2L) Web platform. D2L has a 
number of important functionalities, including a 
course homepage, discussion pages, chat rooms, 
online quizzes, drop boxes, and content pages 
where instructors can post video lectures, Power-
Point slides, and written memos. We do not have 
survey data on the online teaching practices of 
graduate students; however, common practices 
include posting lecture memos or PowerPoint 
slides to the course Web site and utilizing discus-
sion boards. It is rare for an instructor to provide 
video lectures or live lectures through videoconfer-
encing, although some instructors do provide audio 
lectures.

Dependent Variables
The four dependent variables for this study are 
average undergraduate perceptions of the amount 
learned in the course, the teaching effectiveness of 
the instructor, the overall rating of the course, and 
whether the student felt he or she was treated with 
respect. These come from questions on course 
evaluation forms administered by the university. 
The unit of analysis is the course, and each of these 
four variables is measured at the aggregate course 
level. To do so, for each dependent variable we 
calculate a class average by multiplying the num-
ber of students who selected an answer choice by 
the relevant value assigned to the category (e.g., 
1–5) and then dividing that sum by the total num-
ber of survey respondents.

The dependent variables were measured using 
students’ responses to the following questions and 
prompts: “How much do you feel you have learned 
in this course?” “What is your overall rating of this 
course?” “What is your overall rating of this 
instructor’s teaching effectiveness?” and “I was 
treated with respect in this class.” The answer 
choices for each variable ranged from 1 (most 
negative evaluation) to 5 (most positive evalua-
tion) and were phrased as follows: The amount 
learned ranged from “almost nothing” to “an 
exceptional amount,” overall course rating varied 
from “one of the worst” to “one of the best,” teaching 
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effectiveness varied from “almost never effective” 
to “almost always effective,” and whether students 
felt like they were treated with respect in the class 
ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree.”

Course-level and Instructor-level 
Independent Variables
The primary independent variable of interest was 
whether the course was an in-class course or a Web 
course (in-class = 0, online = 1). Also of interest 
was whether some instructors benefited by teach-
ing online classes and whether some instructors 
were hurt by teaching online classes. To evaluate 
this, we included two variables. First, we include a 
measure of each instructor’s average effectiveness 
for in-class courses only. This measure serves as a 
proxy for instructors’ in-class skills, such as public 
speaking or the ability to foster class discussion. 
Second, we interacted this with the online variable. 
This allowed us to evaluate whether strong class-
room instructors are disproportionately hurt by 
teaching in a completely online environment and 
whether weak classroom instructors are helped by 
teaching in the online environment.

We also controlled for other variables that might 
affect course evaluations. These independent varia-
bles were the gender of the instructor (0 = female,  
1 = male), the number of students enrolled in the 
course, and the response rate of how many enrolled 
students returned the course evaluation form. We also 
included a measure of the perceived difficulty of each 
course, which came from a question on the course 
evaluation forms asking, “The difficulty level of the 
course is,” with answers ranging from 1 = “extremely 
easy” to 5 = “extremely difficult.” We then created a 
course average by summing together the products of 
the number of students who selected an answer 
choice by its assigned value and dividing this summa-
tion by the total number of respondents.3

Hierarchical Linear Models
Because it is likely that the teaching abilities of 
individual instructors are affecting course evalua-
tions, it is necessary to control for the fact that 
often multiple course evaluations cluster within the 

same instructor. Consequently, we employ hierar-
chical linear modeling (HLM) to analyze the data 
(Raudenbush and Bryk 2002; Snijders and Bosker 
1999). HLM allows researchers to evaluate data 
that are nested in larger units; for example, stu-
dents can be nested in schools, employees can be 
nested in organizations, and families can be nested 
in neighborhoods. When such clustering occurs, it 
is likely that observations are no longer indepen-
dent from one another, violating an assumption in 
traditional regression methods. HLM accounts for 
such relations among observations. It also has the 
ability to incorporate independent variables at both 
the individual level (e.g., students, employees) as 
well as at the cluster level (e.g., school, company) 
as well as include interactions across levels. 
Specifically, it allows for a multilevel model in 
which there are level 1 units (in our data, the 
course evaluations) and level 2 units (in our data, 
the instructors) and the slope and the intercept 
from level 1 data are allowed to vary across level 
2 units (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). When an 
intercept or slope does not vary across units, this is 
termed a fixed effect. Fixed effects represent aver-
age values across units and are interpreted as 
regression coefficients (Snijders 2005).

For this study, we use HLM to assess the effects 
of course-level variables on course evaluations 
while also accounting for any potential effects 
from instructor-level variables. We use a full max-
imum likelihood estimation and conduct the analy-
ses using Stata software. The level 1 variables 
include the predictors relevant to course evalua-
tions, such as whether it is online or in-class, the 
course evaluation response rate, the number of 
students enrolled in the class, and the perceived 
difficulty of the course by students. The level 2 
variables pertain to characteristics of the instruc-
tors, such as the gender of the instructor.4 Of the 
level 1 variables, we expect the effect of course 
format and course difficulty to vary depending on 
the instructor. While instructors have less control 
over the number of students enrolled in the class, 
the evaluation response rate, or instructors’ gender, 
instructors can choose to teach online or in-class or 
to make their courses more or less difficult. Thus, 
we include course mode of delivery and course 
difficulty as random effects in the model.
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An intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) 
measures the proportion of variance in the out-
come that is between units (Raudenbush and Bryk 
2002). The ICC values for each dependent variable 
when grouped by instructor and with no independ-
ent variables included in the model are as follows: 
overall course rating, .204; amount learned, .159; 
teaching effectiveness, .345; and respect, .173. 
These ICCs indicate that clustering is evident and 
that it is appropriate to use HLM. Additionally, a 
conservative likelihood ratio test comparing the 
multilevel model to linear regression was signifi-
cant below the .05 level for most models, indicat-
ing HLM is the preferred analytical method.

Differences in Online and Traditional 
Course Evaluations
Our first set of models assesses the effects of 
course mode of delivery, the gender of the instruc-
tor, the number of enrolled students, the response 
rate, and the perceived difficulty of the course on 
each of the four dependent variables (teaching 
effectiveness, overall course evaluation, amount 
learned, and treated with respect), grouped by 
instructor. We initially included course format and 
perceived difficulty as random effect variables, but 
indicators of model fit and between-instructor vari-
ance revealed that only course format should be 
estimated as a random effect.

Our second set of models tests the hypothesis 
that the perceived effectiveness of online courses 
depends on the skill sets of individual instructors. 
For these models we add the variable that assesses 
instructors’ average in-class teaching effectiveness 
and an interaction term between course format and 
this variable. To facilitate the interpretation of 
interaction effects, the in-class effectiveness vari-
able is grand mean centered, such that each instruc-
tor’s in-class effectiveness score is subtracted from 
the mean of all instructors’ in-class effectiveness 
scores. Because instructors might vary in terms of 
their preferences for online courses, course diffi-
culty, and the effectiveness of in-class teaching 
methods, we allow these effects to have a random 
component. However, as in the first set of models, 
only the course format variable proved to have a 
significant random component and was the only 
random effect included in final models.

Results
Comparing Online Courses to Traditional 
Courses
Undergraduate students tend to evaluate online 
courses more negatively than in-class courses (see 
Table 1). When providing overall evaluations of a 
course, students gave online courses significantly 
lower ratings than traditional courses (β = –.238,  
p = .032). They also indicated that they learned 
significantly less in online courses (β = –.232, p = 
.022) and felt that they were treated with less 
respect in online courses (β = –.244, p = .002). 
Results further show that online courses have a 
marginally significant negative effect on under-
graduate perceptions of teaching effectiveness (β = 
–.191, p = .076). Thus, moving from an in-class 
format to an online format results in a change of 
approximately –.20 for course evaluation outcome 
variables that scale from 1 to 5. These coefficients 
are not large; however, the standard deviations of 
the means of the outcome variables are fairly 
small, between .30 and .50, indicating that many 
instructors have similar scores on the dependent 
variables. Therefore, the negative effect of online 
course delivery may in fact be a relatively substan-
tial effect.

In addition, we found several other factors 
affected course evaluations. Larger class sizes and 
increased perceptions of course difficulty were 
associated with more negative course evaluations, 
and higher response rates were associated with 
more positive course evaluations. Perceptions of 
course difficulty had significant negative effects 
for three of the dependent variables: teaching 
effectiveness (β = –.260, p = .015), the overall 
course rating (β = –.377, p = .001), and the respect 
variable (β = –.244, p = .000). Class size nega-
tively affected both teaching effectiveness (β = 
–.004, p = .011) and the overall rating of a course 
(β = –.003, p = .092). The coefficients for class size 
are close to zero, but given that online and in-class 
courses average 42 students, a one unit increase is 
likely to have a small effect on the dependent vari-
able. Conversely, the response rate had positive 
effects on teaching effectiveness (β = .457, p = 
.043) and the overall course rating (β = .462, p = 
.051). The coefficients for response rate are larger, 
but this variable ranges between zero and one. 
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Thus, moving from a hypothetical response rate of 
zero, where no one submits a course evaluation 
form, to one in which all enrolled students fill out 
a course evaluation form increases evaluations of 
teaching effectiveness and the overall course rating 
by approximately .45 on a 1 to 5 scale.

Instructor In-class Effectiveness and 
Differences in Course Evaluations
Our second set of models tests the hypothesis that 
the perceived effectiveness of online courses 
depends on the skill sets of individual instructors. 
These results are in Table 2. We find a significant 
interaction between the instructors’ average in-
class teaching effectiveness and course format for 
two outcome variables: (1) overall course rating 
and (2) the amount learned in the class. Likelihood 
ratio tests for these two variables were significant 
(p = .000 for both), indicating improved model fit 
when adding the in-class teaching effectiveness 
variable and the interaction term to the first set of 
models. In regard to the overall course rating, for 
an instructor with an average in-class teaching 

effectiveness score, online courses are rated more 
negatively than in-class courses (β = –.322, p = 
.002). To evaluate the interaction effect, we entered 
values that would typify instructors with a high 
in-class effectiveness score, an average effective-
ness score, and a low effectiveness score.5 We find 
that for teachers with the highest in-class effective-
ness score, the effect of online courses is the most 
strongly negative, while for instructors with the 
lowest in-class effectiveness score, online courses 
actually have a positive effect on overall course 
evaluations.

Moreover, for instructors with an average in-
class teaching effectiveness score, students feel 
that they have learned less in online classes when 
compared to in-class courses (β = –.303, p = .001). 
We find that in regard to the amount learned in 
online courses, the instructors with the highest 
rates of in-class effectiveness experience the most 
negative decrease in evaluations, while instructors 
with low rates of in-class effectiveness experience 
an increase in positive evaluations. These results 
suggest that the relative effectiveness of online and 
in-class courses is not uniform across instructors 

Table 1. Hierarchical Linear Model on Students’ Course Evaluations.

Overall course 
rating Amount learned

Teaching  
effectiveness Respect

  β SE β SE β SE β SE

Fixed effects
Course evaluation level
    Online –.238* .111 –.232* –.101 –.191^ .108 –.244** .079
    Class size –.003^ .002 –.002 .002 –.004* .002 –.001 .001
    Response rate  .462^ .236 .107 .226 .457* .225 .156 .138
    Course difficulty –.377*** .109 –.108 .104 –.260* .107 –.244*** .063
Instructor level
    Gender .078 .114 .059 .108 .097 .128 .097 .068
Constant 4.99*** .408 4.32*** .391 5.00*** .397 5.48*** .238
Random effects
    Online .043 .036 .015 .024 .050 .040 .060 .026
    Constant .016 .021 .022 .018 .037 .028 .000 .000
    Residual .142 .023 .132 .020 .120 .021 .048 .007
Sample size 118 118 118 118  
–2 log likelihood 126.44 114.12 116.93 11.24  
Bayesian Information Criterion169.38 157.05 159.87 49.40  

Notes: All regression coefficients are unstandardized. Random effects estimates are variances. SE = standard errors.
^p ≤ .10. *p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001 (two-tailed tests).
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and is contingent on the individual skill sets of 
instructors.

Discussion
The use of Web-delivered courses in higher educa-
tion is becoming more common, with almost  
30 percent of all college and university students 
having enrolled in at least one online course (Allen 
and Seaman 2010). Some have even speculated 
that online courses will revolutionize higher edu-
cation, with a shrinking market for residential col-
leges and low-cost online programs offered by 
elite institutions outcompeting other types of edu-
cational experiences (Perez-Pena 2012). But what 
does this shift mean for teaching sociology? 
Research relying on quasi-experimental methods 
shows that a well-designed Web-delivered sociol-
ogy course can be as effective as its more tradi-
tional counterpart (e.g., Driscoll et al. 2012). This 
research, however, does not examine the conse-
quences of large-scale implementation of Web-based 

sociology courses across a department. To our 
knowledge, no other study has looked at more than  
100 courses and 20 instructors in the field of soci-
ology to provide a broad portrait of the effect of 
online courses for sociology. Thus, our study con-
tributes to debate on an important topic in teaching 
sociology by examining the consequences of the 
mass implementation of completely online sociol-
ogy courses.

Our research indicates that undergraduates rate 
online sociology classes more negatively than in-
class courses. Online courses receive lower overall 
course ratings, and students state that they learn 
less in online courses. This is worrisome because 
research reveals a high correlation between student 
ratings and actual achievement (Abrami, d’Apollonia, 
and Cohen 1990; d’Apollonia and Abrami 1997). 
Thus, contrary to previous research (e.g., Kelly  
et al. 2007; Little et al. 2005), the general imple-
mentation of online sociology courses at this uni-
versity detrimentally affected student perceptions 
about the quality of education.

Table 2. Hierarchical Linear Modeling with Interaction Effects on Students’ Course Evaluations.

Course rating Amount learned Respect

  β SE β SE β SE

Fixed effects
Course evaluation level
  Online –.322** .104 –.303*** .094 –.260*** .080
  Class size –.002 .002 –.002 .002 –.001 .001
  Response rate .118 .210 –.179 .204 .086 .143
  Course difficulty –.296*** .091 –.027 .088 –.234*** .063
Instructor level
  Gender .038 .093 .024 .085 .095 .068
  In-class effectiveness .802*** .126 .770*** .124 .128 .084
Cross-level interaction
  Online × In-class effectiveness –.632*** .183 –.624*** .165 –.107 .145
Constant 4.943*** .342 4.238*** .330 5.49*** .235
Random effects
  Online .069 .036 .037 .023 .063 .027
  Constant .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000
  Residual .104 .015 .101 .015 .046 .007
Sample size 118 118 118
–2 log likelihood 92.54 82.24 8.95
Bayesian Information Criterion 140.25 129.95 56.66

Notes: Regression coefficients are unstandardized. Random effects estimates are variances. SE = standard errors.
^p ≤ .10. *p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001 (two-tailed tests).
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Our results also reveal that undergraduates rate 
online sociology instructors as treating students 
with less respect. Respect is an important dimen-
sion of effective teaching (d’Apollonia and Abrami 
1997). Students who feel that their teachers respect 
them tend to like and perform better in school 
(Hallinan 2008). While the data preclude our abil-
ity to state with certainty why this is the case, a 
number of possibilities exist. For instance, by 
separating students from teachers in space, online 
classes prevent the face-to-face interactions critical 
to the student-teacher relationship. The written 
electronic format may also make it difficult for 
instructors to deliver negative criticism or feed-
back in a supportive manner, as instructors are 
unable to soften criticism with facial or vocal 
expressions. Similarly, it is possible that electronic 
forms of correspondence may lead to greater con-
fusion if students misinterpret sarcasm or humor or 
misunderstand messages. Future research should 
investigate these possibilities.

Another important contribution of this article is 
that it identifies a potential factor affecting whether 
online courses are received positively or nega-
tively by students. It is possible that one of  
the reasons why previous studies on this topic  
have mixed findings is that the effectiveness of 
online courses depends on the instructor teaching 
the course. It makes sense that the amount of time 
and energy put into an online course by an instruc-
tor, as well as the types of resources utilized by an 
instructor, will impact the effectiveness of Web-
delivered courses. Our research also suggests that 
the skill sets and traits of instructors could make 
some individuals better suited to teach online 
courses. Results show that instructors with above-
average levels of in-class effectiveness experience 
the greatest drop in perceptions regarding overall 
course ratings and the amount learned in the 
course. Instructors who excel in methods associ-
ated with in-class course presentation, such as 
public speaking or generating class discussion, 
may not have been able to recreate effectively 
these skills in an online environment. Conversely, 
instructors with the lowest ratings of in-class effec-
tiveness actually experienced a positive boost in 
course evaluations from the online setting. Thus, 
the finding that online courses have a negative 

effect on course evaluations must be conditioned 
by an understanding that different instructors may 
be better suited for different forums and methods 
of teaching.

Before instructors agree to teach online courses, 
they should think carefully about what their 
strengths and weaknesses are and whether the shift 
to the online format will enhance or detract from 
their strongest instructional abilities. In-class 
courses reward public speaking skills, an ability to 
respond quickly and orally to student questions, 
and a confidence in social settings. Online courses 
remove the pressures of public speaking and allow 
for more time to formulate responses to student 
questions. Additionally, online courses often 
require more writing, such as written class notes, 
blogs, or lectures, as well as responses to discus-
sion boards and to students through e-mail. This 
could create a distinct advantage to instructors 
with strong and clear writing skills. For these rea-
sons, we caution against concluding that Web 
courses universally result in more negative student 
evaluations. For some instructors, they offer a 
viable alternative.

The aforementioned findings hold even when 
controlling for factors other than the mode of 
delivery thought to affect course evaluations. Con-
sideration of these control variables points to sev-
eral interesting results. For example, courses that 
students deem more difficult tended to receive 
lower evaluations, indicating a negative reaction to 
more challenging courses. The first set of models 
also suggests that increased class size may have a 
small negative effect on course evaluations; this 
could reflect the increased difficulty instructors 
experience in trying to give quality feedback and 
individual attention to students in large classes. 
Lastly, there is some evidence that an increased 
response rate increases positive course evalua-
tions, perhaps reflecting a trend in which students 
who like a course are more willing to take the time 
to fill out a course evaluation form than students 
who are neutral toward or dislike the course.

Despite the merits of this research, we recog-
nize its limitations. This research was performed at 
a large public research university, so it is possible 
that other types of institutions, such as liberal arts 
colleges or community colleges, will have different 
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experiences with Web-delivered courses. We rely 
on students’ interpretations of the course evalua-
tion questions, which could vary. Also, we do not 
have data on the teaching practices of instructors, 
students’ characteristics, or learning outcomes, all 
of which would be useful for comparing online and 
in-class courses and suggest avenues for future 
research. Moreover, our sample only includes 
graduate student instructors. Research suggests, 
however, that teaching evaluations for an instruc-
tor do not change significantly over time, indicat-
ing that new instructors do not differ dramatically 
from more advanced instructors (Marsh 2007). 
Thus, while we acknowledge the possibility that 
the results of this study might differ for faculty 
members—and indeed could even be more pro-
nounced if faculty members have developed 
instructional skills better suited for in-class courses 
than Web-delivered courses—it is also reasonable 
to expect that the results of this study are applica-
ble across both types of instructors.

Conclusion
While some have argued that undergraduate stu-
dents prefer the self-paced style of Internet courses 
and the ability to use novel forms of technology, our 
study indicates that at least in terms of evaluations 
of the course overall and the amount learned in the 
course, online sociology classes are being rated by 
undergraduates as less effective when compared to 
in-class courses. Additionally, this negative evalua-
tion extends to ratings of the instructor, with under-
graduates rating online instructors as being less 
effective teachers and as treating them with less 
respect than do their in-class counterparts. Our 
study, then, cautions against the broad use of online 
sociology classes as a strategy for coping with 
increasing student enrollment or budget constraints. 
Web-based courses do not have to come at the 
expense of student evaluations, but this requires 
technological infrastructure as well as motivated 
instructors who use Web-based courses to provide 
unique learning opportunities unavailable in more 
traditional course settings (Little et al. 2005). 
Furthermore, as our findings suggest, some instruc-
tors may even benefit from a move to online 
courses. Consequently, it is likely that online 
courses are not universally “superior” or “inferior” 

to traditional courses but depend on the training and 
resources provided by institutions, as well as on the 
decisions and teaching strategies of instructors. 
Thus, administrators and instructors at institutions 
of higher education should continue to strive to 
ensure that undergraduate students enrolled in 
online courses receive the same quality of education 
as their peers in traditional classroom environments.
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1.	 The caveat here is that online classes require access to 

a computer and the Internet, which may be a barrier 

for students of low socioeconomic status.

2.	 Two cases had incorrect data on one of the variables 

and were dropped from the analysis, resulting in the 

total number of observations changing from 120 to 

118. We remove from the sample required theory, 

methods, and statistics courses because they are not 

taught online. We also limit the sample to instructors 

who have taught both in-class and online.

3.	 Sensitivity analyses reveal that on average students 

were only slightly more likely to view upper-level 

courses as more difficult than introductory-level 

courses (3.4 to 3.2), suggesting that variations in stu-

dent perceptions of course difficulty have more to do 

with the instructor than with course level.

4.	 Initial models included instructors’ race, but inclusion 

of this variable did not improve model fit nor was it 

significant. It is also possible that instructors are 

themselves also grouped into course topical areas; 

however, our analyses did not show evidence that a 

third level of clustering by course type was having a 

significant effect on the analysis.

5.	 For these calculations, we entered 0 or 1 for online, 

and for in-class effectiveness, which was mean cen-

tered, the minimum of our data to represent a low 

score (–1.77), the average (0), and the maximum to 

represent a high score (0.53). We then entered these 

values into an equation that retained the coefficients 

of relevant variables pertaining to online format, 
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in-class effectiveness, and the interaction term, as 

well as any other relevant significant variables (for 

these we entered the variable’s mean) and the con-

stant. For both overall course rating and amount 

learned, the highest in-class effectiveness instructors’ 

scores dropped ≈ –0.65, the average in-class effec-

tiveness instructors’ scores dropped ≈ –0.30, and the 

lowest in-class effectiveness instructors’ scores 

increased 0.8 when changing from an in-class to 

online format.
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