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I. Overview 
Provost Stacey Robertson formed the SOFI Learning Community in response to the Faculty 
Affairs Committee resolution on the SOFI process that was passed by the College Senate in 
April 2020. (See Appendix A for the complete resolution.) This resolution was grounded with the 
provisions that the SOFIs had low response rates, inconsistencies in how faculty administered 
the SOFI and how the results were interpreted, subject to implicit bias on the part of student 
respondents and not grounded in how students engage digitally. The resolution divides the 
SOFIs purpose in to three baskets, personnel process, SOFI as it pertains to promotion and 
tenure; fruitful dialogue between faculty and students, SOFI as it pertains to student-centered 
teaching and learning; and course selection, SOFI as it pertains to advisement and course 
selection.  
 
Provost Robertson charged the Learning Community with addressing basket one of the 
resolutions with the goal of “. . . designing a process that is grounded in self-improvement, 
equity, and transparency.” The Provost desires a SOFI process that considers the evidence on 
bias in student evaluations of teaching (SETs) and seeks ideas to overcome that bias at 
Geneseo. The full charge is shown in Appendix B. The Learning Community incorporated 
elements of the other baskets of the College Senate resolution as they related to our efforts to 
address bias in our own student evaluation of teaching instruction instruments, the SOFI, 
Student Opinion of Faculty Instruction. In addition to proposing the revised questions, we also 
include a brief discussion of relevant research on SETs that informs both our charge and the 
other “baskets” from the College Senate resolution. We discuss ideas that are relevant to the 
other buckets, e.g., Fruitful Dialogue between Faculty and Students as it pertains to fostering a 
culture of assessment around teaching and learning.  
 
 
II. Background 
Biases in Student Evaluations of Teaching (SETs) 
It is widely acknowledged that student evaluations of teaching (SETs) inherently produce biased 
evaluations based on instructor attributes, especially for women and underrepresented 
instructors. Early empirical evidence for this observation can be seen from the 1970s, the time 
when SETs became a common practice in US colleges and universities.1 Succinct summaries 
read, “teachers who are members of minorities are more likely to be perceived as less credible 
than teachers who are not” (Russ et al., 2002, p. 311) and “. . . biased SETs could disadvantage 
faculty from underrepresented minority groups . . .” (Esarey & Valdes, 2020, p. 1109). 
 
Biases are associated with various minority and marginalized statuses, including gender, race, 
ethnicity, national origin, sexual orientation, and physical appearance. Negative evaluation 
against female instructors has widely been acknowledged as a key reason for SET biases and 
invalidity. Hornstein (2017) reviews, “gender biases can be large enough to cause more 

1 Practicing SETs in US higher education increased from 29% in 1973 to 86% in 1983 (Seldin, 
1993). 
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effective instructors to get lower SET than less effective instructors” (p. 5). Race and ethnicity 
are also major contributory factors for SET biases (e.g., Bavishi et al., 2010; Chávez & Mitchell, 
2020). 
 
It is important to note each of these characteristics is not a simple, discrete, and monolithic 
factor contributing to SET bias. Lower SET scores for female instructors are more evident 
among those who teach subjects that are traditionally considered male-oriented (e.g., Esarey & 
Valdes, 2020; Mengel et al., 2019). Female instructors who are also persons of color receive 
lower SET scores than white male instructors (Chávez & Mitchell, 2020). Interactions between 
statuses have also been found (e.g., age and gender). Students rated younger professors 
higher when professors are male (Arbuckle & Williams, 2003). Thus it is crucial for us to 
consider cases where one instructor has to overcome multiple interacting biases, possibly in a 
progressive manner. For example, imagine a young female faculty member of color with a 
foreign national origin who teaches a male-oriented subject. Essentially, 
intersectionality—unique combinations of multiple identities of a person—matters. Our College 
should not underestimate and overlook their difficulty and struggle. 
 
Consequences of Biased SETs 
To a large extent, these biases in SETs are a reflection of the existing biases in broader society. 
However, we must also consider why they are a concern for higher education as well as for 
Geneseo. Negative repercussions on teaching rigor is a significant concern. Education literature 
has widely argued how the use of SETs, especially with a “customer-priority” mindset, 
undermines long-term efficacy and value of higher education institutions (e.g., Harrison-Walker, 
2010). Instructors who seek and must seek high SET scores are often tempted to lower their 
expectation and academic rigor (Marsh, 1984). Marsh (1984) names this tendency the “‘grading 
satisfaction hypothesis’ (also called the ‘grading leniency effect’)” (p. 722) simply because “. . . 
professors are rewarded for being less demanding and more lenient graders both by receiving 
favorable SET ratings . . .” (Lawrence, 2018, para. 6). Studies have consistently shown this 
co-relationship (e.g., Denson et al., 2010). This trend ultimately undermines the academic 
standards of an institution. 
 
Those consequences may seem to be a universal concern for all instructors. Yet it is predictable 
that underrepresented instructors who systemically receive low SET scores due to biases based 
on their personal attributes are more likely to fall into this trap. For example, when considering 
the grading satisfaction hypothesis, underrepresented instructors are more likely to be hesitant 
to provide rigorous instruction since their differences cause a harsher rating by majority students 
who identify more with majority instructors than the underrepresented instructors. This is 
unfortunate for those instructors, their students, and the College. The impact on instructors who 
systematically receive low SET scores due to biases is clear. Geneseo does not want to be an 
institution where any instructor is afraid of trying new pedagogies because of the fear of low 
SET scores. This also means that students might miss out on opportunities for enhanced 
learning associated with new impactful classroom practices. The impact of bias-related low 
SET scores hits beyond the classroom as well. Instructors receiving biased SETs might feel the 
need to devote disproportionate attention to earning higher SET scores, and this could 
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negatively impact their research and other productivities (Mengel et al., 2019). These 
hypotheses suggest that the current SET system hinders professional growth. Geneseo does 
not want its SET system to be an obstacle for underrepresented instructors’ growth, job 
satisfaction, and job security. 
 
Looking at the current SETs from a student-teacher-identification perspective illuminates 
another need for reconsidering SETs. Studies have widely acknowledged that students 
favorably rate instructors with the same attributes and characteristics they possess (e.g., race). 
More problematically, students sometimes unfavorably rate instructors with different personal 
characteristics from their own. For example, male students tended to give lower SET scores for 
female faculty members. Mengel et al. (2019) report, “the lower teaching evaluations of female 
faculty stem mostly from male students, who evaluate their female instructors 21% of a standard 
deviation worse than their male instructors” (p. 536). While this in and of itself is a serious bias, 
it is also important to note that those biases might occur unevenly across different disciplines. 
Female instructors in disciplines with a disproportionately large male enrollment (e.g., STEM 
fields) likely suffer from this bias more than women in other disciplines. 
 
When we consider Geneseo, the fact that the College does not house a large minority 
population raises a unique challenge. For example, in 2019, a total of 155 Black full-time 
undergraduate students enrolled in our College. This is approximately 3% of our undergraduate 
population, a number significantly smaller than the national average of 14% in 2017 (State 
University of New York at Geneseo, n.d.; National Center for Educational Statistics, n.d., 
respectively). This means that Geneseo’s Black instructors receive much “less support” in their 
SETs from students with the same racial identity, compared to many other institutions across 
the nation. Or conversely, they may receive more “not-supporting” SETs from students of other 
races than those in other institutions. Geneseo has to address this challenge: “when racial 
ethnic minorities make up a small percentage of a population, evaluations of ethnic minorities 
may be likely to be driven by stereotypes more than by objective qualifications” (Bavishi et al., 
2010, p. 252). Given this reason, reforming SETs has a higher priority in Geneseo, than many 
other institutions with larger ethnic minority populations in both students and the professoriate. 
  
Benefit of SET Reform for Geneseo Today 
Hiring, retaining, and nurturing quality faculty members is crucial for thriving higher education 
institutions. Geneseo will fall short in its job of nurturing and retaining the valued instructors we 
hired if the ways in which we practice and value SETs adversely impact underrepresented 
faculty members, or if our personnel decisions overuse biased SET data. 
 
Today, higher education institutions witness the rapid increase of Black, Indigenous and People 
of Color (BIPOC) student enrollment. Retaining underrepresented faculty members helps 
Geneseo to be a more viable place for BIPOC students; research shows that race-congruent 
teachers increase students’ academic success (e.g., Egalite et al., 2015). Furthermore, the 
presence of underrepresented faculty members enhances Geneseo beyond the classroom. 
Geneseo’s geographical location and homogeneous ethnic and cultural setting can be an 
obstacle in our efforts to recruit BIPOC students, especially if we compare ourselves against 
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institutions downstate. Racial minority students in predominantly white colleges experience 
more challenges in developing their positive racial identity (e.g., Willson & Constantine, 1999). 
Underrepresented students who feel isolated in both campus and the Geneseo community often 
acknowledge that their Geneseo life becomes meaningful when they find faculty mentors with 
whom they can identify. 
 

III. Potential Remediation of Bias in SETs 
Much of the research on SETs has focused on identifying the patterns of bias; studies that 
demonstrate methods for addressing this bias are rare. Our suggestions are taken from this 
limited empirical field and focus on two approaches: raising awareness of bias and encouraging 
faculty to use formative tools such as midterm SOFI and classroom observations, in addition to 
the end of term SOFI assessment (that itself provides formative data).  
 
Peterson et al. (2019) found that adding language about bias to the instructions for SETs 
increased scores for women instructors given by male students. We suggest that the Faculty 
Affairs Committee should revise its best practices for administering SOFIs memo to include a 
note about bias and how to ameliorate it. We have attached an example of what the 
modification might look like in Appendix C. We would also recommend that an introductory 
paragraph to the SOFIs that addresses bias be included. This paragraph could be projected on 
a screen in a classroom before the students complete their SOFI for the class. We have drafted 
a sample introductory paragraph below.  

 
The Student Opinion of Faculty Instruction (SOFI) play an important role in the review of 
faculty. Your opinions provide data which may inform your instructor’s review, tenure, or 
promotion materials. SUNY Geneseo recognizes that student evaluations of teaching are 
often influenced by students’ unconscious and unintentional biases about the race, 
gender, national origin, sexual orientation, age and other unique characteristics of the 
instructor. Women and instructors of color are systematically rated lower in their teaching 
evaluations than white men, even when there are no actual differences in the instruction 
or in what students have learned. 
 
Focus on your opinions about the content of the course (the assignments, the textbook, 
the in-class material) and not unrelated matters (the instructor’s appearance, age, 
gender, ethnicity, national origin, sexual orientation, etc.). As you fill out the course 
evaluation please keep this in mind and make an effort to resist stereotypes about 
instructors. 

 
Baldwin and Blattner (2003) recommended six strategies for reducing bias in teaching 
evaluations. Several of them, portfolios and peer reviews are already part of Geneseo’s 
process, but two are relevant to our report.  

1. Use a variety of teaching evaluation methods - When possible, instructors should add 
their own questions to the standardized SET instrument, making the questions as 
specific to their courses as possible, e.g. including questions about the effectiveness of a 
particular teaching technique such as an in-class debate. 
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2. Use formative assessment of teaching effectiveness and methods - This is one of the 
many reasons for our endorsement of the midterm SOFIs. Just as a final exam as the 
only course grade is not a preferred practice, the end of term SETs should not be the 
only opportunity for students to provide feedback on teaching effectiveness.  

 
As part of the college’s further efforts to become an antiracist college, another avenue that may 
help address bias is to encourage students to complete the Implicit Bias test, such as what 
Harvard University offers (See https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html.) (Project 
Implicit, 2011). The more awareness we have of our own biases, the better able we are to 
account for them and reduce the impact of bias. 
 

IV. Suggested Questions (Revised Questions) 
In April 2020, the College Senate resolution proposed shortening the Geneseo’s SOFI survey 
by eliminating all the questions on student characteristics and keeping only three of the seven 
questions about faculty instruction. The SOFI Learning Community had multiple extended 
discussions about the questions. While we understand that the College Senate proposed 
keeping some questions to maintain continuity and comparison with previous years’ SOFIs, we 
propose some changes and additions to focus students’ attention on instructor teaching, thereby 
helping to mitigate possible bias.  
  
The College Senate resolution suggested using the following questions to maintain continuity to 
past SOFI evaluations:  

1. Classroom instruction is well-organized, clear, and effective. 
2. The instructor is effective in increasing knowledge about the subject matter. 
3. I would recommend this instructor to other students. 

  
We recommend the following revisions to the base SOFI questions: 
 1. The classroom instructional content is well-organized and clear. And effective. 

2. The instructor is effective in increasing knowledge about the subject matter. 
3. I would recommend this instructor to other students 

  
We recommend deleting this third question because it invites a biased response, rather than 
unbiased feedback related to an instructor’s teaching. At first glance “I would recommend this 
instructor to other students” seems to be a straightforward question, yet at its core the question 
asks whether or not the student likes the instructor enough to recommend them to other 
students. The question is vague, indeterminate and undefined; it is unclear what factors would 
induce a student to recommend the instructor. This lack of clarity can lead students to a more 
ambiguous “popular vote” based on what they want, and a higher grade is one of their major 
desires. This then leads to what Marsh (1984) described the grading leniency effect where 
instructors receive higher SET scores when they are perceived as lax graders. We also fear that 
this question is subject to that bias. If this question acts like a simple popular vote for a “person” 
rather than their instruction, their inherent attributions likely become factors influencing “voting” 
decisions. As the research has shown, with such a question, it is impossible to avoid responses 
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that suffer from conscious or unconscious bias, such as gender roles or prejudice toward 
racial/ethnic minorities.  
 
We recommend these options to replace the third question: 

The instructor promoted an inclusive learning environment that fostered an atmosphere 
of mutual respect. 
  
The instructor made students feel welcome in asking questions or seeking help.  
  

Unlike "I would recommend the instructor to other students," these questions are specific and 
actionable. They focus on Geneseo’s stated values: a supportive and inclusive learning 
environment that aids in student success and retention. In addition, because these questions 
are pointed and specific, their responses would effectively serve as a red flag or early warning 
to the instructor that certain instructional goals were not being met. For renewal, tenure and 
promotion review, this is a more useful and less biased metric than whether or not a student 
would recommend the instructor. 
 
V. Increasing SET Response Rate  
At Geneseo there has been concern about the decline in response rates since moving to an 
online administration of the SOFIs. As shown in Table 1, the overall response rate over the past 
five years varied from a low of 17% last spring to a high of 43% in fall 2017. The extreme low 
response rate in spring 2020 was most likely a result of the emergency switch to online learning 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Within each term, the response rate varies from 0% to 100%. It 
also differed by the level of course as shown in Table 2. Upper level courses have higher 
response rates than intro classes, 29% for 100-level courses and 34% for 200-300 levels 
courses. 
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Table 1 
SOFI Response Rate Summary, Fall 2015 to Spring 2020 

Term # of Courses Mean 
(%) 

Median 
(%) 

Lowest 
(%) 

Highest 
(%) 

Fall 2015 908 24.9 17.7 0 100 

Spring 2016 883 37.1 26.3 0 100 
Fall 2017 998 42.5 34.9 0 100 
Spring 2018 915 33.6 23.3 0 100 

Fall 2018 958 37.0 28.0 0 100 
Spring 2019 912 31.8 20.0 0 100 
Fall 2019 958 29.9 18.3 0 100 

Spring 2020 922 17.5 12.9 0 100 
Total 7,454 31.9 22.5 0 100 



 
Note. Ungraded laboratory, discussion, studio, recitation sections that were offered in 
conjunction with another section were not included with the SOFI process. Student teaching, 
directed study and internship sections were also excluded, along with courses with fewer than 
four students. 
 
Low response rates to SETs can cause problems with reliability due to potential sample biases. 
Some departmental personnel committees reported reluctance to use the SOFIs reports to 
evaluate faculty up for review due to the low response rates. The Learning Community 
conducted a survey on current and past Faculty Personnel Committee members; many 
acknowledge that they are hesitant to rely on SOFI data simply due to low response rates. Such 
bias is especially a concern when we consider class size; a 10% response rate in a class of 10 
students is only one student versus a 10% response rate in a class of 100 represents 10 
students. The best way to minimize these biases is to increase the response rates. 
 
We suggest revitalizing the 2013 FAC discussion about making in-class SOFI administration a 
common practice that is encouraged across campus, as well as adding more information on 
bias. Research conducted by Goodman et al., (2015) notes that if faculty explain the importance 
of SETs, encourage students to complete them in a timely manner, and provide an explanation 
of how evaluations are used, response rate can be increased. It is also suggested that sending 
personal emails and posting reminders to the LMS (Canvas for Geneseo) also be effective in 
increasing response rates. Students also are more likely to complete the SOFI when the time to 
do so is structured into the schedule. This might mean that time for SOFIs is indicated on course 
syllabi to indicate the expectation for students to complete SOFIs. In addition, the more 
convenient the SOFIs are for the students, the more likely they are to complete them. This 
includes ensuring that the SOFIs are mobile friendly and easy to access. 
 
Today, students are using their mobile phones constantly. Some parts of KnightWeb are mobile 
friendly, but the feedback the Learning Community received from our student survey indicated 
that the SOFIs are not optimized for mobile devices. They said the SOFIs are clunky and not 
easy to complete on a phone. Geneseo should explore the feasibility of making the SOFI 
process more mobile friendly to facilitate ease of completion for students.  
 
Research also suggests that providing students with a low stakes incentive could aid in 
increasing response rates (Crews & Curtis, 2011; Goodman et al., 2015). We already add $1 to 
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Table 2 
SOFI Response Rate Summary for Course Characteristic 

Five-Year Trend 

 Term # of Courses Mean 
(%) 

Median 
(%) 

Lowest 
(%) 

Highest 
(%) 

Course 
Characteristics 

100 Level Courses 2,306 28.9 19.5 0 100 
200-300 Level Courses 4,778 33.6 25.0 0 100 

Graduate Courses 370 28.7 20.0 0 100 
Total All Instructors 7,457 31.9 22.5 0 100 



students’ printing accounts for each SOFI they complete. Suggestions for other student 
incentives include: 

● Dedicated class time for their completion  
● Withholding early access to grades  
● Incentives for the whole class are more effective than individual incentives  
● Allowances for assignment flexibility, e.g., note cards for exams 
● Bringing in treats for the class as a reward for achieving a certain response rate on 

the SOFIs  
● Meal plan bonuses 

 
 
VI. Suggestions for Midterm SOFIs 
Offering only the end-of-term SOFIs can result in a poor response rate since at the end of the 
semester most students are “done” with that class and may have little motivation to complete 
the SOFIs. End-of-term SOFIs offer students no chance to benefit from changes resulting from 
their feedback, and this may lead to reduced student interest in the SOFIs, contributing to the 
low response rate and increasing bias-related issues with the SOFIs.  
 
If one of the goals of the SOFIs is to aid instructors in the development of their courses, 
feedback within the semester allows for corrections or changes that could benefit the students 
who provided the feedback. Early dialogue between faculty and students can allow for minor 
course corrections or changes in the learning support that instructors provide. Midterm 
student-teacher dialogues would also allow for open discussions about why certain aspects of 
the course exist the way they do, despite students finding them difficult. This is especially 
important given that open ended comments have been removed from the end-of-term SOFIs as 
part of the FAC Resolution. Midterm SOFIs would provide instructors with the only chance to 
hear personalized comments from students.  
 
The committee therefore recommends that a campus-wide midterm SOFIs system be adopted 
and encouraged for all faculty. If midterm SOFIs were systematically offered, students may be 
more interested in participating in the end-of-term SOFIs, especially if professors were 
responsive to mid-semester feedback and used that feedback to adjust/alter course trajectories 
in such a way that positively impacted their learning. The details of this recommendation are 
below. 
 
Implementation 
Though midterm SOFIs would be optional, we know they can be highly impactful to both 
students and faculty. To encourage campus-wide participation, we believe a cultural shift is 
needed to increase the valuation of student-faculty dialogue regarding teaching and midterm 
SOFIs could be key. We recommend the introduction of a “SOFI Week” across campus around 
the midpoint of each semester. This would entail a campus-wide push to encourage students 
and instructors to engage with one another in dialogues about teaching effectiveness in their 
classes. Having this dialogue within the semester also allows instructors to make impactful 
changes that are directly due to the comments of their students. The purpose of this week is to 
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foster a culture of interactivity and move the mentality of SOFIs away from the traditional idea of 
serving only for promotion. The hope would be that many instructors would participate and 
dedicate time for midterm SOFIs as well as for responding and reacting to the students’ 
feedback. 
 
Participation & Support 
A. Flexible Implementation 
To encourage participation in midterm SOFIs, it is recommended that guidelines, 
recommendations, templates, and examples be developed and disseminated to faculty. Faculty 
and departments should be encouraged to independently decide on when, how, or if they would 
like to engage in midterm SOFI conversations. Some examples of how one could engage with 
students during SOFI midterm week would be to give their class an optional online survey with 
some quantitative and qualitative questions to assess how the class is going so far or spending 
some class time engaged in a discussion with the students about challenges in the class so far. 
 
B. Potential Roles for the Teaching and Learning Center (TLC) 
As part of the development of a guide, The Teaching and Learning Center could gather and 
share suggested best practices for the administration of midterm SOFIs. The TLC website could 
also provide collections of recommended midterm SOFI questions. 
 
The TLC could also help identify and train midterm facilitators, who would visit classrooms at the 
request of instructors and guide short focus group-like discussions with students (while the 
instructor is absent) to gather student impressions of the class so far. These facilitators would 
share summaries of the student conversations with the instructor and would have a meaningful 
mentoring conversation about the student’s thoughts. These facilitators could also help 
instructors identify possible responses to the midterm feedback. The facilitator-guided process 
would operate as yet another means through which instructors could gather midterm feedback 
from students and would align with Geneseo’s goal of nurturing a supportive mentoring 
community of instructors. 
 
Student Reflection and Discussion 
A. Student Self-Reflection 
In addition to questions about the nature of the teaching in a midterm review, it is advisable that 
instructors also consider including self-reflection questions for students. Some examples that 
could be included would ask students how much time they were devoting to their classes and if 
they felt they were meeting their own goals in their classes. In this way, the midterm SOFIs 
would be a time when students and faculty alike could reflect on their performance in the 
semester so far. 
 
We suggest that midterm SOFIs include qualitative questions, to encourage dialogue between 
students and instructors. For example: 

● What’s working?  
● What’s not working? 
● Is the feedback you receive on assignments helpful? Please explain.  
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B. Encouraging Student-Instructor Dialogue 
A focus on dialogue between students and instructors is the point of the midterm SOFI 
recommendation, and relying purely on quantitative metrics may not be appropriate. That said, 
we ultimately recommend that each faculty member be allowed to decide for themselves how 
specifically to implement a midterm SOFI. If quantitative methods are used, we recommend 
significantly limiting them. For example, an Education professor could ask: 
 

● On a scale of 1–5, please rate how this class is assisting your ability to become a 
successful teacher. - Not at all, Very little, Somewhat, What I expected, A great 
deal 

 
Again emphasizing the need to include qualitative measures, a follow-up question might be: 

● If you answered 1 or 2 on the previous question, please suggest one more thing I 
can do to make the second half of class better. 

 
Formal Usage of Midterm SOFIs 
To allow instructors to freely engage with students without fear of how questions or responses 
“may look” to administrators, data from mid-semester SOFIs should not be used in making 
personnel decisions, unless the candidate voluntarily includes or offers midterm SOFI results as 
part of their personnel review materials. Questions and feedback from mid-semester SOFIs 
should be visible to only that instructor. 
 
 
VII. A More Holistic Approach to Assess Teaching Performance beyond SOFIs  
One of the long-standing uses for the SOFI reports is as a component of faculty promotion and 
tenure packages. The Learning Community reached out to the Faculty Personnel Committee 
(FPC) to understand how they used SOFI reports. In short, they indicated that SOFI reports 
were used to indicate greatness and more so—“red flags.” The “red flag” was most often raised 
by scores that had decreased drastically over time without an explanation in the instructor’s 
self-study document. The Learning Committee feels like this practice of using the SOFI scores 
as merely a “red flag” indicator is acceptable as long as any SOFI values are viewed through 
the lens of the faculty-self study statements.  
 
The SOFI Learning Community suggests that there is great power in having a campus where 
instructors are self-reflective about their classrooms and teaching practices. We recommend the 
campus pointedly value practices of self reflection over any SOFI scores no matter the response 
rate or the value of the scores. By keeping the focus on self-reflective practices (and the 
faculty’s description of this in their self-study documents), the campus will nurture a community 
where instructors are encouraged to try new things in their pedagogy and in their classrooms 
and not feel the potential of penalization if those changes aren’t received well by students. Such 
a shift also creates a space where mentorship and mid-semester teaching evaluations could 
become powerful and more holistic as instructors seek to be more self-reflective. 
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We appreciate the “quick” information that can arise from a study of SOFI scores, but when the 
response rates are low, the interpretations become less reliable. The SOFI Learning Community 
feels strongly that low response rates themselves should never be used in evaluation processes 
for tenure or promotion. Having low response rates will provide less data for an instructor to use 
in their self-reflective statement. At the same time, avoiding giving SOFIs in class should not be 
a solution. This simply hides a teaching problem since faculty should view the SOFIs as part of 
the data they can use to demonstrate their skills and ability to evolve as an educator. It is our 
recommendation that SOFIs continue to be part of the package that is used for tenure and 
promotion and that the data they provide should be used as a jumping off point for the faculty’s 
written assessment of their teaching in their self-study dialogue. Red flags should only arise 
when there is a disconnect between a faculty’s written commentary and the SOFI data. 
  
The SOFI Learning Community envisions Geneseo’s campus as one where faculty members 
constantly strive to improve their teaching and the environment of their classrooms. SOFI data 
are potentially able to help drive some of this change, and teaching observations (when 
possible) coupled with ongoing dialogue are best suited to help faculty advance their teaching 
skills. As was noted above, the use of midterm evaluations provides a platform for faculty to 
start a dialogue about their teaching with students and teaching mentors. Self-reflection 
statements that then are read and discussed between the faculty and mentors provide an 
opportunity for further honing of teaching skills. The SOFI Learning Community encourages the 
Faculty Personnel Committee to value commitments to hone teaching skills over 
uncontextualized SOFI ratings. In short—instructors at Geneseo should be evaluated on the 
convincing evidence they present that demonstrates how they have adjusted their teaching 
based on feedback from tools such as the SOFI. Instructors should be encouraged to self-reflect 
on how changes to their pedagogy support student learning.  
 
Recognizing that each department may have unique ways to assess teaching performance, we 
recommend that a variety of methods be used in conjunction with our recommendations for the 
midterm and final SOFIs. These methods may include, but are not limited to:  

● Classroom observations conducted by faculty members, both in and out of the 
respective department, and students (e.g., graduate or teaching assistants). 

● Review of course content on Canvas to ensure logical class-to-class sequence, 
confirm updated readings/activities/references. 

● External reviews of syllabus, outcomes and assignments from “experts in the field” 
from other colleges/universities to ensure content validity. 

● Involvement in learning communities or professional development, which may 
demonstrate an instructors commitment to improving their teaching.  

 
 
VIII. Conclusion 
We have taken a multi-pronged approach to addressing our charge. We suggest changing the 
questions proposed in the College Senate resolution and recommend two additional questions 
which focus on Geneseo’s core values. Raising awareness of bias can help reduce it, as can 
raising the response rates. Adding language on implicit bias in several places, the Faculty 
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Affairs Committee advice to faculty on administering the SOFIs, in the emails to students and in 
the introduction of the SOFIs itself, will help to bring attention to this important issue. To address 
the response rates, we endorse the midterm SOFIs proposal in the College Senate resolution 
as part of a multi-faceted approach to enhance the value of the SOFIs in helping instructors and 
students interact. Efforts to raise the response rate and to address response rate bias include: 

● Adjusting the suggested questions on Geneseo’s SOFI 
● Creating a bias-aware culture before students complete SOFI evaluations 
● Encouraging dialogue about teaching and learning during the semester within a class 

fuelled through the use of a midterm SOFI 
● Placing completion of the SOFIs on course syllabi as an explicit responsibility for 

students 
● Investigating and implementing a more mobile-friendly SOFIs 
● Exploring new incentives to encourage students to complete the end-of-term SOFIs.  

 
We also suggest that the end-of-term SOFIs continue to be part of the formative materials used 
in promotion materials. End-of-term SOFIs should help fuel instructors’ self-reflective statements 
regarding their teaching. We also encourage instructors to continue to use SOFI results as a 
data resource that helps inform how they can adjust and hone their already impressive teaching 
skills. 
 
All the elements combined in our proposal should help improve the quality of our classes, 
engage students more actively, and create a more inclusive, collaborative and engaged 
environment between faculty and students, while also both recognizing and trying to minimize 
the role of bias in the SOFIs. Although the primary goal of the Learning Community is to discuss 
ways to reduce bias against underrepresented faculty members, the discussions and reforms 
we are proposing ultimately benefit all faculty members and the College. 
 
At the same time, the Learning Community would like to still emphasize specific benefits of our 
proposed reform for underrepresented faculty. A more holistic approach of faculty evaluation, 
where self-reflection plays a greater role—as opposed to simple and quick evaluations by 
students which can contain bias—means fostering our faculty members' efficacy and growth. 
The current system forces underrepresented facutly's attention and effort to prevent bias to 
"self-protect" them. As a result, what they share with students may not be who they really are 
and the best they can provide. Not only will implementing a more holistic approach where 
self-reflection plays a greater role reduce biases against those faculty members, but it will also 
increase their teaching efficacy and professional growth. In addition, if this change allows 
underrepresented faculty members to present who they really are—their “true self”—as opposed 
to hiding their attributes, it enriches our students’ exposure to diversity. Our proposed change is 
a gain for faculty members, students, and the College. 
 
Revising the conventional quantitative SOFI to the extent this report proposes asks us to be 
creative and passionate. The current system automatically “runs by itself” without much effort. 
However, as the Learning Community reviewed, the system has a number of defects, and it 
hinders the growth of our institution. Simplifying and adjusting the existing quantitative questions 
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may seem a simple solution. However, it also forces us to deliberate a more holistic means to 
evaluate our teaching. Although this deliberation requires us to undertake some additional work 
and effort, this is a worthwhile effort for Geneseo to thrive for years to come. Creating and 
cultivating a climate where all faculty members and administrators are willing to undertake this 
challenge should be crucial. We hope that this climate cultivation in and of itself empowers 
Geneseo, so does the new teaching evaluation system.  
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Appendix A 
 

Faculty Affairs Committee Resolution on the SOFI process 
 
Whereas the SUNY Geneseo College Senate concluded on 1 May 2012 with regard to the Student 
Opinion of Faculty Instruction (SOFI) “that the current system fails to capture student opinion accurately, 
and Therefore, the Senate recommends that the College replace online administration of the SOFIs used 
in the evaluation of faculty with a valid alternative”; 
 
And whereas the college has changed a great deal over the period of time when SOFIs have been used 
to evaluate teaching, due to many factors: 

● The rise of technology 
● The advent of assessment 
● Innovation in the techniques and objectives of classroom instruction 
● Evolution and innovation in curriculum; 

 
And whereas the Faculty Affairs Committee believes that the use of SOFI data in personnel decisions has 
become problematic due to 

● The low response rate from students 
● Inconsistency in how and whether faculty encourage students to complete the SOFI form 
● The changes in on-line culture affecting how students engage digital platforms 
● The absence of consistent policy and practice with regard to how the data may be interpreted and 

used in personnel decisions 
● Studies pointing to the possibility of implicit bias in instructor evaluation platforms; 

 
And whereas the current SOFI process fails to give timely input to faculty seeking such input, given that it 
occurs at the end of the semester; 
 
And whereas the current SOFI process fails to provide students with adequate and reliable information 
when selecting courses; 
 
Be it resolved that the College Senate encourages the Provost to change the current procedure for 
collecting and distributing data regarding Student Opinion of Faculty Instruction beginning with the Spring 
2021 semester according to the following model in consultation with the College Senate. 
 
SUNY Geneseo’s webpage currently informs students of the three purposes of the SOFI data collection 
as it is currently implemented. 

 
Instructions to the Student 
Numerical ratings and comments from the Student Opinion of Faculty Instruction (SOFI) provide important 
feedback for:  

● renewal, continuing appointment and promotion decisions concerning the instructor, 
● improvement of the instructor's teaching effectiveness 
● student course choices. 

 
This proposal recognizes that those three purposes have value, but declares that they should not be 
pursued using a single means of collection. Instead, they should each have methods of collection 
appropriate to their respective goals.  

 
Basket 1: Personnel Process 

S.O.F.I. as it pertains to Promotion and Tenure 
The Policies of the SUNY Board of Trustees declare that the evaluation of academic employees 
may include 

  

17 



“Effectiveness in teaching—as demonstrated by such things as judgment of colleagues, 
development of teaching materials or new courses and student reaction, as determined from 
surveys, interviews and classroom observation” (Art XII, Title A, Section 6). 
 
For many years, SUNY Geneseo has included in the personnel process student reaction as 
determined from a survey form asking students to respond to a standard set of questions seeking 
both quantitative and narrative responses. Low student response rates, evolving sensibilities 
regarding diversity and inclusion, and the expansion of creative approaches to teaching are 
realities that require a rethinking of what constitutes ethical, relevant, and fair student input into 
personnel decisions as it can be ascertained through anonymous quantitative online survey. 
  
Therefore, in order to remain consistent with the policy of the SUNY Board of Trustees cited 
above, the current SOFI form will be reduced to the following three questions seeking only a 
quantitative response from students. The comments section will be eliminated from this data 
collection.  
  
“10. Classroom instruction is well-organized, clear, and effective.” 
“12. The instructor is effective in increasing knowledge about the subject matter.” 
“13. I would recommend this instructor to other students.” 
 
This quantitative analysis will be administered within the following time frame.  
  
“For full term courses, instructors have the ability to activate the SOFIs during the 4th week 
before the end of the classes to administer them in class or to talk to students about the 
instructor's perspective on SOFIs. SOFIs will be activated for all full term courses the last two 
weeks of classes and notices will be sent to students at this time. For shorter courses, the SOFIs 
will activate eight days before the end of the last day of the term, the SOFIs will be off. Faculty 
are able to enter grades on the last day of the semester; to preserve the grade neutrality of the 
SOFIs, once grading is turned on in KnightWeb, the SOFI survey is no longer available.” (from 
the current web posting) 

  
Demographic questions and Student Self-evaluation questions will be eliminated from the data 
collection. 
  
The data collected shall be made available for faculty portfolios used in renewal, tenure, and 
promotion decisions with the understanding that they render no final judgement in and of 
themselves, but may indicate the need for further evaluation. 

 
Basket 2: Fruitful Dialogue between Faculty and Students  

S.O.F.I. as it pertains to Student-centered Teaching and Learning 
Teaching faculty benefit from timely and constructive student input in evaluating their own 
strategies for instruction. Since the current administration of SOFI form does not yield data until 
after the course has been completed, the Teaching and Learning Center will host and maintain a 
web-based list of digital tools that can be used to receive student input and suggestions earlier in 
the course. This web page will be published before the beginning of the Fall Semester 2020 with 
the understanding that the opportunity to add additional tools will be ongoing. The Faculty Affairs 
Committee will review the page annually and make a report to the College Senate. Teaching 
faculty are not required to make use of these tools. However, they may opt to include a report on 
how student input is received and integrated in a portfolio submitted in support of a renewal, 
tenure, and promotion decision. 
  

Basket 3: Course Selection 
S.O.F.I. as it pertains to Advisement and Course Selection 
The Faculty Affairs Committee, in consultation with the Undergraduate Student Association, 
shall survey students seeking input on what information they require to effectively choose courses 
and then present to the College Senate a proposal for effectively and efficiently collecting and 
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making that data available. This presentation will be made before the end of the Fall Semester 
2020.  
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Appendix B 
 

Provost Robertson’s Charge to the SOFI Learning Community 
 
The Faculty Affairs Committee (FAC) of the College Senate put forward a resolution on the SOFI that 
consists of recommendations falling into three baskets. This group is charged with researching and 
recommending best practices relating to basket one. 
 
From the resolution: 
Basket 1: Personnel Process 

S.O.F.I. as it pertains to Promotion and Tenure 
The Policies of the SUNY Board of Trustees declare that the evaluation of academic employees 
may include 

  
“Effectiveness in teaching—as demonstrated by such things as judgment of colleagues, 
development of teaching materials or new courses and student reaction, as determined from 
surveys, interviews and classroom observation” (Art XII, Title A, Section 6).  
 
For many years, SUNY Geneseo has included in the personnel process student reaction as 
determined from a survey form asking students to respond to a standard set of questions seeking 
both quantitative and narrative responses. Low student response rates, evolving sensibilities 
regarding diversity and inclusion, and the expansion of creative approaches to teaching are 
realities that require a rethinking of what constitutes ethical, relevant, and fair student input into 
personnel decisions as it can be ascertained through anonymous quantitative online survey. 
  
Therefore, in order to remain consistent with the policy of the SUNY Board of Trustees cited 
above, the current SOFI form will be reduced to the following three questions seeking only a 
quantitative response from students. The comments section will be eliminated from this data 
collection.  
  
“10. Classroom instruction is well-organized, clear, and effective.” 
“12. The instructor is effective in increasing knowledge about the subject matter.” 
“13. I would recommend this instructor to other students.” 
 
This quantitative analysis will be administered within the following time frame.  
  
“For full term courses, instructors have the ability to activate the SOFIs during the 4th week 
before the end of the classes to administer them in class or to talk to students about the 
instructor's perspective on SOFIs. SOFIs will be activated for all full term courses the last two 
weeks of classes and notices will be sent to students at this time. For shorter courses, the SOFIs 
will activate eight days before the end of the last day of the term, the SOFIs will be off. Faculty 
are able to enter grades on the last day of the semester; to preserve the grade neutrality of the 
SOFIs, once grading is turned on in KnightWeb, the SOFI survey is no longer available.” (from 
the current web posting) 

  
Demographic questions and Student Self-evaluation questions will be eliminated from the data 
collection. 
  
The data collected shall be made available for faculty portfolios used in renewal, tenure, and 
promotion decisions with the understanding that they render no final judgement in and of 
themselves, but may indicate the need for further evaluation. 
 

Deliverables 
Develop a recommendation for the Provost’s Office focusing on basket one of the Senate Resolution on 
SOFIs' use in the personnel process. This recommendation should take into account the considerable 
evidence demonstrating student bias in course evaluation across a multitude of identities, including 
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gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity/race, country of origin. It should also consider research that explores 
the relationship between course evaluations and course “rigor." It should include proven practices to 
reduce bias where possible and should comply with the SUNY Board of Trustees policy on teaching 
evaluation. The focus should be on designing a process that is grounded in self-improvement, equity, and 
transparency. 
 
Learning Community Members 
 
Kaitlyn Bertleff, Student Association President 
Dori Farthing, Geological Sciences 
Elizabeth Felski, School of Business 
Elizabeth McManus, Languages and Literatures 
Jason Ozubko, Psychology 
Julie Rao, Institutional Research, co-chair 
Michael Rozalski, School of Education 
Atsushi Tajima, Communication, co-chair  
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Appendix C 
 

Suggestions for the Administration of Student Opinion Forms  
 
This is a suggested revision to the letter that is sent to all teaching faculty regarding end-of-term SOFIs. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Dear Teaching Faculty,  

The Faculty Affairs Committee and the Student Association make the following suggestions regarding 
the administration of the Student Opinion of Faculty Instruction (SOFI) instrument. Included are ideas 
regarding when you might consider giving the SOFI and information you may wish to pass on to your 
students.  

I. Please use class time to allow students to complete the SOFIs. The College Senate 
approved a resolution which stated that providing students an opportunity to complete the 
SOFIs in class is a “Best Practice.” The Senate strongly encourages all faculty to do so.  

 
● GIving students the opportunity to complete the SOFIs in class may increase response 

rates, and may improve the quality of responses.  
 

● If you administer the SOFIs in class, consider doing it during the first 15 minutes of class. 
Students may be less inclined to rush through their responses if they know they cannot 
leave the class as soon as they have finished.  
 

II. SOFIs will “open” automatically the last two weeks of the semester for Fall and Spring 
full-semester courses (i.e. weeks 13 and 14 of the semester).  

● Instructors can selectively open the SOFIs for a particular class during the 12th week of 
the semester. This provides instructors the opportunity for instructors to talk to students 
about the SOFI before students respond to them. See 
https://www.geneseo.edu/sofi/faculty_faq for detailed instructions on how to activate the 
SOFIs in the 12th week. For shorter courses, e.g. Intersession and summer, the SOFIs 
will activate 8 days before the end of the part of term; the last day of the term, the 
SOFIs will be off. 

III. Information to share with students: (please consider reading these aloud)  
 

The Student Opinion of Faculty Instruction (SOFI) plays an important role in the review of faculty. Your 
opinions influence the review of instructors eligible for review, tenure, or promotion. SUNY Geneseo 
recognizes that student evaluations of teaching are often influenced by students’ unconscious and 
unintentional biases about the race, gender, national origin, sexual orientation, age and other unique 
characteristics of the instructor. Women and instructors of color are systematically rated lower in teaching 
evaluations compared to white men, even when there are no actual differences in the instruction or in 
what students have learned. 

 
Focus on your opinions about the content of the course (the assignments, the textbook, the in-class 
material) and not unrelated matters (the instructor’s appearance, age, gender, ethnicity, national origin, 
sexual orientation, etc.). As you fill out the course evaluation please keep this in mind and make an effort 
to resist biases and stereotypes about instructors. 

 
● Please remind / encourage students:  

-To consider the questions carefully before answering.  
-To remember that once they submit SOFIs, it is not possible to change their 
responses.  
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Sincerely,  

The Faculty Affairs Committee 
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