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ROSALIE CECILIA STEVENSON 
Relationship between Students' ·self-Esteem, Difficulty with 
Course and Ratings of Instruction. 
Under the direction of DR. GLORIA CLAYTON 

The relationship ·between the student's level of 

self-esteem, having difficulty with a course and the ratings 

of instruction was investigated in this study. Participants 

included three faculty members and 78 baccalaureate nursing 

students from one university. Three hypotheses were tested 

with t-tests. An alpha level q~ E < .05 was used to 

determine statistical significance. The first hypothesis, 

which stated students with high self-esteem and experiencing 

difficulty in a course would rate instruction lower than 

students with high self-esteem and not experiencing 

difficulty with the course, was supported. The second 

hypothesis, which stated th~re would be no difference 

between the mean ratings of instruction by students with low 

self-esteem experiencing difficulty in a course and students 

with low self-esteem not experiencing difficulty in the 

course, was also supported. The third hypothesis, which 

stated students with high self-esteem and experiencing 

difficulty in a course would rate instruction lower than 

those students with low_self-esteem, was not supported. 
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Chapter 1 

The Study Problem 

Student rating of instruction has become an important 

part of the accountability system in higher education 
( 

including academic nursing. The increased demand from 

society for better health care and quality in nursing care 

mandates qualified graduates. Faculty evaluations, of which 

student rating of instruction is a major component, can be 

used as documentation of teaching·effectiveness and can serve 

to demonstrate nursing education's accountability to the 

profession and the public (Van Ort, 1983). 

Originally, evaluations were intended to assist in 

improving faculty members' effectiveness and quality of their 

work (Ketefian, 1977; Miller, 1972). In response to 

students', parents', and legislators' demands for competent 

faculty and quality education, administrators began using 

formal student ratings of instruction a~ a tool to judge 

instructional competence (Armington, Reinikka, & Creighton, 

1972; Centra, 1979; Seldini 1984). Student ratings, then, 

have become a primary factor in administrative decisions 

concerning faculty retention, promotion, tenure, and/or 

merit raises (Eble, 1972; Miller, 1980; Seldin, 1984). 

Further, perceived vulnerability to possible low student 

ratings could lead faculty members to select less rigorous 

1 



teaching methods, to evaluate the students more leniently, 

and/or to reduce course requirements in an effort to obtain 

higher ratings (Small, Hollenbeck & Haley, 1982; Zelby, 

1974). 
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Since student evaluations are an important factor in the 

educational system, researchers have long been interested in 

identifying variables th~t influence student ratings of 

instruction, as evidenced by the wealth of studies on the 

subject. According to Small et al., (1982), a serious threat 

to the· validity of students' evaluation of instruction is the 

potential influence arising from psychological factors. The 

findings from their study suggested the emotional state of 

the student at the end of the semester was related to 

instructors' ratings. The more hostile, anxious, and 

depressed the student, the lower the rating of the 

instructor. Shaalvek (1983) studied the relationship between 

academic achievement and self-esteem in 348 Norwegian grade 

school students. According to Shaalvek, experiencing ~ow 

academic achievement would threaten the student's self

esteem. In an attempt to reestablish positive self-esteem, 

the student would devalue the school. This concept is 

similiar to Festinger's (1957) theory that holds a person 

cannot possess contradictory opinions, beliefs or attitudes 

without feeling dissonance. To remove the dissonant feelings 

and to restore homeostasis, the person will employ defense 

mechanisms. When self-esteem is threatened, self-protective 

mechanisms will be activated in an attempt to enhance 



positive self-attitudes (Rosenberg, 1969). ·shaalvek 

sugg~sted bne way self-esteem can be protected against the 

experience of possible academic failure is by devaluation of 

the school. Since Shaalvek's research studied .only grade 

school students, his findings cannot be generalized to other 

populations. Several research studies involving college 

students as subjects suggested it was difficult for students 

to separate their feelings for a course and the instruction 

(Bock, 1979; McKee, 1978). 

For student ratings of instruction to be useful, they 

must be as free from contamination by extraneous factors as 

possible. Psychological attitudes students possess may be a 

factor that could influence the ratings. Experiencing 

difficulty _with a course may threaten a student's self

esteem. When a person's self-esteem is threatened, defense 

mechanisms may be employed to restore self-esteem. Finding 

it difficult to separately evaluate course and instruction, 

the student may protect and restore positive self-esteem by. 

projecting the fault for the difficulty iri the course to the 

instruction. This study addresses the relationship between 

the students' self-esteem, difficulty with the course, and 

ratings of instruction for baccalaureate nursing students. 

Statement of the Preble~ 

The purpose of this study is to determine the 

relationship between students' self-esteem, difficulty with 

the course, and the ratings of instruction. 

3 
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Significance of the Study 

When used appropriately, student ratings of instruction 

are an important component of the overall evaluation of 

teaching effectiveness. Zelby (1974) suggested student 

ratings of instruction may affect the ove~all quality of 

education. Zelby tested the possibility of teaching toward a 

specific student/faculty evaluation. The results suggested 

some faculty adapted their teaching techniques to obtain good 

evaluations. Furthermore, Zelby suggested the good 

evaluations may be associated with teaching techniques of 

lesser educational value than are poor e~aluations. 

Receiving lower iatings in courses where students are 

experiencing difficulty may influence nurse faculty to 

decrease course requirements, to .lower difficulty level of 

content and test items, and to promote grade inflation. Such 

practices could improve ratings but greatly compromise the 

quality of the program. 

Since student ratings of instruction are used as feedback 

to improve instruction and as a basis for administrative 

decisions for retention, tenure and promotion, data collected 

should be as valid and reliable as possible. Factors which 

may be related to instructional ratings should be 

investigated. Knowing a relationship may exist between 

students' self-esteem and how they rate instruction when they 

are_experiencing difficulty in a course may assist faculty 

and administrators in establishing perspective on the 

interpretation of the results. 



Definition of Key Words 

For the purpose of this study ihe following definitions 

were used: 

1. Student(s) - Males or females enrolled as juniors or 

seniors in a baccalaureate degree nursing.program. 
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2. Self~esteem - The degree of positive or negative feelings 

toward self as measured by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

(RSES). 

3. High self-esteem - A score between zero and two on the 

RSES. 

4. Low self-esteem - A score between three and six on the 

RSES. 

5. Course - Required undergraduate nursing course. 

6. Experiencing difficulty - A response of ~ reported by 

the student to the question, "Are you experiencing difficulty 

with this course?" 

7. Not experiencing difficulty- A response of no reported 

by the student to the question, "Are you experiencing 

difficulty with this course?" 

8. Faculty - Master's prepared, registered nurse ~mployed 

full-time by the university and teaching a required nursing 

course to baccalaureate nursing students. 

9. Rating of Instruction - The mean score calculated from 

the Student ~ating of Instruction questionnaire. 



Chapter II 

Review of the Literature 

For this study a search of the educational, psychological 

and nursing literature was conducted. The topics searched 

were: (a) evaluation of instruction by college students with 

emphasis on nursing students; (b) Festinger's Cognitive 

Dissonance Theory; and (c) the concept of self-esteem. 

Evaluation of Instruction 

Evaluation of nursing faculty has become a part of 

nursing education's accountability system. In recent 

years much research has been· conducted on vaiious 

aspects of faculty evaluations. To systematically 

examine the research, the following questions were addressed: 

How is faculty evaluation defined?. What are the components 

of the overall faculty evaluation? Who should evaluate 

teaching effectiveness? How are student evaluations of 

in~truction being used? Are students qualified evaluators of 

teaching effectiveness? Do the characteristics of the 

faculty, the GOurse and/or the students influence student 

ratings? 

According -to Applegate (1981), faculty evaluation "is the 

process of determining the worth of various faculty 

activities in relation to the instructional mission 

regardless of the method used'' (p. 1). Seldin (1984) 

6 
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surveyed 616 college deans to determine the relative 

importance of 13 faculty activities that could be used as a 

guide for evaluating faculty. Ninety-eight percent of the 

responding deans ranked classroom teaching as a major factor 

to be .considered when evaluating faculty's activities. Thus, 

the results of the studies suggested evaluation of 

instruction can be considered a major component of the 

overall faculty evaluation. 

Several models for judging teaching effectiveness 

have been developed (Applegate, 1981; Aroian, Cloutterback, 

Gilbert, Newton, & Williams, 1982; Cudney, 1977; Ketefian, 

1977; Millet, 1974; Mitcham, 1981; Norman & Baumann, 1978). 

To collect evaluative judgments on teaching effectiveness, 

these models identified the need for input from several data 

sources, including self, peers, administrators~ and students. 

Seldin (1984) compared the· results of surveys he condricted in 

1978 and in 1983 for the purpose of determining how 

frequently the deans used the different data sources. An 

increase of 13.5 percent was reported in the use of students' 

ratings .. This suggested more colleges are using students' 

opinions and observations of instruction as a component for 

measuring teaching effectiveness. 

How are these student ratings of instructions being 

used? According to Applegate (1981) and Seldin (1984), the 

two leading purposes for students' evaluations of faculty are 

to improve faculty performance and to provide the rationale 

for administrative decisions on retention, promotion, and 
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tenure. These studies suggested that even though student 

rating is just one factor in the overall faculty_ evaluations, 

this measure is exerting an increasing influence on both 

teaching performance a~d administrative decisions. Since 

student ratings are being used for such important purposes, 

they should be valid and reliable. 

Numerous studies have been conducted to determine 

if students are competent judges of teaching effectiveness. 

In these studies, students were asked to identify 

characteristics viewed as representative of good teaching. 

The determinants of effective teaching were reasonably 

consistent in most of these studies (Armington et al., 1972; 

Doyle & Whitely, 1974; Eble, 1972; Jacobson, 1966; Mims, 

1970; Seldin, 1984; Yonge & Sassenrath, 1968). The main 

characteristics of teaching effectiveness included: being 

well organized, being prepared for class, being dynamic and 

energetic, explaining clearly, demonstrating genuine interest 

in students, encoutaging class discussions and discussing 

points of view other than own. Studies indicated moderate to 

high correlation exists between student identified 

characteristics of effective teaching and those identified by 

faculty (Centra, 1979; Costin, Greenough, & Menges, 1971; 

Seldin, 1980). Using the critical incident technique, 

Jacobson (1966) investigated 1,182 responses of nursing 

students from five schools. The findings from this study 

suggested that student nurses are capable of distinguishing 

between effective and ineffective teaching. According to 
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Jacobson, one interpretation of the data is that nursing 

students are taught to apply criteria in making observations 

and judgment and- should be able to use these skills to 

evaluate the effectiveness of instruction. The findings from 

these studies suggested students are competent judges of 

effective teaching. 

The stability of student evaluations over time was 

studied by Overall and Marsh. (1980). The ratings of 1,374 

students at the end of a course correlated at the 0.80 level 

with the ratings given by the same students one year after 

graduation. Centra (1974) and Drucker and Remmers (1951) 

found moderately high correlations between the ratings at the 

end of the course by current students and the ratings by 

alumni. The correlation between mid-semester and end of 

semester instructional ratings of students ranged from 0.70 

to 0.87 (Costin et al., 1971). Critiquing 54 research 

studies to determine the reliability of student ratings, 

McKeachie (1979) found a high level of stability and 

consistency in the studies~ These studies supported the 

assumption that students can rate classroom teaching with a 

reasonable degree of reliability. 

Findings of studies conducted to determine the validity 

of student evaluations have been inconsistent. In studies 

comparing student rating of instruction with student 

achievement, several investigators (Cohen, 1982; Marsh & 

Overall, 1980; McKeachie, Lin, & Mann, 1971) reported small 

to moderate correlations ranging from .37 to .43. Rodin and 
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Rodin (1972) reported a high negative correlation (-.75). 

Rodin and Rodin suggested students who scored high on the 

final examination rated the instructors low. In contrast, 

other researchers (Centra, 1979; Frey, 1973) reported high 

positive correlations. The inconsistent results could be 

attributed to the methodology of the studies. A threat to 

the validity of the Rodin study could be that the faculty 

evaluated were graduate teaching assistants, while in the 

other studies they were professors. The strong correlations 

Frey obtained in his study ( .84 to .90) may have been 

affected by the fact that the questionnaires were mailed to 

the students after they had received course grades. 

The influence of various extraneous factors on the 

validity of instructional ratings at the undergraduate level 

has been the subject of numerous studies. Inconsistent 

findings were reported on the influence of teacher 

characteristics on student ratings of instruction. Two 

studies using meta-analysis were conducted by Centra (1979) 

and Cohen (1982) on student/facul~y evaluations to determine 

factors which may influence the outcome of the evaluations. 

A summary of their findings on teacher characteristic~ 

revealed no significant difference regarding gender, age, and 

academic rank. Conversely, ·in several studies not included 

in the meta-analysis, academic rank did correlate positively 

with student ratings (Armington et al., 1972; Costin et al., 

1971). High ratings were significantly correlated with 

teaching experience of between 3 and 12 years, faculty 

•,' 
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member's presence in the room during the evaluation, and 

class size under 15 {Centra, 1979; Korth, 1979; Cohen, 1982). 

In a recent study involving 341 nursing students and five 

faculty members, Dawson (1986) reported moderate to strong 

positive correlations (.61 to .91) between the number of 

hours of contact the fatulty members had with the students 

and the ratings. In studies involving the effect of·the- type 

of course on the ratings of the inst~uction, several 

investigators reported students in elective courses rated 

faculty higher than students taking required courses 

(DriCett~ & Kenney, 1982; Jacobson, 1966; Korth, 1979). 

Findings from several studies-suggested it was difficult 

for students to separate their feelings to~ard the-course and 

the instruction~ Investigating 124 student/faculty 

evaluations over four years, Bock (1979) suggested it was 

difficult for students to separate their reaction to the 

course from their rating of instruction. The instructor was 

rated_higher in those classes that met the expectations of 

the students. McKee (1978) studied the relationship between 

.students' attitudes toward a course and their ratings of 62 

faculty members. The canonical correlation demonstrated that 

students' attitudes toward a course and students' ratings_of 

instruction are strongly correl~ted. 

Vari9,bles related to course difficulty and expected 

grades h~ve been studied extensively. ·Research.studies 

indicated a significant correlation between actual or 

expected grades and students' rating of instruction (Combs, 
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1983; DuCette & Kenney, 1982; Holmes, 1972; Marsh, 1980). In 

the study by DuCette and Kenney, those students of the 5,878 

subjects studied who expected poorer grades rated the course 

as too difficult and gave lower ratings to the faculty. The 

researchers interpreted this finding to mean that students 

attributed their failure in the course to the instructor. 

These findings have limited the validity of generalization 

because the students in the study included both graduate and 

undergraduate students majoring in education from cne 

university and the data were collected by the faculty members 

being evaluated. In contrast to thBse studies, Cohen (1982) 

reported no significant relationship between course 

difficulty, expected grades, and the ratings of instruction. 

However, in terms of the time at which the ratings were 

administered, Cohen found the correlation was higher when 

students knew their final grades (.85) than when they 

did not know their final grades ( .38). Although an 

inconsistency of findings was repo~ted concerning grade 

expectation and course difficulty, more of the studies 

reviewed indicated students tended to rate courses and 

faculty higher when they received or expected to receive· 

better grades (Combs, 1983; DuCette & Kenney, 1982; Holmes, 

1972; M~rsh, 1980). 

The purpose of the evaluation has also been found to be 

related to students' ratings of instruction. According· 

to Aleamoni and Hexner (1980), students who were told that 

the results of the ratings were_used in making administrative 
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decisions, rated instructors more favorably than students who 

were told that the results were to be used only by the 

instructor. This suggested that if stu_dents knew the purpose 

of the evaluation, the ratings may be affected. 

Only insignificant correlations have been reported 

between students' age and gender and the rating of 

instruction (Marsh, 1980). A comprehensive literature review 

was conducted by Aleamoni and Hexner (1980) on the students' 

status and ratings of instruction. The findings were 

inconclusive. Several studies reviewed by Aleamoni and 

Hexner revealed little correlation between students' status 

and instructional ratings (Lehmann, 1966; Stewart & Malpass, 

1966). In contrast, other studies of graduate students and 

upper division students indicated that these subjects tended 

to rate faculty higher than did lower division studerits 

(Anikeef, 1953; Gage, 1961). Aleamoni and Hexner attributed 

the inconsistent results to differences in methodology and 

instrumentation. 

Few studies have been conducted concerning the 

relationship between students' personality and ratings of 

instruction. Yonge and Sassenrath (1968)· studied the 

relationship between 227 students' self-reports of their 

personality and their ratings of nine factors representing 

aspects of teacher behavior and course structure. 

Correlations between the students' personality test results 

and factor scores were computed separately for three faculty 

members. The results indicated students' personality traits 



14 

were related to how students interpreted the meaning of the 

factors from one faculty member to another. Small et al., 

(1982) found a high correlation ( .a7) between the emotional 

state of 95 undergradu~tes at the end of the semester and the 

ratings of instruction. Those students categorized as being 

depressed, anxious, or hostile, as measured by the Multiple 

Affect Adjective Check List, ra~ed the instruction lower ·than 

students not categorized as being depressed, anxious, or 

hostile. The researchers suggested further studies were 

needed to provide an explanation for their findings. 

In summary, the l~terature revealed that student 

evaluation of teaching effectiveness has become a major 

component of the overall faculty evaluation. Since these 

evaluations are often used as input to judge faculty 

performance and as a basis for administrative decisions, it 

is important to understand the primary determinants of these 

ratings. 

Studies in the literature suggested· students are reliable 

and competent reporters of effective teaching. In contrast, 

the findings of the studies on the validity of 

student/faculty evaluations were inconsistent and 

inconclusive. Ideally teaching evaluations should reflect 

teaching performance; therefore, variables affecting these 

ratings should be identified. Limited research has been 

conducted on the relationship between students' personalities 

and attitudes and the ratings of instruction. None of the 

studies, however, researched the relationship between the 



student's personality, difficuity the student was 

experiencing in a course, and ratings of instruction. 

Some nursing studies reported characteristics of 

effective teaching. Several studies were conducted to 

develop models on the components of measuring teaching 

effectiveness. The nursing literature was limited in the 

area of identifying potential influencing variables of 

student/faculty evaluations. Nursing research is needed, 

then, to identify extraneous variables which may be related 

to the evaluations of· nursing faculty by students. 

Cognitive Dissonance Theory 

15 

According to Festinger (1957), cognitive dissonance is 

the existence of a psychologically uncomfortable feeling 

which is created when a person holds two cognitions that are 

inconsistent with one another. Festinger developed the 

theory of cognitive dissonance as an approach to human 

motivation with particular reference to the effects of 

contradictory attitudes or beliefs. He stated there were 

three facets of the dissonance process: 

1. initial perception of the di~sonant cognitions 

2. awareness of the dissonance 

3. mode of dissonance reduction 

When a person becomes aware that he/she is holding two 

cognitions that are inconsistent or contradictory with one 

another, dissonance is created. When dissonance occurs th~ 

individual develops a psychologically uncomfortable feeling 

and attempts to reduce this feeling. 
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Central to Festinger's theory is the human drive to 

maintain homeostasis or harmony among one's beliefs or 

behavior. This drive for consistency is the motivating 

factor that initiates the reduction of dissonance. 

Dissonance can be reduced by changing or bringing one's 

attitudes or actions into greater congruence. This can be 

done by revising one's attitudes or values, altering one's 

behavior, or using defense mechanisms (Festinger, 1957; 

Aronson, 1976). The magnitude of dissonance created by a 

situation increases as the importance of the elements 

increases (Festinger, 1957). Every individual has attitudes 

or feelings toward a multitude of objects, and one of the 

objects, probably the most important, is self. These 

attitudes toward oneself are termed self-esteem (Rosenberg, 

1965). According to Aronson, threats to self-esteem create a 

high degree of dissonance. These findings suggested 

individuals with high self-esteem experienced the most 

dissonance when faced with ego-threatening situations, and 

these individuals will seek ways to reduce the dissonance. 

Dissonance occurs when a person is exposed to information 

that is discrepant from information he/she already possesses. 

In an experiment conducted by Bramel (1962) male subjects 

were supplied with information discrepant from their 

self-images. Those who viewed themselves favorably were 

given a stimulus they considered unfavorable. In order to 

reduce the dissonance, the subjects projected or attributed 

the negative information to their partners. The data 



indicated the higher the subject's self-esteem, the more 

negative behavior he attributed to his partner. 

Concept .of Self-Esteem 

17 

Self-esteem is one of the cognitions that can create 

dissonance in a person if it is threatened. Webster (1984) 

defines self-esteem as a confidence and satisfaction in 

oneself. According to Maslow (1968), self-esteem is one of 

man'S basic needs which, if not met, acts as a motivating 

drive. Maslow theorizes that self-esteem develops from 

achievement, respect from others and feelings of strength. 

Maslow differentiates between self-concept arid self-esteem. 

He states self-esteem refers only to the value·one places on 

self, whereas self-concept encompasses other feelings and 

ideas about self in addition to one's sense of value. 

Zurcher (1977) defines self-esteem as the degree of 

positive evaluation of self and considers it a very important 

psychological factor. Zurcher believes self-esteem is a 

defensive screen which directly affects one's ability to cope 

with the frustrations of daily life. Coopersmith (1967) 

defines self-esteem as a self-evaluation in which the 

individual uses his own ideals to examine his performance artd 

capabilities and thereby arrives at a positive or negative 

feeling of self-worth. Positive or negative feelings of 

self-worth are measur,ed by the degree to which the individual 

believes himself/herself to be capable, significant, and 

worthy. According to Coopersmith, individuals with high 

self-esteem are more success-oriented than those with low 
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self-esteem. S~lf-esteem, as conceptualized by Rosenberg 

(1965), is the degree of positive or negative attitude 

towards self. He designated the term global self-esteem to 

describe this overall feeling of satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction about self. To measure self-esteem in 

research, Rosen.berg developed a ten-item Guttman scale. 

Although originally designed to test self-esteem in 

adolescents, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale has been used in 

several studies with college students as subjects (Weiss, 

1978; Robinson & Shaver, 1974). 

Few nursing studies examined the self-esteem of nursing 

students. The existing studies dealt with self-evaluation 

(Woolf, 1984~ and leadership abilities (Goldstein, 1980). Tq 

determirie the relationship between self-esteem and 

leadership, Goldstein compared characteristics of 159 

associate degree nursing students and 204 baccalaureate 

nursing students. The study revealed baccalaureate nursing 

students scored significantly higher than associate degree 

nursing students in self-esteem. For this study, Goldstein· 

used the Personal Orientation Inventory to measure self

esteem.. No studies to date have focused on the relationship 

between students' self-esteem, attitude toward a course, and 

rating of instruction. 

Summary of the Literature Review 

The literature review revealed that student ratings of 

instruction have become a major component of the overall 

faculty evaluation. These instructional ratings are used as 
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input to judge faculty performance and to make adminitrative 

decisions. Many variables related to rating of instruction 

have been researched. The relationship between course 

difficulty, expected grade, and the ratings of instruction 

have been studied extensively. The findings from these 

studies have been inconsistent, although more studies 

indicated that students tended to rate courses and faculty 

higher when they received or expected to receive higher 

grades. Several studies suggested that students have 

difficulty separating their feelings toward a course from 

their rating of instruction. 

Self-esteem has been defined as the feelings one has for 

self, which when threatened can affect the emotional state of 

an individual. The results from studies indicated a 

relationship between the students' personality and emotional 

state, and the ratings of instiuction. The studies suggested 

people with high self-esteem become anxious in 

ego-threatening situations. 

The studies on Festinger's Theory of Cognitive Dissonance 

indicated people are motivated to reduce uncomfortable, 

anxious feelings produced by dissonant beliefs. Defense 

mechanisms are often employed by individuals to reduce these 

dissonant feelings. One important attitude each person 

possesses is the feeling toward self. When the feelings 

toward self are threatened, a high degree of dissonance 

occurs and the person is motivated to restore homeostasis. A 

student's self-esteem could be threatened by experiencing 



difficulty in a course. This ego-threatening experience 

could motivate the student to initiate action to restore or 

protect self-esteem . 
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. While much has been written on numerous variables which 

might influence student rating of instruction, no studies 

were found that determined if a relationship existed between 

students' level of self-esteem and course difficulty and the 

rating of instruction. Determining if a relationship exists 

between instructional ratings and the threat ~o self-esteem 

related to having difficulty ·in a course may provide 

additional information to faculty and administrators in the 

interpretation and implications of these ratings. 



Chapter III 

Conceptual Framework 

Self-esteem, experiencing difficulty with a course, and 

rating of the instruction were the concepts studied in this 

research. The relationship of these concepts was based· on 

Festinger's Cognitive Dissonance Theory. 

The essence of the Cognitive Dissonance Theory 

(Festinger, 1957) is that if a person possesses two or more 

aspects of information or opinions that are inconsistent or 

contradictory, a state of dissonance occurs which is 

psychologically uncomfortable. Festinger (1957) stated the 

magnitude of dissonance increases as the importance of the 

elements increases. The need to reduce the discomfort of 

dissonance motivates an individual to initiate dissonance 

reduction. According to Festinger, a person can reduce 

dissonance by removing or changing one of the contradictory 

cognitions or using defense mechanisms to cope with the 

problem. 

The concept of self-esteem relates to dissonance theory 

in that self-esteem becomes the cognition or opinion. A 

person with high self-esteem has many cognitions favorable to 

self (Wicklund & Brehm, 1~76) and views self as competent, 

capable of performing positively, and as an achiever 

(Coopersmith, 1967). When a person with high self-esteem is 
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confront~d with. a situation that ~reate~.a fe~ling of 

dis s .at i s facti on w i th s e 1 f , . an inc on s i s ten c y o.f . fee 1 i'n g s 
. . 

toward sel~ occurs, and diss~nanc~ re~ults. According to 

Aron~on (1976),the def~nse m~chanism of ratibnalizatiori, 
. . 

which is employed largely in the~ser~ice. of self-esteem 

protection a~d enhanc~~ent, may ·be u~ed to reduce the . . . 

dissonant feelings. 
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The dissonance p~ocess can be interrelated.with the 

concept of se.lf~esteem to explain student ratings of 

instruction. If a student.with high self-estee~ is 

th~~atened .by experiencing diffictilty with a course, this 

could produce negative feel~ngs toward self (see 'Figure 1). 

STUDENTS· 
WITH 

HIGH SELF- ESTEEM 

CREATES 4~._ __ __ 

DISSONANCE . 

DIFFICULTY . 
WITH 

COURSE· 
.INSTRUGTION 

REDUCES 
..DISSONANCE 

LOW 
EVALUATION 

Figure· 1 Conceptual' model of an individual with high 

self-esteem,· possessing inconsistent feelings 

toward self, resulting in dissonance. 
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The existenc~. of positi~e f~elings, due to:high ·self-~steem, 

and the negative feelings, due ~o difficulty with course, 

would be ~nconsistent and contradictory and.could create 

dissonance. To ~educe "dissoriance, tbe student ~ould have to 

construct int·ernal justification. Rati"onalizing that the 

difficulty with the course is not due to his/her lack of 

ability or effort to learn ·but wi~h the instruction, the 

student could evaluate the instruction ~iih a'low rating.~· 

The student with high. self-esteem and no.t. e·xperiencing 

difficulty with the course (see Figure 2) woul~ have 

consistent positi~e. feelings tow~rd self. Iri this situation, 

no dissonance would be created and th~refore no need for 

ju~tification. 

NO .. ~~--
DISSONANCE 

NO .DIFFICULTY 
WITH 

COURSE 

STUDENTS 
WITH 

HIGH SELF-ESTEEM 

NO NEED FOR 
JUSTIFICATION 

Figure 2 Conceptual model of an iridividual ~ith high 

self-esteem, possessing consistent feelings toward 

self, with no dissonance. 



24· 

. ~he ~tude~t with.low _self-esteem (see Figure 1) already 

has negative. feelings toward self · ( Rosenb~rg, i965), and when 

faced with a difficult. botirse·may perceive.the: fault as 

his/her own. In thi~ situation, n~ dissortanc~ is created arid 

therefore no n~ed for ·justification .. 

. STUDENTS 
WITH. 

LOW SELF-ESTEE.M 

NO ... ~....-.· ---
DISSONANCE 

DIFFICULTY 
·WITH 

COURSE 

NO NEED.FOR 
JUSTIFICATION 

Figure 3 · Conceptual model of an individu~l with low 

self-esteem, possessing consistent f~elings·to~ard 

self, with. no dissdnance. 
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Hypotheses 

Based on the review of the literature and the conceptual 

framework, three hypotheses were tested in this study: 

Hypothesis 1. Students with high self-esteem who 

experience difficulty in a course will rate the instruction 

lower than will ~tudents with high self-e~teem who do not 

experience difficulty with the course. 

Hypothesis 2. There will be no significant difference in 

the ratings of instruction between students with low 

self-esteem who experience difficulty in a course and 

students with low self-esteem who do not experience 

ditficulty with the course. 

Hypothesis 3. Students with high self-esteem who 

experience difficulty in a course will rate the instruction 

lower than will all students with low self-esteem. 



Design 

Chapter IV 

MetDodology 

The variables considered in this study were self-esteem, 

difficulty with course, and ratings of instruction. The 

hypotheses used to guide the study suggested that a 

relationship existed between the level of self-esteem of 

students experiencing difficulty in a course and the rating 

of instruction. Since the investigator did not control the 

variables studied, direct causal relationship cannot be 

inferred. Instead, a descriptive correlational design was 

used to demonstrate the interrelationship between the 

variables. The strength of this type of design is that a 

large amount of information can be gathered. 

Sample 

This study was conducted using a convenience sample of 78 

baccalaureate nursing students enrolled in three required 

n~rsing courses in a university located in the southeastern 

United States. The non-probability sample consisted of 43 

junior and 35 senior nursing students who were enrolled 

during May and June, 1987, in this baccalaureate nursing 

program. 

' 26 
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Instrumentation 

Two pre-existing instruments were used for data 

collection in this study. No instrument measuring 

self-esteem relating to academic achievement could be 

located. The instrument selected to measure self-esteem in 

this study was the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Appendix A). 

The rating of instruction was measured by the Student Rating 

of Instruction questionnaire (Appendix C). For this study, 

the investigator developed and pilot tested two additional 

forms, a Student Information form (Appendix I) and a Rating 

of Course form (Appendix J). 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

scale (RSES) (Appendix A), developed by Rosenberg (1965), is 

designed to measure global positive or negative attitudes 

toward self. The RSES is a ten-item Guttman scale with 

positively and negatively worded items presented alternately 

in order to reduce the response set .. The four response modes 

are as follows: strongly agree, agree, disagree, and 

strongly disagree. Although other scoring can be used 

(Weiss, 1978), the method of scaling indicated by Rosenberg 

is to combine several of the ten statements to yield a score 

of seven points (Appendix B). The criteria to determine the 

levels of self-esteem designed by Rosenberg were high 

self-esteem = 0-1, moderate self-esteem = 2-3, and low 

self-esteem = 4-6. For this study, only high and low 

self-esteem were measured; therefore, the criteria for 

scoring_was high self-esteem= 0-2 and low self-esteem= 3-6. 
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This sc~ling was developed by the researcher by using the 

median split bf moderate self-esteem. A score of 2 was 

assigned to high self-esteem and a score of 3 was assigned to 

low self-esteem. This type of scoring will cause uneven 

bands weighted toward low self-esteem. This is in keeping 

with Rosenberg's scaling which has uneven bands weighted 

toward low self-esteem. 

High self-esteem signifies the individual holds positive 

values tbward self and considers self worthy, capable and 

successful. Low self-esteem reflects negative attitudes 

toward self and feelings of inadequacy and self-criticism. 

The reliability and validity of the RSES are well 

documented in the literature. Using the Guttman scoring, 

Robinson and Shaver (1974) reported a reproducibility 

coefficient of .93. A two-week test-retest reliability for 

44 college students was .85 (Silber and Tippett, 1965). This 

indicates stability over time. In a study with 141 college 

graduates, Weiss (1978) reported the coefficient alpha 

reliability estimate as .75. A measure of criterion validity 

~as obtained by Robinson and Shaver (1974) in a study of 300 

college students. The correlation between the RSES and 

Coopersmith's Self-E.steem Inventory was .60. Silber and 

Tippett (1965) measured self-esteem using four tools. The 

Pearson correlation coefficients of the RSES with the other 

tools sh6w moderate to high correlation (see Table I). This 

degree of correlation suggests the RSES measures the intended 

construct of self-esteem. 
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The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale was selected for this study 

because it provided a measure of self-esteem as defined by 

the investigator. Added strengths of this tool were the ease 

of administration, brevity, and psychometric prope.rties. 

Table I 

Correlation Between Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES)· and 

Three Self-Esteem Scales (Silber and Tippett, 1965) 

RSES and Difference between self and ideal self 

RSES and Difference between self and social lif.e 

RSES and Difference between interview self-esteem 

0.67 

0.83 

0.56 

Student Rating of Instruction. The Student Rating of 

Instruction (SRI) (Appendix C) questionnaire was developed by 

the Committee on Faculty Education at Piedmont Technical 

College, South Carolina. After reviewing published studies 

on teaching effectiveness and critiquing many validated 

evaluation tools for content and congruence with the 

college's goals and mission, the Committee developed the SRI. 

The SRI was based on adaptations from the Student 

Instructional Report. 

~he SRI is a Likert-type questionnaire used to interpret 

students' reaction to instruction. Instruction is evaluated 

on the basis of 17 statements to which·students are asked to 

respond: strongly agree, agree, disagree, and strongly 

disagree. Ratings are calculated on a scale of ODe to four, 

four being strongly agree and one being strongly disagree. 
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The SRI was tested for reliability by administering the 

questionnaire to the same group of Allied Health Students 

(N=141) two days apart. The test-retest correlation 

wasreported as .87. Testing for concurrent validity of the 

instrument was accomplished by using both the SRI form and 

the Student Instructional Rating System form to evaluate two 

faculty members by 60 students. The correlation$ for the two 

classes were .83 and .90. ~ 

The decision to use the Student Rating of Instruction 

form for this study was based on the correlation of the 

content of the questionnaire with findings frbm nursing 

research concerning characteristics of effective instruction 

and its strong psychometric properties. 

Student Information and Rating of Course. The Student 

Information form (Appendix I) was used to collect data on the 

subjects regarding their age, gender, year level, 

self,- reported grade point ave rage, and the grade they 

expected in the course. The Rating of Course form (Appendix 

J) was used to collect subjective information regarding the 

course being evaluated. Supplied with multiple choice 

answers, the subjects were asked to respond to the following 

four questions: 

1. Are you experiencing difficulty in this course? 

2. My difficulties in this course are due to: ------
·3. Compared to other nursing courses in this program, 

the amount of difficulty I am experiencing with this course 

is: ------
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4. How does this cours~ make you feel about yourself? 

The response to question two were inconclusive. Nine 

students refrained from answering the question, 22 students 

answered does not apply while 16 students answered other 

without inserting a reason. The responses to the first three 

answers were approximately evenly distributed; 11, 10, and 

10, therefore the question was not included in the final 

analysis results. 

Procedures 

The proposed procedures were pilot tested using junior 

and senior baccalaureate students at a college which was not 

included for selection for the study. After needed changes 

and adjustments were made, the following proceddres were 

implemented. The researcher contacted the Dean of Nursing at 

.the selected university to schedule a meeting. The meeting 

was·held to explain the purpose of the study, the methodology 

and the instrumentation. With the dean's approval, the 

researcher obtained a list of the nursing faculty who were 

teaching a required undergraduate course. To obtain data to 

assist the researcher to control extraneous variables which 

might pose a threat to validity, the following information 

was also requested: the years of teaching experience of each 

teacher, her educational level, and the number of the contact 

hours of the course. Each faculty member was sent a _packe~ 

containing the following: 

1. letter of intent (Appendix D) 

2. explanation of study (Appendix E) 



3. consent form (Appendix F) 

4. student handouts (Appendices G, H, I, ~' & C) 

Faculty members willing to participate signed the consent 

form and returned it to the researcher in a pre-paid 

envelope. 
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In a· procedure designed to obtain as homogeneous a group 

of courses as possible, the researcher selected three courses 

to be evaluated in the study. Each of the courses had a 

clinical component providing each faculty member 

approximately the same number of contact hours with the 

students. None of the three courses was team-taught as were 

some of the other choices, and each class had more than 15 

students enrolled. Each faculty member was master's 

prepared. However, two of the three faculty members had two 

years teaching experience while one had nine. Telephone 

contact was then made with the selected faculty members to 

schedule a meeting time with their students. 

While each instructor was out of the room, the 

investigator met with the students and read a prepared 

statement (Appendix G). The statement included a description 

of the study and its pu~pose. It was emphasized that 

participation in the study would be completely voluntary and 

all information would be kept confidential. Each student was 

given the following: 

1. Cover letter (Appendix H) 

2. Student Information Form (Appendix I) 



3. Rating of Course Form (Appendix J) 

4. Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Appendix A) 

5. Student Rating of Instruction questionnarie 

(Appendix C). 

The completion of the forms was considered evidence of the 

student's consent to participate in the study. The data 

collection process took approximately 10 minutes. The 

investigator remained in the room while the subjects 

completed the forms. Responses were collected by the 

investigator and placed in a sealed envelope. These 

procedures for data collection were used to control 

extraneous variables, such as the effect of the teacher's 

presence in the room, possible repercussion if a·student 

chose not to participate, threat to anonymity, and exchange 

of information among the students. 

Human Safeguards 
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Permission to conduct this study was obtained from the 

Human Assurance Committee of the university (Appendix K) and 

the· dean in the school of nursing. Participation in this 

study by faculty members and students was voluntary and 

confidentiality was maintained. Return of the signed consent 

form by the faculty members indicated their willingness to 

participate. Students' completed instruments was considered 

evidence. of consent to participate. 



Chapter V 

Data Analysis 

"This cha~ter presents an analysis of the data obtained 

in this study. The results are repnrted in two sections. 

The first section presents a descriptive analysis of the 

characteristics of the respondents with regard to age, 

gender, educational status, grade point average and expected 

course grade. Pearson's product moment correlations, 

computed to describe the relationship between the mean of 

the rating of instruction and the charateristics of the 

respondents and the course, are also reported. An alpha of 

E < .05 was used to determine statistical significance. 

The second section presents an analysis of data to test 

the three hypotheses. !-tests for independent samples 

(pooled variance estimates) were used to anaiyze the data. 

The alpha level of E < .05 was used to test each hypothesis. 

Descriptive Data for the Respondents 

The characteristics of the student nurse respondents 

with regard to age, gender, educational. status, grade point 

average and expected course grade are described in Table II. 

The sample (N = 78) was composed of 71 females (91 percent) 

and 7 males (9 percent). Their ages ranged from 20 to 44 

years old with a mean age of.23.9. Forty-three subjects 

(55.1 percent) were in their junior year and 35 subjects 

34 
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(44.9 percent) were seniors. The self-reported gra~e point 

average ranged from 3.00 to 4.00 with a mean of 3.57. 

Thirty-three subjects (42 .. 3 percent) expected to receive an 

A in the course while 39 (50 percent) expected a B. The 

remaining six (7.7 percent) expected a f· Two additional 

.students completed the demographic information but exercised 

their right not to participate in the study and did not 

complete the evaluation forms. These students were dropped 

from the study. 

Table II 

Characteristics of the Respondents (N = 78) 

variable N 9:: 0 Range 

Sex: Female 71 91 

Male 7 9 

Age: 20 - 44 

Year Level: 

Junior 43 5,1.1 

Senior 35 44.9 

Self-Reported 

G. P. A. 3.00-4.00 

Grade Expected A - c 

A 33 42.3 

B 39 44.9 

c 6 7.7 

Mean 

23.859 

3 .·57 4 

3.346 
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Pearson's product moment co~relations were us~d to 

measure the relationship between the mean of the rating of 

iristruction with the students' age, gender, year level, 

grade point average, grade expected in the course, the way 

the course made the students feel about themselves, and 

their level of self-esteem. An alpha of E < .OS was used to 
d~termine statistical significance. A summary of the 

findings is shown in Table rr·r. 

Table III 

Pearson's product Moment Coefficient Corr~lations with the 

Mean of the Rating of Instruction 

variable (N = 28) Coefficient E value 

Age .2981 E = .004 * 
Sex -.1391 £ = .112 

·Year Level .6433 E = .000 * 
Self-Reported GPA .1766 £ = .062 

Grade Expected .3614 £ = .001 * 
Difficulty -.5062 £ = .000 * 
Amount of Difficulty -.3959 £" = .ooo * 
Feelings -.5444 £ = .000 * 
RSES -.0685 £ = .276 

* significant atE·< .0-5 
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Comparison of the student's age with the mean rating of 

instruction was significant with a low correlation (~ = .29; 

E = .004). The older students rated instruction higher 

than the younger students. The correlation between gender 

of the student and the mean rating of instruction was not 

significant(~= -.13; E = .06). However, the male students 

tended to rate the instruction lower than the female 

students. The senior students rated instruction 

significantly higher than the junior students (~ = .64; 

E < .000. No significant correlation (~ = .17; E = .06) was 

shown between the self-reported grade point average and the 

mean rating. The students who reported a higher grade point 

average tended to rate instruction higher. A weak but 

significant correlation (~ = .36; E = .001) was seen between 

the grade the student expected and the rating of 

instruction. 

A moderately high negative correlation (~ = -.50; 

E < .000) was seen between the mean rating of instruction 

·and difficulty with the course. Those students who stated 

they were having difficulty with the course rated 

instruction lower than those students who stated they were 

not having difficulty with the course. A weak negative 

correlation (~ = -.39; E = .000) was seen between the mean 

rating of instruction and the amount of difficulty the 

students stated they were having with the course. Those 

students who stated they were having more difficulty with 

this course than with other nursing courses tended to rate 
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instruction lower th~n those students who stated they were 

experiencing less than or an equal amourtt of difficulty with 

this course. A moderately high negative cor~elation 

(E = -.54; E < .000) was also seen between the way the 

students stated the course made them feel about themselves 

and the mean rating of instruction. Those students who 

stated the course made them feel negative about themselves 

rated iristruction significantly lower than those students 

~ho stated the course made them feel positive about 

themselves. When the level of the studentsi ~elf-esteem was 

_compared with the mean rating of instruction, students with 

low self-esteem tended to rate instruction lower than 

students with high self-esteem, but the correlation was not 

significant(£= -.06; E = .27). 

Results of Hypotheses Testing 

To test the three hypotheses, the respondents were 

grouped according to the results of the Ro~enberg 

Self-Esteem Scale score and the respons~ to the question, 

"Are you experiencing difficulty in the course?" (see Table 

IV). !-tests were used to analyze the data. The alpha 

level of E < .05 was used to determine statisticcil 

significance. Each hypothesis will be stated and discussed 

separately. 



Table IV 

Grouping of Respondents According to Level of Self~Esteem 

and Difficulty with Course 

N 

Group 1 27 

Group 2 23 

Group 3 23 

Group 4 5 

Sel.f-Esteem 

High = 0-2 

Low = 3-6 

high 

high 

·low 

low 

Difficulty with Course 

f.-. yes 

no 

yes 

no 
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Hypothesis 1 stated: Students with high self-~steem who 

experience difficulty in a course wili rate the instruction 

lower than will students with high self-esteem who do not 

experience difficulty with the course. 

A t-test was used. to compare the difference between the 

mean score of the rating of instrudtion of students with 

high self-este~m who reported experiencing difficulty in the 

course (Group 1) and the mean score of the rating 6f 

instruct~on of students with high self-esteem who reported 

not experiencing .difficulty in the course (Group 2). The 

mean score (2.81) of the rating of instruction from Group 1 

(N = 27) was compared to the mean score {3.55) of the rating 

of instruction from Group 2 (N = 23). The result of the 

t-test indicated that the difference between the two group 
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means was significant (E = .-0005) (see Table V). ·The 

students with high self-estee~ who rep6rted·experiencing 

difficulty in the course did rate instruction lower than 

students with high sel f...,..e-steem who reported riot having 

difficulty in the course. The first research hypothesis was 

accepted. 

Table V 

Comparison of Mean Rating of Instruction between Students 

.with High Self-Esteem Who ·Experienced Course Difficulty 

(Group 1) and Student~ with High Self~Esteem Who Did Not 

Experience Course Difficulty (Group 2) (N =.50) 

variable N Mean so t-value df 

Group 1 27 2.8170 

-5.40 48 .0005 

Group 2 23 3.5595 .388 

Hypothesis 2 stated: There will be no difference in the 

ratings of instruction between students with low seif-esteem 

who experience difficulty in a course and students with low 

self-esteem who do not experience difficulty with the 

course. 

A t-test was used to compare the difference between the 

mean score of the rat-ing .of instruction of students with low 

self-esteem who reported experiencing difficulty in the 

course (Group 3) and the mean score of the rating of 
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inst-ruction of students with low self-esteem who reported 

not experiencing difficulty with the course (Group 4). ·The 

mean score (3.03) of the ratings of instruction from Group 3 

(N = 23) was compared to the mean score (3.27) of the 

ratings of instruction from Group 4 (N = 5) (see Table VI). 

Table VI 

Comparison of Mean Rating of Instruction between Students 

with Low Self-Esteem Who Eiperienced Course Difficulty 

(Group 3) and Students with Low Self-Esteem Who Did Not 

Experience Course Difficulty (Group 4) (N = 28) 

Variable N Mean SD t-value df 

Group 3 23 3.3037 .491 

.99 26 .330 

Group 4 5 3.2706 .392 

The results of the t-test indicated that the difference 

between the two group means was not significant(£= .33). 

Students with low self-esteem who reported experiencing 

difficulty with a course did not rate instruction 

signifi~antly lower than students with low self-esteem who 

reported not exp~riencing difficulty with the course. The 

second research hypothesis was, _therefore, not rejected. 

Hyphothesis 3 stated: students with high self-esteem 

who experience difficulty in a course will rate instruction 

lower than will all students with low self-esteem. 
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A t-test was used to compare the difference between the 

mean score of the rating of instruction of students with 

high self-esteem who reported experiencing difficulty in the 

course (Group 1) and the mean. score of the rating of 

instruction of all the students with low self-esteem (Groups 

3 and 4, combined). The mean score (2.81) of the rating of 

instruction from Group 1 (N =27) was compared with the mean 

score (3.07) of the rating of in$truction from Group 3 and 4 

(N =28) (see Table VII). 

Table VII 

Comparison of Mean Rating of Instruction between students 

with High Self-Esteem Who Experienced Course Difficulty 

(Group 1) and All the Students with Low Self-Esteem (Group 3 · 

and 4) (N = 55) 

variable N Mean SD t-value df 

Group 1 27 2.8170 .553 

-1.88 53 .065 

Group 3 & 4 28 3.0788 .477 

The results of the t-test indicated the difference 

between the means was not signficant (£ = .065). The 

students with high self-esteem who reported experiencing 

course difficulty did not rate instruction significantly 

lower than all the students with low self-esteem. The last 

research hypothesis was, therefore, rejected. 



Chapter vt···· 

Discussion 

This study examined the relationship between the 

student's self-esteem and experiencing difficulty with a 

course and the rating of instruction. Presented in this 

chapter are discussion and implications of the findings, the 

limitations of the study·, and recommendations for further 

research. 

Discussion of the Findings 

The results of the data analysis of the first 

hypothesis revealed that students with high self-esteem, who 

stated they were experiencing difficulty in the course, 

rated instructi'on significantly lower than those students 

with high self-esteem who stated they were not experiencing 

difficulty in the course (! = -5.40; E = .0005). The use of 

the Pearson's product moment correlation analysis reveal~d 

there was a moderately high negative correlation (-.50) 

between self-reported experiencing difficulty with a course 

and the rating of instruction. Students who stated they 

were experiencing difficulty with a course tended to rate 

instruction lower than students who stated they were not 

experiencing difficulty. This findini is consistent with 

the findings of DuCette and Kenney (1982). 

43 



44 

±he second hypothesis stated there would be no 

difference in the rating of instruction between students 

with low self-esteem who were ~xperiencing difficulty in a 

course (N = 28) and students with low self-esteem who were 

not experiencirtg difficulty in a course (N = 5). It was 

found that there was no significant difference in the rating 

of instruction between students ~ith low self-esteem who 

were experiencing course difficulty and students with low 

self-esteem who were not experiencing course difficulty 

(~ = -.99; E = -.33). This means that students with low 

self-esteem ~ho experienced course difficulty tended ·not to 

rate instruction lower than stud~nts with low self~esteem 

who did not experience course difficulty. This would 

suggest that it is not just the experiencing of course 

difficulty that caused the students to rate instruction 

lower, but that another factor might be involved. It should. 

be noted, however, that the size of the groups was markedly 

unequal which may have affected the results. 

According to Maslow (1968), self~esteem is a basic 

human need which, if threatened, will act as a motivating 

drive. Shaalvek (1983) suggested that students experiencing 

a threat to self-esteem would devalue the school in an 

attempt to preserve self-esteem. The 16wer rating, given by 

the students with high self-esteem who experienced course 

difficulty, could be their way of preserving self-esteem. 

This would be. consistent with the findings of Aronson 

(1976), who concluded students with threatened self-esteem 
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attempt to resolve the created dissonance by using defense 

mechanisms. Festinger (1957) theorized a person could not 

possess contradictory opinions without dissonance being 

created. The students with high self-esteem would have 

positive feelings toward self. Experiencing difficulty in a 

course might make the student with high self-esteem feel 

negative toward self. According to Festinger, this 

situation would cause the student to have contradictory 

opinions of self and dissonance would be created. 

The Pearson's product moment correlation analysis 

showed a moderately high negative correlation (-.54) between 

the·way the students stated the course made them feel and 

their ratings of instruction. For students with high 

self-esteem, experiencing difficulty in a course may cause 

them to feel negative about self and may produce dissonance. 

According to Bock (1979) and McKee (1978), students have 

difficulty separating course from instruction. The students 

in this study, therefore, may have attempted to reduce the 

dissonance created by having contradictory opinions of self 

by rating instruction lower. 

The third hypothesis stated students with high 

self-esteem would rate instruction lower than all the 

students with low self-esteem. Although the students with 

high self-esteem who stated they were experiencing 

course difficulty rated instruction somewhat lower than did 

all the students with low self-esteem, the difference was 

not statistically significant (t = -1.88; E = .065). 
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Implications 

Rating of iristruction by the student is becoming a 

major factor in the nursing instructor's overall evaluation. 

An increasing number of colleges and universities are using 

st~dent ratings of instruction for both feedback for 

instructional improvement and for making administrative 

decisions. Since the ratings of instruction are being used 

for both these purposes, Zelby (1974) suggested faculty may 

alter course ~ontent in order to obtain higher ratings from 

their students. This practice could greatly compromise the 

quality of education. To avoid such potentially negative 

effects of the students' ratings, faculty and administration 

must learn to interpret the results using data obtained from 

research investigations. 

The findings of this study suggested there may be a 

relationship bet~een students' feelings toward self, 

regardless of whether or not they were having course 

difficulty, and ratings of instruction. Instructors and 

administrators can use this information to assist them in 

the interpretation of results of the ratings. 

Limitations 

The following iimitations of the study are acknowledged 

by the investigator. 

1. The sample used in this study was small, confined 

to one school of nursing and selected for convenience, so 

caution must be used in generalizing the findings. 



2. The respondents' level of_anxiety produced by the 

dissonant attitudes toward self may att as a variable. No 

attempt was ·made to assess the students' level of anxiety. 

3. The Hawthorne Effect may have been in operation as 

all the res~~ndents were a~are they were part of a research 

study. 

4. Knowing the purpose for the evaluation of 

instruction may have influenced the students' response·s. 

Summary and Recommendation 

The purpose of this study was to examine the 

relati¢nship between students' self-esteem,· diffi~ulty with 

a course and rating of instruction. The results of the 

analysis of this .study revealed there was a statistically 

significant diffe-rence between the mean rating of 

instruction by high self-esteem students who did and did not 

report experiencing difficulty with a co-urse.· Those 

students with high self-esteem who experienced difficulty 

with a course rated instruction lower than students with 

high self~esteem who were not experiencing difficulty. 

The comparison between the_mean rating of instructibn 

by students with low self-esteem·who reported ~xperiencing 

difficulty in a course and students with low self-esteem·not 

reporting experiencing difficulty revealed ther-e was no 

significant difference beyween the groups. students with low 

self-esteem rated the instruction similarlyj whether or not 

they we~e having difficulty with the course. 



The ~ean rating of instruction by those students with 

high self-esteem who·reported experiencing dieficulty in a 

course was slightly# but not statistically, lower than the 

mean rating of instruction by those students ~ith low 

self-esteem. 
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Because of the sampling.technique used; the findings 

from the analysis cannot be generalized beyond the study . 

population. In view of the findings and limitations·of this 

study the following recommendations are made: 

1. The study shou~d ·be replicated using a broadly 

representative. sample from different parts of the ciountry . 

2~ Further studies should~~ done testing the same 

variables using di.fferent methodology. A repeated measures 

design could be done to study the relationships between the 

level of self-esteem of th~ students and how they rate 

different instruction when experiencing difficulty and when 

not experiencing difficulty with a course. 

3. A test for the level of anxiety the student is 

experiencing as a result of having difficulty with a course 

should be administered. The results of the ~nxiety test 

cduld be considered an additi6nal variable. 

4. A substitute tool should be developed to measure 

self-esteem related to academic achievement for use in 

future studies of ratings of instruction. 
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Rosenberg Self Esteem s6ale 

Directions: Please circle one of the following responses to 
the items below. 

(D) Disagree (SA) 
(A) 

Strongly Agree 
Agree (SD) Strongly Disagree 

1. In the whole I am satiafied with myself. 

2. At times I think I am no good at all. 

3. I feel I have a number of good qualities. 

4. I am able to do things as well as m:ost 
other people. 

5. I f~el I do not hav~ ·much to be proud of. 

6~ I certainly feel useless at timis. 

7. I feel that I'm a person of w6rth, at 
lea~t on an eq~al plarie with others. 

8. I wish I could have more respect for 
myself. 

9. All in all I am inclined to feel that I 
am a failure. 

10~ I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

SA A *D *SD 

*SA *A D SO 

SA A *D *SD 

SA A *D *SD 

*SA *A D S-D 

*SA *A D SD 

SA A *D *SD 

*SA *A D SD 

*SA *A D SD 

SA A *D *SD 

* Asterisks rep~esent low self-esteem responses. The 

asterisks are not included on the forms given to respondents. 

- i 
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Scoring Procedure for RSES 



Scoring of Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

The scoring of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is based on 

contrived items and yields a 7-point scale. The items are 

graded on low self-esteem as a positve score. The asterisk 

next to the response ·on the. sample Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale form. (see page 56) indicate low s.elf-esteem• 
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Scale Item I is contrived from the combined responses to 

items 3, 7, ahd 9. If the respondent ~nswers 2 out of 3 or 3 

out of 3 positively, he/she receives a positive (that is, low 

self-esteem) score for Scale Item I. 

Scale Item II is contrived from the combined responses to 

items 4 and 5. One out of 2 O·r 2 out of 2 pos.itive responses 

are considered positive for Scale Item II. 

Scale Items III, IV, and V are scored simply as positive 

or negative based on responses to items 1, 8, and 10. 

Scale Item VI is contrived from the combined responses to 

items 2 and 6. One out of 2 or 2 out of 2 positive responses 

are considered posi tve for s·cale Item VI. 
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Student Rating of Instruction 

Directiorts: Indicate the response closest to your views by 
circling the appropriate number in each statement as it 
applies to the instruction in this course. 

SA (4) = Strongly Agree with the statement as it 
applied to this course or instructor. 

A ( 3) Agree You agree more than you disagree with 
the statement as it applies to this course 
or instructor. · 

D (2) = Disagree You disagree more than you agree 
with the statement as it applies to this course or 
instructor. 

SD (1) = Strongly disagree You strongly disagree 
with the statement as it applies to this course or 
instructor. 

SA A D SD 

1. The objectives for the course have been 
rna de c 1 e a r . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. ·. . . . . . . . . 

2. There was considerable agreement 
between the announced course objectives. 
and what was actually taught ......... . 

3. The instructor used class time well 

4. The Instructor was available for 
consultation with students ........... . 

5. The instructor seemed to know when 
students didn't understand the 
rna t e r i a 1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . ....... . 

6. Lectures were NOT·too repetitive of 
content in the textbook(s) ........... . 

7. The instructor encouraged students to 
think for themselves ................. . 

8. The instructor seemed genuinely 
concerned with students' progress and 
was actively helpful ................. . 

9. The instructor made helpful comments on 
paper or e.xams ....................... . 

4 3 2 1 

4 3 2 1 

4 3 2 1 

4 3 2 1 

4 3 2 1 

4 3 2 1 

4 3 2 1 

4 3 2 1 

4 3 2 1 



10. The instructor raised challenging 
questions or problems for discussion 

11. In this class I felt free to ask 
questions or express my opinions 

12. The instructor was well prepared for 
each class ........................... . 

13. The instructor told students how and 
when they would be evaluted .......... . 

14. The instructor summarized or emphasized 
m~jor P?ints in lectures" or 
dlSCUSSJ.OnS ••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

15. Ex~minations reflected the important 
aspects of the course ................ . 

16~ The instructor was open to other points 
ot view .............................. . 

17. The instructor has accomplished (is 
accomplishing) the objectives for the 
course ................................ . 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR HELP. 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 
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3 2 1 

3 2 1 

3 2 1 

3 2 1 

3 2 1 

3 2 1 

3 2 1 

3 2 1 
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Letter of Intent 

Dear 

I am a graduate student at the Medical College of 

Georgia. To fullfill my graduate requirements, I am 

conducting a research study of interest to many educators. I 

plan to examine the relationship between students' level of 

self-esteem, difficulty with a course, and rating of 

instruction. Dr. Gloria Clayton is my major advisor. 

I would appreciate your assistance iri this research. If 

you choose to participate, you will be asked to schedule a 

date and time for the reseacher to meet with your students 

and administer the questionnaires. All information obtained 

from the study will be treated as confidenti~l. A summary of 

the results of the study will be shared with you. 

I am available by t~lephone to answer any questions you 

may have about the study. You may reach me at 

(office) between 8:30 a.m. and 4:30 p.m. and at -- (home) after 5:30 p.m. 

Your cooperation in this research study will be greatly 

appreciated. Please return the endorsed consent form, if you 

decide to participate. 

Thank you, 

Rosalie Stevenson 
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Explanation of Study 



Title of Research: The Relationship between Students' 
Self-Esteem, Difficulty wi.th Course 
and Rating of Instr~ction. 

Researcher: Rosalie Stevenson, RN, BSN 
Master Student - Adult Nursing 
Medical College of Georgia 

Context of Problem: 

Student ratings of instruction have become a major 

component of the accountability system of higher education. 

Since the 1920's college and university students have been 
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evaluating instruction. Originally, ratings were intended to 

be used as a source of information to help faculty members 

improve the quality of their teaching. In the 196G's, 

enrollment in universities was up and the need to recruit and 

retain faculty was a great concern. Students were demanding 

the right to a relevant education, and they began to conduct 

their own informal evaluations in an effort to force faculty 

to be accountable for their performance. To address the 

students' concerns about the quality of instruction, faculty 

including administrators developed a more structured, 

systematic faculty evaluation. 

In the late seventies, enrollment.began to taper, college 

budgets declined, and additional pressure to upgrade 

instructions came from students, parents, and legislators. 

·Administrators began to utilize the student/faculty 

evaluations as a tool to judge instructional competence. The 

use of student ratings could have either a positive or 

negative effect on the educator's retention, promotion, 
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tenure, and/or merit raise. Further, teachers' perceived 

vulnerability to students' evaluations could lead faculty to 

select a less rigorous teaching method, and ;or reduce course 

requirements. 

Since student evaluation of instruction exerts a growing 

influence on instruction, it is important to identify 

variables which could affect the validity of the ratings. 

Literature reveals many studies were conducted to identify 
I 

these variables and determine if a relationship exists to 

affect the ratings of the evaluations. One of the unexplored 

areas of student ratings is in the relationship between the 

student's level of self-esteem and the amount of difficulty 

the student is having with the course and the way the student 

will rate the instruction. 

Purpose of the Study: 

The purpose of this study is to examine if a relationship 

exists between students' self-esteem, difficulty with the 

course and the ratings of instruction. 

Conceptual Framework: 

This study· is based on the concepts relating to 

self-esteem and to Festinger's Cognitive Dissonance Theory. 

The essence of Festinger's theory is that if a person has two 

or more aspects of information or opinion that are 

inconsistent or contradictory, a state of dissonance OGcurs 

which is uncomforable and motivates an attempt to resolve it. 

One way a person can reduce disssonance is through 

rationalization. 
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Cognitive di~sonance can be interrelated with the concept 

of self-esteem and applied to the examination of the ratings 

of instructions. If a student with -high self-esteem is 

threatened by the difficulty of a course, it could produce 

negative feelings for that course. Since there is a 

relationship between the course and the instructor, 

inconsistencies could result if the student held positive 

feelings for the teacher. To reduce the resulting 

dissonance, the student would have to construct internal 

justification. Rationalizing the preble~ with the course is 

the fault of the instruction; the student would evaluate the 

instruction with a low score. 

Methodology: 

Following the approval of the Research Committee of the 

Medical College of Georgia, I will contact the Dean of 

Nursing for cooperation from the Nursing Department and 

obtain a list of the nursing faculty teaching required 

nursing courses. I will send a summary of the context of the 

problem, Letter of Intent, Instructor's Consent Form and the 

Student Questionnaires to each of the instructors. Since I 

will be questioning ·only those students of faculty willing to 

be evaluated, I will ask the faculty to indicate their 

willingness to participate in the study by signing and 

returning the consent form.· 
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I will contact those instructors to make arrangements for 

a date and time to meet with their class. With the 

instructor out of the room, I will read a prepared statement 

to explain the study to the students, and hand out the 

questionnaires to the students. The students will be 

informed not to identify the course, the faculty member or 

themselves in any way on any of the forms. It will be made 

known that any student not wanting to participate may do so 

without prejudice and that all information gathered from the 

study will be completely anonymous. Those students willing 

to participate will give their consent by completing the 

forms and handing them back to the researcher. 
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The Relationship between Students' Self-Esteem, 
Difficulity with Course and Rating of Instruction 

Rosalie Stevenson, B.S.N. 
Master Student, School of Graduate Studies 
Medical College of Georgia 

I have been invited to participate in a research study 

designed to collect data from junior and senior nursing 

students enrolled in my requiried nursing course at the 

baccalaureate level. 
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I understand the information gained from the students 

will be used to determine if a relationship exists between 

students' level of self-esteem, difficulty with course, and 

rating of instruction. 

I understand the researcher will make arrangements to 

administer a self-esteem questionnaire, and a rating of 

instruction evaluation to my students on a pre-arranged day 

and time. 

I understand that my participation and my students' 

participation are voluntary and we may withdraw at any time 

without prejudice. 

I understand that strictest confidentiality will be 

maintained at all times by the teseacher and that in no way 

will my students or I be personally identified in the 

reporting of the findings. 

I understand the nature of the study being conducted by 

Rosalie Stevenson and I consent to participate. 

Instructor's Signature Date 
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Guide for Presentation 

to Potential Student Subjects 

My name is Rosalie Stevenson and I am a graduate 

nursing student at the Medical College of Georgia, Augusta. 

With permission from your Dean and faculty, I am here to ask 

you to volunteer to participate in a research study I am 

conducting to determine if a relationship exists between 

self-esteem, difficulty with a course and rating of 

instruction. 

Participation in this study will require approximately 15 

minutes of your time. If you choose to participate, 

completion of the forms will indicate your consent. If you 

choose not to participate, and that is·your right, please 

return the forms blank. To protect your anonymity, you are 

asked NOT to sign any of the forms. All information obtained 

from data collection will be kept confidential and only the 

researcher will see any individual responses. In reporting 

my findings you and the faculty members will not be 

personall~ identified nor will the name of the course be 

revealed. The faculty member you are asked to evaluate is 

and the course you are to rate is 

Please DO NOT identify the faculty member or course in 

any way on the forms. 

The forms are self-di~ected. Please read the directions 

carefully. When you complete all the handouts, or if you 



de~ide not to complete them, return the forms to me. If you 

are interested in reviewing the results, they will be 

available through your dean after November, 1987. 
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I am truly appr~ciat~ve of the time you are giving me and 

I. thank you for ~our help. 
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Dear Students, 

You are being·asked to voluntarily participate in a 

research study on Student Ratings of Instruction. This study 

is being conducted by Rosalie Stevenson, B.S N., a master's 

stud~nt at the Medical College of Georgia. 

Participation in this study ~ill require approximately 15 

minutes of your time. If you choose to participate, the 

return of the completed formp will be your consent. If you 

choose not to participate, and that is your- right, please 

return the blank forms. 

Please DO NOT sign your name or identify the course or 

faculty member·anywhere on these forms. Your answers will be 

kept confidential and only the researcher will see any 

individual responses. 

Thank you, 

Rosalie Stevenson 
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The Relationship Between Students' Self-Esteem, 

Difficulty with a Course, and Rating of Instruction. 

STUDENT INFORMATION FORM 

Please respond to the following statements. 

DO NOT SIGN YOUR NAME ON THIS FORM 

1. Age 

2. Sex: 

a .. Female 

b. Male 

3. Year Level: 

a. Junior 

b. Senior 

4. My grade point average is 

5. The grade I expect to make in this course is 
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Rating ot Course Form 

DO NOT SIGN YOUR NAME OR IDENTIFY THE COURSE 

Directions: Please·check the response that best answers 
questions 1-4 as related to this course. 

1. Are you experiencing difficulty in this course? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

2. My difficulties in. this course are due to: 

a. Insufficient background in the subject matter. 
b. Assigned t~sks too demanding for me. 
c. Instru~tional methods do not fit my learning 

style. 
d. Other 

--~----~-------------------------e. Do~s not apply 

3. Compared to other nursing courses in this program, the 
amount of difficulty I ~m experiencing with this course 
is: 

a. Less than other courses 
b. Equal to other courses 
c. More than other courses 
d~ Other (please explain) 

4. How does this course make you feel abput yourself? 

a. Positively 
b. Negatively 
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Human Assurance Committee Approval Letter 



cPJ-1\rr.c . . f:G:t . 6() J.'~J.. :. ~-· ' . 

May 2~, 1987. 

B.S.N. 

Med.ical College of Georgia 
Augusta, Georgia 30912·0059 

Office of Grants and Contracts· 

RE: ·. PROJECT TITLE - RELATIONSHIP. BETWEEN STUDENT'S SELF-ESTEEM, 
DIFFICULTY WITH COURSE, AND RATING OF INSTRUCTION· 

FILE NO. 87-3-244 

APPROVAL DATE - May 25, 1987 

Dear Ms Stevenson: 

ASSURANCE COMMITTEE has reviewed and approved the ·above 
project by expedited procedure in accordance with the 
and the institutional.assurance on file with the DHijS.· 

George . Schuster, DDS.,PHD. 
Chairman 
HUMAN ASSURANCE COMMITTEE 

GSS/jms 

An At1wma11vt1 ActiOn 1 Eq~ Opponut~~ty ln:.IJtuhon 
. . 

· A un.t ol ltld Un.vur&ty System ol Geolg~a 




