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Abstract 

 Much has been written about the importance and nature of student evaluations near or at 

the end of a college course.  Various studies have concluded that instructors with less course 

work receives higher student evaluations whereas instructors with more course work generally 

receive slightly lower student evaluations.  However, according to the author’s research, few 

studies attempt to identify the type of work related specifically to student evaluations.  This study 

shows that the quality of assignments, not the quantity determines student motivation. 
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Introduction 

Many studies has been conducted to better understand student motivation in college 

courses.  Student evaluations, conducted at or near the end of each course, have provided the 

foundation for many of these studies.  According to Greenwald and Gillmore, students are more 

likely to negatively evaluate instructors with perceived heavier workloads (Mottet et al, 2007).  

In other studies, such as those conducted by Mottet et al (2007), no such negative evaluation 

tendencies were readily apparent (Mottet et al, 2007).  With such conflicting data and 

conclusions, this author considered the possibility that other factors may determine student 

motivation.  A heavy workload can be created by assignments that require quality work, or it can 

be created by work that is too simple, unrelated, or only marginally related to the assignment.  

This study examines the potential that the quality of education, not the quantity determines 

motivation.  Specifically, does the addition or deletion of busy work affect the level of 

motivation in students? 

 

Review of Literature 

In Mottet et al (2007), nearly three hundred eighty students were surveyed.  In the first 

part of the study, the researchers determined that students’ perceptions of instructor immediacy 

are not affected by the course load.  Second, student’s evaluations did reflect instructor 

immediacy but did not reflect perceptions of course load. Third, course loads did not change 

students’ perceptions when evaluating an instructor.  This study concluded that higher work load 

demands do not substantially affect student evaluations; however, instructor immediacy does 

affect the evaluations. 
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In Remedios and Lieberman (2008),  six hundred and ten students from a Scottish 

University were surveyed to determine their opinions about required Psychology courses.  Two 

goals were given for this study.  The first was to provide an understanding of “the factors that 

influence student evaluations’ of teaching” and to determine if student evaluations were 

appropriate for measuring effectiveness in the classroom (Remedios & Lieberman, 2008, p. 109).  

The study concluded that while grades did slightly affect the students’ evaluations, students were 

more likely to evaluate based on the quality of the education and the interaction with the 

materials.   

Kay C. Dee, of Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology, conducted a survey of students 

from the School of Engineering at Tulane University and Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology.  

According to Dee (2007), engineering faculty often assume that students will give negative 

evaluations to engineering faculty because the workload in the engineering program is generally 

more difficult.  The purpose of the study was to show that students’ perceptions of workload and 

students’ overall evaluations of the courses were not related. Dee’s hypothesis was shown to be 

correct as students did not noticeably negatively evaluate faculty with heavier work loads.  

Furthermore, she recommends instructors explain why the course load is difficult and encourage 

feedback from students (Dee, 2007).  

In Brookhart & Durkin (2003), the authors research the usefulness of assessment, 

specifically, is assessment beneficial to the educational processes.  In this highly detailed study, 

they conclude that assessment is beneficial to the student’s study.  Furthermore, students are 

motivated to do well on assessments for reasons beyond simply earning a good grade.  Students 

demonstrated a desire to learn and to be able to teach others.  The study showed that students 



 

 

 

5 

need to believe they can succeed on the assessment.  It also showed that assessment needs to be 

real and not simplistic (Brookhart & Durkin, 2003). 

In Curasi and Burkhalter, sixty two undergraduate students from a southeastern United 

States University were interviewed to determine how students are motivated.  After hundreds of 

pages of interviews were condensed, several components of motivation became obvious.  First, 

students need to believe they could succeed in the course.  Specifically noted in this section is the 

fact that course difficulty was not a “serious hindrance” (Curasi and Burkhalter, 2009, p. 6).  

Second, the course needed to have perceived value.  While some students felt that courses had 

intrinsic value, that the material presented was good for the sake of knowledge, most believed 

that the courses were boring unless the instructor was engaging.  Also, Curasi and Burkhalter 

concluded that courses needed to be relevant to the students’ lives.  At this point, the author must 

disagree with the conclusions of Curasi and Burkhalter.  Rob, an economics major, said in an 

interview provided on page 9 that he felt he was not learning anything in the course.  The 

material presented was too basic; it was irrelevant because it was already known or easily 

understood.  Curasi and Burkhalter conclude that students are less motivated because they are 

working other jobs and cannot dedicate time to their school work.  Curasi and Burkhalter (2007) 

also conclude that more funding should be available for students. 

 

Method 

In April 2011, six students were surveyed for this research paper.  Two of the participants 

study through distance learning programs.  The first is a doctoral student from from Midwestern 

Baptist Theological Seminary.  The second is a Masters student from Liberty University.  Three 

participants are students at a local public University.  The final one is a law student at Liberty 
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University.  Of the six students’s responses, only five could be used.   The law school student 

believe that each of his classes were equally difficult without busywork and therefore he could 

not answer accurately or beneficially. His answers were removed from the data; only five 

students were used for this research. 

Each were presented with eight questions.  Question One asked if the student enjoyed 

school and provided the opportunity to answer yes or no.  Question Two asked the student to 

describe the intensity of his or her schooling.  Options provided included easy, moderately easy, 

moderately difficult and very difficult.  The final six questions asked students to rate between 

one and ten how likely they would be in each situation with one signifying least likely and ten 

signifying most likely. 

Question Three asked “in classes with a lighter work load (relatively few number of 

assignments/examinations), how likely are you to apply yourself and work hard in the course?”  

Question Four said “in classes with a heavier work load (many assignments/examinations), how 

likely are you to apply yourself and work hard in the course?”  Question Five asked “If the 

course load is heavy but includes busy work (work that clearly serves no beneficial goal), how 

likely are you to apply yourself and work hard in the course?”  Question Six asked, “If the course 

load is heavy, but all work is challenging and appropriate to the course, how likely are you to 

apply yourself and work hard in the course?”  Question Seven asked “How likely are you to 

enjoy courses with light course loads and perceived limited learning?”  Question Eight asked 

“Do you believe that an appropriate but heavy course load will motivate you to learn more and 

enjoy the class more?”  For question eight, the options Yes and No were given. 
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Results 

Each respondent stated that he or she does enjoy school.  When asked how difficult the 

schooling was, one answered moderately easy, two said moderately difficult and two said very 

difficult.  In the final question, all but one participant said that a heavier course work load would 

motivate him or her to learn more and enjoy the class. 

In questions three through seven, the specific answers varied as each student choose 

numbers that best answered the question in his or her mind.  However, with all but one student, a 

pattern emerged.  Questions four and six both received much higher answers than questions 

three, five and seven.  In the tables below, each question number is given, the student’s response 

is given and the spread between that response and the student’s lowest response is given. 

 

Figure 1:  Student One 

Question Response Spread 

3 5 0 

4 10 +5 

5 8 +3 

6 10 +5 

7 6 +1 

 

Student one is finishing up his degree at Southern Illinois University.  His personality is 

extremely compliant and he is eager to work hard to please.  It should also be noted that student 

one added an addendum to his or answer for question five stating that while he hates busy work, 

he would not let that distract him from working towards a good grade. 
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Figure 2:  Student Two 

Question Response Spread 

3 3 0 

4 8 +5 

5 4 +1 

6 9 +6 

7 3 0 

 

Student two has just completed his doctorate at Southern Illinois University.  He is considered by 

his peers to be one of the smartest people each has encountered.  While he is bright, he displays 

remarkable humility and a love for education. 

 

Figure 3:  Student Three 

Question Response Spread 

3 5 0 

4 7 +2 

5 5 0 

6 7 +2 

7 5 0 

 

Student three is an older learner, also at Southern Illinois University.  He has an affinity for 

detail and will do whatever needs done to accomplish the work. 

 

 



 

 

 

9 

 

Figure 4:  Student Four 

Question Response Spread 

3 8 0 

4 8 0 

5 8 0 

6 8 0 

7 8 0 

 

Student four is a distance learning student at Midwestern Seminary.  As a perfectionist, he tends 

to make sure everything he does is excellent regardless of its perceived usefulness.  This is 

clearly demonstrated in his survey answers. 

 

Figure 5:  Student Five 

Question Response Spread 

3 6 +2 

4 9 +5 

5 6 +2 

6 9 +5 

7 4 0 

 

Student five is an online learner through Liberty University.  Although he is slightly older than 

the traditional college student, he still fits into the Millennial generation. 
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Discussion 

With the exception of one respondent, students were clearly more motivated to work in 

courses with heavier workloads.  However, students also expected the course assignments to be 

quality in nature.  Coursework that appeared to be useless or irrelevant to the course or the 

learning outcomes was viewed with contempt and actually diminished the motivational factor of 

the student.   

Much has been written about the waning quality of education and the lack of motivation 

in students in the United States over the past few decades.  Perhaps the answer lies not in 

lowering the educational requirements and providing simple assignments to raise the self esteem 

of unwilling students.  According to this study, students would be better motivated if courses 

required quality work and a lot of it.  Motivation is created by a number of accomplishments, 

whether in work or in knowledge.  Course assignments should be designed to require thought 

and thereby create a sense of accomplishment within the thinking student.  More assignments 

would provide the opportunity for more success and therefore more motivation.  More 

assignments also create a pattern of thinking that makes learning easier each time it is tried. 

In Curasi and Burkhalter (2009), interviewees consistently discussed the stress level of 

college in comparison to the relatively easy time each experienced in high school.  The authors 

recommended that more funding should be available to students to make the college experience 

less stressful.  Yet, in this research, students were more motivated with more difficult work 

assignments.   Furthermore, work provides work experience, which is critical to life success. 

Second, in Curasi and Burkhalter (2009), students mentioned a dislike for material they deemed 

irrelevant.  In reading the text of the student’s response, it is more likely that the irrelevant 

material was already known, being taught in a different class or perceived as too simple for what 
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college should be.  Material was irrelevant because it was not a new source of information, not 

because it did not meet the immediate needs of the student.  This research seems to support this 

conclusion that the assignments should be relevant to the course and worthwhile. 

Further studies are warranted in this area of research.  Although this study was 

accomplished with all integrity, only five participants were involved in the research process.  A 

larger group of students should be used in more research situations.  Second, most of these 

participants were not undergraduate students.  Further research should be conducted with 

undergraduate students, and specific information should be tabulated including year in school, 

gender, and high school or college grade point average.  Third, several of these participants are 

directly involved in education as a teacher.  It is probable that education students are more likely 

to provide answers that favor more academic work.  Fourth, all of these students are professing 

Christians and therefore approach life with a Christian work ethic.  Further research should strive 

to gain a cross section of different world views and beliefs.  

 
 



 12 

References 
 

Brookhart, S. M., & Durkin, D. T. (2003). Classroom Assessment, Student Motivation, and 

Achievement in High School Social Studies Classes. Applied Measurement in Education, 

16(1), 27-54. Retrieved from EBSCOhost. 

Curasi, C. F., & Burkhalter, J. N. (2009). An Examination of the Motivation of Business 

University Students. Business Education Digest, (18), 1-18. Retrieved from EBSCOhost. 

Dee, K.C. (2007). Student perceptions of high course workloads are not associated with poor 

student evaluations of instructor performance.  Washington DC: J Eng Educ. 

Mottet, T. P., Parker-Raley, J., Beebe, S. A., & Cunningham, C. (2007). Instructors Who Resist 

"College Lite": The Neutralizing Effect of Instructor Immediacy on Students' Course-

Workload Violations and Perceptions of Instructor Credibility and Affective Learning. 

Communication Education, 56(2), 145-167. Retrieved from EBSCOhost. 

Nonis, S. A., Relyea, C., & Hudson, G. I. (2007). An exploratory investigation of the impact 

study time and study habits have on academic performance of college students. AMA 

Winter Educators' Conference Proceedings, 1818-19. Retrieved from EBSCOhost. 

Remedios, R., & Lieberman, D. A. (2008). I Liked Your Course because You Taught Me Well: 

The Influence of Grades, Workload, Expectations and Goals on Students' Evaluations of 

Teaching. British Educational Research Journal, 34(1), 91-115. Retrieved from 

EBSCOhost.  

 

 

 


