
COURSE BAROMETERS: LESSONS GAINED FROM
THE WIDESPREAD USE OF ANONYMOUS ONLINE

FORMATIVE EVALUATION

David Jones
Faculty of Informatics and Communication

Central Queensland University, AUSTRALIA
d.jones@cqu.edu.au

Abstract
This paper shares the lessons learned through the use of course barometers since
1999.   A course barometer is a web-based application that allows students to make
anonymous comments about their experience in a course during the term. Drawing
on four years of barometer use, evaluations and stories this paper examines the
benefits, problems and approaches taken to improve the course barometers. While
the course barometers have been useful there have been a number of issues
including: limited student contributions, inappropriate student contributions, widely
varying staff perceptions, and potential legal and union issues.
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Introduction
Both summative and formative evaluation plays a part in assessing the quality of academic programs.  In
Australian Universities summative feedback generally takes the form of Course Experience
Questionnaires (CEQ) distributed at the end of term or Graduate Destination Surveys distributed at the
end of a degree.  Formative feedback provides insight into a course while the course is in session and thus
enables instructors to make ongoing changes and provides an opportunity for students to influence their
own learning situation and through resulting corrections provide students with a greater sense of control
(Costello, Weldon et al. 2002).

In a purely on-campus situation formative evaluation has been gathered through the use of suggestion
boxes, one-minute papers (Angelo and Cross 2001), reaction cards (Costello, Weldon et al. 2002) and
through informal, often non-verbal, feedback in face-to-face situations.  An important, but not particularly
objective, part of being a good teacher is the ability to adapt and adjust according to these signals in order
to meet the needs of an individual or group of students (Svensson, Andersson et al. 1999).  In a course
spread across multiples campuses and with a significant proportion of distance or online students these
methods are less appropriate and alternatives are required.

A course barometer (Svensson, Andersson et al. 1999; Svensson and Sorensen 2001; Jones 2002) is a
web-based application designed to provide students with a simple, anonymous method for providing
informal feedback about their experiences with a course while it is being taught.  The Faculty of
Informatics and Communication (Infocom) at Central Queensland University (CQU) first made use of
course barometers in 1999.  As of the end of August 2003 the Infocom course barometers have received
3987 comments from 1470 different students in 323 course offerings.

This paper seeks to extract out the lessons, problems and benefits experienced during Infocom’s four
years of using course barometers.  The paper starts by providing a quick overview of what an Infocom
course barometer is and how it works.  It then briefly mentions the data sources drawn upon for the
remainder of the paper.  Next, the paper provides a history of Infocom barometer use by describing four
distinct phases.  Each phase will include description of usage, factors influencing usage and stories about
events during the phase.



Introducing Infocom’s Course Barometers
An Infocom course barometer is implemented as a single web page that includes three main sections.
The Weekly Summary section provides a simple graphical representation of all student feelings (good,
bad or indifferent). The Contribution section provides the form students use to pick a week, indicate how
they are feeling about the course and enter some comments.  The Comments section is a summary of
student comments.  The original Infocom barometer can be seen on the web at
http://www.infocom.cqu.edu.au/Units/win99/85349/Communication/Barometer/. Almost all Infocom
default course sites contain a course barometer and are viewable by any website visitor.  The Infocom
course barometer home page (http://www.infocom.cqu.edu.au/Courses/Barometer/) also provides a
collection of reports for all courses in a particular offering.

Students are only allowed to make one comment per week per course.  This restriction was put in place to
address the possibility of students using the nuisance technique of posting large numbers of comments as
reported by others making use of anonymous, web-based feedback systems (Lowder and Hagan 1999;
Sheard, Miller et al. 2002).  Implementation of this restriction requires students to login each time they
make a contribution to a barometer and rejecting those students who attempt to make subsequent
contributions for the same week and course offering.

The Infocom barometer database keeps records of who has made a comment and the comments made
completely separate.  Under some circumstances it is possible to identify which student made a specific
comment but this requires a significant level of knowledge about the system and the databases.  Students
are told up front that identification of a barometer contributor will only ever be done at the direction of a
court order.

Sources of Data
The recollections within this paper draw on the barometer database, student surveys and discussions.
The barometer database contains two tables used to track the course, period, year, feeling, comment,
campus, and student number for each contribution.  The database information used for this paper includes
contributions up to 9:00am on the 30th of August, 2003.  The same 15 question (8 likert style questions
and 7 short answer questions) web-based survey (http://www.infocom.cqu.edu.au/Barometer_Survey/)
was distributed to students at two separate times at the end of 2001 and the middle of 2002.  A number of
face-to-face and email discussions with staff, students and management have occurred since 1999.

The two student surveys were placed on the web and announced to students by sending an individual
email was sent to each student with a valid email address in CQU’s new student records system
(introduced June 2001).  Table 1 provides a breakdown of survey statistics.  Full results of the surveys
can be viewed from the barometer home page (http://www.infocom.cqu.edu.au/Courses/Barometer/).

Survey Total Students Email Addresses Email Sent Response Rate
November, 2001 6883 948 598 65 (10.9%)
June, 2002 6362 4889 3794 494 (13%)

Table 1: Barometer Survey Details

The two surveys are not directly comparable due to perceived differences in the representativeness of the
sample.  CQU’s new student records system was introduced in June 2001 a few months prior to the first
survey.  With this new system it was the responsibility of the student to enter their email address into the
student records system via a web interface.  As can be seen in Table 1 there is a significant difference in
the number of student email messages found in the student records system between 2001 and 2002.  It is
assumed that the type of student who successfully entered their email address into the student records
system in 2001 had somewhat more time available and greater technical capability than other students.
This seems to be borne out in responses to free text questions and is discussed later in the paper.

Four Stages of Barometer Use
Infocom barometer use has gone through four distinct phases.  These phases will be used to structure
discussion of the experience gained. Table 2 provides a summary of barometer usage statistics for each
phase.  The four phases are:



1. Ad hoc voluntary use (June 1999 – June 2001).
After seeing the initial conference presentation (Svensson, Andersson et al. 1999) about course
barometers the Infocom version was implemented in June 1999 for use in a course taught by the
author.  In that first term 8 other staff thought it was a good idea and requested the use of a barometer
in their course.  This voluntary use of the course barometers continued until the second half of 2001.

2. No promotion, default use (June 2001 to February 2002).
In June 2001 every Infocom course had a default course website which included a course barometer.
It was not a requirement for staff to use these default course sites or the course barometers.  As a
result promotion of the barometers was extremely limited.

3. Default use with promotion (February 2002 to June 2002).
An investigation (Jones 2002) into limited student contributions to the barometers during phase 2 led
to the creation of the role “barometer booster”.  The barometer booster promoted the use of course
barometer amongst both staff and students.  Staff promotion involved attending staff meetings,
presentations, email and one-on-one discussions.  Student promotion involved the use of email at a
number of times during the term.

4. Default acceptance (June 2002 to now).
Due to a number of factors the barometer booster role ceased in June 2002 and barometer use returned
to a situation similar to phase 2 but with a greater recognition level amongst students and staff.

Phase Terms Courses Students Comments
1 6 23 335 744
2 4 67 251 517
3 1 62 478 1136
4 6* 171 618 1588

Table 2: Barometer contributions by phase

Ad hoc voluntary Use: June 1999 to June 2001
The Infocom course barometer was specifically introduced for use by the author.  During this period use
of the barometers in other courses had to be requested by those staff.  While staff were initially interested
with the idea of the barometer that interest waned as time progressed.  Use of course barometers
decreased from 8 in late 1999 to 4 in early 2001.  Contributions decreased from 135 students and 328
comments in late 1999 to 98 students and 206 comments in early 2001.

Dips and spikes – the weekly usage profile

During this period the traditional weekly usage profile of course barometers was established.  This profile
can be seen in almost all course barometers.  This profile usually consists of a large number of
contributions in the first few weeks followed by a drop off in contributions as term progresses.  In the last
week or so there is a greater number of contributions as students complete the course.  During term there
are occasional spikes generally in response to specific events such as assignment due dates or problems
such as assignments not being returned.

Barometers as a response to official complaints

During this phase a serious complaint was made against a staff member via the official complaints
process.  Students in this course were encouraged to use the course barometer to contribute their views on
the issue.  All of the subsequent barometer contributions contradicted the official complaint.

Default Use – June 2001 to February 2002

June 2001 saw the initial implementation of Infocom’s current default course site process which
guarantees that every course offered by Infocom will have a minimum course presence with a consistent
structure and appearance.  Part of that structure includes a course barometer.  Given the nature of
academia, however, it was not possible to require staff to encourage the use of the barometer or even use
the default course web sites.  Of the 99 default course sites created in the term June to October 2001 only



48 course barometers received comments.  Half of these course barometers received less than 5
contributions during the whole term.

Why no contributions?

Late in 2001 discussion started around the low level of student contributions to the course barometers.
Three main contributing factors were proposed:
1. Lack of knowledge – promotion of course barometers was so limited that students simply didn’t know

about the barometers.
2. Anonymity concerns – the need for students to login (required to implement the 1 student, 1 comment

per week, per course limit) made them reluctant to contribute for fear of retribution.
3. Lack of visible change – students who made comments early in the term didn’t receive any feedback

or didn’t see anything change as a result of their comments and so decided it wasn’t worthwhile.

To investigate this issue the first web-based survey of students was conducted.  The survey included two
questions that asked students why they contributed to the barometer and why they didn’t contribute to the
barometer.  Table 3 shows the breakdown of responses to each question.

Why not make a contribution % Why make a contribution %
No complaints or strong opinions 32 Having strong feelings 32
Preference for another medium 32 Importance of giving feedback 24
Belief that there would be no change 20 Agree/disagree with other comments 16
Lack of other comments 8 Support lecturer against negative comments 8
Didn't want to repeat an existing comment 4 Anonymity 8
Having no time 4 Was asked to contribute 8

Table 3: Survey response – why/why not make contributions – 2001

69% of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “If visible changes were made
because of comments to the course barometer I would be more likely to add comments to the course
barometer”.  30% of respondents reported that they did not know about the course barometer prior to the
email about the survey.

Staff Views

Staff views were gathered through discussions.  Some staff use the task of keeping the barometer “in the
green” as a challenge and motivating factor to keep trying during term.  Many staff find receiving any
negative barometer comments as disheartening especially in a complex teaching situation where they are
putting in a considerable effort to help the students.  This is perhaps the major drawback of the course
barometers and a problem pointed out with other anonymous, online feedback tools (Lowder and Hagan
1999).  Some staff have feelings of frustration when students make barometer comments that indicate
they need assistance but because of the anonymous nature of the barometers the staff are unable to help.
One staff member reported evidence that “if a barometer started out trashing a course that this trend
continues until some catalyst turns it around”.

Default with promotion – March to June 2002

During the first major term of 2002 a concerted effort was made to promote the course barometer idea
amongst both staff and students.  As a consequence this term received twice the contributions of any other
term from almost double the number of students.



Defamation

Not long into this term there were a small number (6 of the 1000+ this term) of posts made on barometers
that could be considered defamatory.  Not surprisingly these comments created a number of difficult
situations and led to serious misgivings about the barometers amongst a number of staff.  The following
is an excerpt from one comment which specifically identified the staff member .

if he was not drunk, he must have been just wake up, late, and does not care  he
must be the joke of the century

These posts raised concerns about the barometers in relation to Broadcasting Services Act which could
find the faculty liable for defamation as the host of the barometers.   Initial legal advice, based on limited
information, was to remove the barometers from service.  An unconsidered consequence of this legal
advice was that the problem of potential defamation also existed with the web-based archives of mailing
lists and web-based discussion forums used by Infocom.  If the barometers had to be removed so did
these.

The final legal opinion from the University Legal Officer (Jones 2002) concluded:
The benefits to the University in having a robust and challenging feedback system
far outweigh the risk of a suit for damages which is likely to be for a very modest
sum if something slips through and stays on the web for a longer than usual period

This opinion also recommended five steps to protect the university and staff
1. Continue to seek the consent of Academic staff members for the barometers.
2. Continue to publish and promote the barometer guidelines page

(http://www.infocom.cqu.edu.au/Courses/Barometer/Guidelines/) which warns students not to go too
far and reserves the right to edit their comments.

3. Continue to edit comments and act in a timely manner to remove offending material (24 hours max).
4. Immediately remove any material a staff member finds defamatory.
5. Continue to monitor the barometers on a daily basis.

In response to this the barometer system was modified to automatically send an email to the Infocom web
team.  This team not only takes steps to remove defamatory comments but also forwards comments onto
relevant staff.  The barometer system is currently being modified to allow course coordinators to receive
these emails.

The Union

In response to one presentation by the barometer booster a staff member approached the union (NTEU)
with concerns about the course barometers.  The major concerns were that the barometer comments
would be used as part of the staff evaluation and promotion process and the possibility of defamation as
described above.  These concerns were addressed by a combination of the guidelines developed to handle
the defamation situation and assurances from faculty management that barometer comments would in no
way be used to evaluate staff performance.

Misuse by a student

One student used the barometer in a particular course to post a number of long and damaging comments.
This particular student, identified by the tone and style of writing and not from the database, had a history
of disagreement with the course coordinator.  In a previous term the student had been extremely unhappy
with assignment results in the pre-requisite course.  After investigation, by both the faculty and CQU’s
student association, the comments were found to have no basis in reality.

However, the extra work and stress caused by these comments caused the staff member, one of the best
teachers within Infocom, to chose to remove the barometer from this course website.  The removal of the
barometer then caused the student to lodge additional complaints.

After a very difficult period in the middle of the term the relationship between this student and staff
member turned around.  At the end of the term the staff member reported having a number of good email



conversations with the student and that in the end the student mentioned how much he had enjoyed the
course.  In subsequent terms the staff member went back to using the course barometers.

The red and the green

The original design of the weekly summary part of the Infocom course barometers used a simple bar
graph ranging from bad to good.  An average of student feelings was indicated on the bar graph and the
graph would be coloured red if the average was in the “bad” half and green if it was in the “good” half.
The most common suggestion from staff for improving the course barometers was to remove the use of
red due to its negative connotations.  This was done in July 2003.

The Second Survey

At the end of the first major term in 2002 the survey distributed to students at the end of 2001 was
repeated.  Even with the significantly greater number of responses, the assumed differences in
representation within the sample and the different approach to supporting the barometers in 2002 there
were a number of similarities as shown in Table 4.

Question 2001 2002
Didn’t know about barometer 30.8% 32.4%
Didn’t see visible changes in response to barometer comments 33.3% 28.2%
More likely to contribute if saw visible change 57.8% 57.8%
Barometers are useful 56.5% 61.1%

Table 4 – Similar survey responses – 2001/2002

The similarities were also shown in some of the free text responses.  There were, however, a number of
differences that appear most likely to be explained by the greater response rate to the 2002 survey
including a broader range of students.  For example, 30% of the responses to “why not” were students
saying they were too busy to contribute to the barometer.  This is significantly higher than in 2001 when
it was at the bottom of the list.  There was also a significant increase in the number of students who
mention using the barometer to overcome a sense of isolation.

As a DE student I felt like the course barometer was one of the few ways to connect
with other students.

Table 5 summarises responses from the 2002 survey to the same questions as Table 3 does for the 2001
survey.

Why not make a contribution % Why make contribution %
Lack of time to study let alone contribute 29 Importance of giving feedback 34
Didn’t see the need to make a comment 13 Having strong feelings 22
Preference for other medium 13 Agree/disagree with other comments 10
Did not know about the barometers 11 To overcome isolation 10
No complaints or strong opionions 8 Wanted to be heard 8
Belief that there would be no change 6 Was asked to contribute 5

Anonymity 3

Table 5 - Survey responses from 2002 – why/why not make contributions

Default Acceptance – July 2002 - now

Due to the pressure of other roles and the challenges involved in promoting the barometer concept
amongst academics the barometer booster role did not continue past the first half of 2002.  Since that time
use of the barometers has returned to default presence, limited promotion and the option for staff to
remove the barometer if they choose.



Visible Responses

There have been two different approaches to allow staff to make responses to barometer postings as part
of the barometer interface.  The first simple attempt was to link a web-based bulletin board to the
barometer.  This approach was little used and ran the risk of creating yet another forum where student
might post and which the staff member would have to monitor.  The current approach provides a simple
way in which the staff member can create a new web page, linked to from the barometer, on which they
can add comments.  This feature is still undergoing initial trials.
(e.g. http://www.infocom.cqu.edu.au/Courses/2003/T3/COIT11134/Resources/Course_Barometer/)

Only negative feedback

There is a strong belief amongst a number of staff that a feature like the barometer does not provide an
accurate picture of how students are feeling.  In particular staff feel that the anonymous, ad hoc nature of
barometer contributions will lead to a predominance of negative comments.  Barometer records indicate
that this is not the case with a feeling breakdown of 33% bad, 21% indifferent and 46% good.

The original course barometer implementation (Svensson, Andersson et al. 1999) reported a breakdown
of 57% bad, 10% indifferent, and 33% good.  The difference in these breakdowns is believed to be due to
the 1 comment, per student, per week, per course feature of the Infocom barometer.  The original
barometer allowed students to make as many comments they wanted.  The Infocom modification may
encourage the students to be more reflective before posting.

There has not yet been any study to see if there is any correlation between the reported feeling and the
nature of the comments made.  The original barometer developers (Svensson, Andersson et al. 1999)
report it being common for students to report feeling good but talk about a problem in their free text
comment.

Only poor students use the barometer

Related to the above belief is a belief that only the stuggling students will use the barometer.  Table 6
shows a breakdown of the students who have made barometer comments and have a GPA.  Results are
divided based on a GPA ranging from 1 through to 7 where 4 is a pass.

GPA 6-7 5-6 4-5 Less than 4
Percentage 20% 29% 24% 27%

Table 6 – GPA breakdown of student contributors

Removing barometers

Since 2002 there has been an FAQ published on the Infocom website explaining to staff how they go
about removing a course barometer.  10 of the 128 default courses sites in the current term of 2003 have
had the barometer removed by staff.  In 2003 Infocom’s management group passed a motion that any
staff member who removed the course barometer was required to implement alternative means through
which they could gather similar information as supplied by the barometer.  There is no process to check if
this is done.

Handling of barometer comments

The handling of barometer comments by Infocom is still performed using an ad hoc process.  Staff
members who see benefit in the barometer keep a close watch while others show little interest.  The
Infocom web team, whom receive an email notification of each barometer contribution in order to address
possible defamatory comments, will occasionally forward some contributions to relevant staff.  However,
this depends greatly on the workload of the web team.  The barometers are yet to become a formal part of
the Infocom quality processes and various situations have demonstrated the problems this creates.  Many
of the problems reported via the barometers keep happening each term.



Conclusions
In gathering the perspectives of students the course barometers often demonstrate that there are a number
of very diverse perspectives on apparently simple issues.  Similarly there are a number of equally diverse
opinions about the Infocom course barometers.  Table 7 compares and contrasts some of these opinions.

Numerous problems solved during term. A number of problems that weren’t or couldn’t be
addressed. Similar problems seen each term.

A number of students appreciate the intent to
gather their opinions.

A number of students believe the barometers are a
marketing ploy.

A number of staff find the barometers useful. A number find the barometers stressful and/or
completely useless due to perceived flaws in
implementation.

Wide acceptance amongst staff, and from
management, that the barometers are a standard
part of Infocom’s operation.

A lack of integration of the barometers into formal
QA or T&L management processes.

Table 7 – Opposing opinions about Infocom course barometers

There is a significant gap between Infocom’s traditional practice and the practice enabled by the course
barometers.  As a result it is not surprising that Infocom, even after an extended period of using the
course barometers, is still in the process of negotiations around the purpose and use of the course
barometers.   Infocom has yet to reach agreement about where and how the course barometers will fit
within its quality assurance systems. There is no consensus about whether the barometers have been
worthwhile.  Many staff members believe they have, but equally, other staff believe they are not.
Experimentation with the form, operation and support of the course barometers is continuing.
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