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Abstract 

In response to concerns expressed by faculty mem
bers that the preponderance of students interested in 
small animal practice negatively impacts results of food 
animal course evaluations, a study was undertaken to 
examine the relationship between student career goals 
and student evaluations of courses and course content. 
All student evaluations available for a food animal medi
cine, surgery and production medicine clinical course 
taught at the University of Missouri College of Veteri
nary Medicine from January 23, 2002 to June 7, 2005 
were compiled. One component of the survey was stu
dent perceptions of the course and course content. These 
perceptions were linked to student career goals. Median 
scores for course content differed significantly among 
students with small animal, mixed animal and large 
animal career goals (P = 0.002). Specifically, the grade 
for course content differed among students with an ex
pressed career in small animal practice and students 
with an expressed career in large animal practice (P < 
0.05). Median scores for the course in general also dif
fered significantly among the three defined groups (P = 
0.044); however, none of the specific pair-wise compari
sons were significant (P > 0.05). 

Resume 

Les professeurs s'inquietent ouvertement du fait 
que le grand nombre d'etudiants interesses par la pra
tique des petits animaux aurait un impact negatif sur 
!'evaluation des cours portant sur les animaux de pro
duction. Une etude a done ete menee afin d'examiner la 
relation qui existe entre les objectifs de carriere des 
etudiants et !'evaluation des cours et du contenu des 
cours. Toutes les evaluations des etudiants pour les cours 
d~ medec.ine des animaux, de productio~, de cltirurgi,e. et 
de production clihique ·enseignJs·: a'-l'Univesity -'o(Mis
souri College of Veterinary Medicine du 23 janvier 2003 
au 7 juin 2005 ont ete compilees. Une des composantes 
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de l'enquete se penchait sur la perception des cours et 
de leur contenu. Ces perceptions etaient liees aux 
objectifs de carriere des etudiants. Les scores medians 
pour le contenu des cours etaient significativement 
differents selon que les etudiants s'orientaient vers la 
pratique des petits animaux, la pratique mixte ou la 
pratique des grands animaux (P = 0.002). Plus 
particulierement, le score pour le contenu du cours 
differait entre les etudiants se dirigeant vers la pratique 
des petits animaux et ceux se dirigeant vers la pratique 
des grands animaux (P < 0.05). Les scores medians pour 
un cours en general differaient aussi entre les trois 
groupes (P = 0.044). Toutefois, aucune des comparaisons 
deux a deux n'etait significative (P > 0.05). 

Introduction 

Student evaluations of courses and instructors are 
commonplace at veterinary colleges. Student evalua- . 
tions are often used to identify strengths and weakness 
of specific courses, and to evaluate the effectiveness of 
instructional strategies.1•2•4•5 Administrators may use re
sults to target specific courses or instructors for scru
tiny or intervention. Student evaluation scores are often 
used both in the tenure and promotion process and in 
determination of merit pay. Finally, student surveys 
are the basis for most awards and recognitions for meri
torious instruction. Consequently, the validity of stu
dent survey instruments is a critical issue in evaluati.ng 
and formulating veterinary school curricula. 

The impetus for this study was the perception ex
pressed by a number of food animal faculty that course 
evaluations were biased because the vast majority of 
veterinary students have a predominant interest in ei
ther mixed or small animal practice. The purpose of 
this study was to determine whether results of course 

. evaluations were associated with expressed student ca
reer goals. Specific outcomes measured included stu
dent perceptions regarding course content, and student 
perceptions regarding the course as a whole. 
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Materials and Methods 

All student evaluations generated for a food ani
mal medicine, surgery and production medicine clinical 
course taught to third and fourth year veterinary stu
dents at the University of Missouri College of Veteri
nary Medicine from January 23, 2002 to June 7, 2005 
were compiled. The course evaluation instrument, a 
web-based computer survey, is completed during the last 
week of a six-week instructional block which includes 
in-house medicine and surgery, production medicine and 
traditional ambulatory service. Participation in the 
course evaluation process was voluntary. Part 1 of the 
survey instrument included 30 separate questions and 
anonymous student responses that were compiled and 
reported as summary statistics. In part 2 of the survey, 
students were asked 1) their expected grade in the 
course; 2) the number of hours they studied per week 
outside the course; 3) the grade they would give the 
course content (A, B, C, D, or F); 4) the grade they give 
the course in general (A, B, C, D, or F); and 5) their goal 
after graduation (large animal practice, mixed animal 
practice, small animal practice, or other). In this sec
ond portion of the survey (part 2) responses were linked, 
permitting correlation of student career goals and their 
responses to the four preceding questionl§. It should be 
noted that this portion of the survey has not been used 
extensively in either course or instructor evaluation, and 
its inclusion in the survey is believed to be a coinciden
tal hold-over from previous hard copy survey instru
ments. It should be noted that no conscious effort was, 
or ever has been, made to identify student career goals. 

Responses which identified "other" as the student 
career goal were deleted because the number of re
sponses (n = 3) was deemed insufficient to permit mean
ingful analysis. Student assigned grades for course 
content and the course in general were converted to a 
numeric scale (A= 4, B = 3, C = 2, D = 1, F = 0). There
after, these grades were compared among students ex
pressing career goals in large animal, mixed animal or 
small animal practice using a Kruskal-Wallis analysis 
of variance. The choice of a non-parametric analysis was 
dictated by the ordinal nature of the measured endpoint 
grades. Furthermore, preliminary analyses confirmed 
that grades were not normally distributed. In instances 
where a significant difference was observed among the 
three career goal defined groups, all possible pair-wise 
comparisons were performed using the Dunn method. 

Results 

Sixty-two (62) responses, excluding three students 
expressing "other" as a career choice and one student 
response which did not identify a career goal, were pro
vided to the survey. These responses included 26 stu-
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dents with an expressed interest in small animal prac
tice, 30 students with an expressed interest in mixed 
animal practice, and six students with an expressed in
terest in large animal practice. The overall response 
rate for the survey instrument was 32%. 

Median (range) scores for course content for stu
dents with small animal, mixed animal and large ani
mal career goals were 3 ( 4, 2), 4 ( 4, 1) and 4 ( 4, 4), 
respectively. Scores differed significantly among the 
three defined groups (P = 0.002). Specifically, the grade 
for course content differed among students with an ex
pressed career in small animal practice and students 
with an expressed career in large animal practice (P < 
0.05). None of the other pair-wise comparisons (small 
animal vs. mixed animal, mixed animal vs. large ani
mal) were significant. 

Median (range) scores for the course in general for 
students with small animal, mixed animal and large 
animal career goals were 3 ( 4, 2), 4 ( 4, 1) and 4 ( 4, 4), 
respectively. Scores differed significantly among the 
three defined groups (P = 0.044); however, none of the 
specific pair-wise comparisons were significant (P > 
0.05). 

Discussion 

Results of this study raise serious concerns. Stu
dent career goals were significantly related to evalua
tions of both course content and the course in general. 
Students with career goals focused on small animal prac
tice gave significantly lower scores for course content 
than did students with large animal focused career goals. 
The significance of association suggests that student 
career goals will bias the results of instructional evalu
ations. These results are particularly problematic, given 
the relative paucity of students with career goals focused 
on large animal practice. Only six respondents ex
pressed goals in large a11-imal practice. In direct con
trast, 30 of 62 respondents expressed a career goal in 
the area of small animal practice. The validity of stu
dent evaluation instruments is directly challenged by 
the results of this study. 

The lack of significant pair-wise comparisons in 
the scores evaluating the course as a whole is probably 
a reflection of the limited size of the dataset, which in
cluded only 62 responses, and only six responses were 
from students with large animal career goals. 

This study does not identify the source or cause of 
the observed bias, and several possible explanations are 
available. The first possible explanation is that stu
dent goals inherently create differential patterns of par
ticipation and perception that impact their perception 
of instructional efficacy. The second explanation is that 
pre-veterinary experiences and preparation differ dra
matically among students of varying career goals, and 
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these differences impact perceptions of educational qual
ity. We presume that students interested in careers in 
large animal practice are more likely to have completed 
a pre-veterinary curriculum which included significant 
content in the areas oflivestock husbandry. This differ
ential preparation may increase the palatability of in
structional efforts in large animal practice by improving 
student preparation and providing a contextual frame
work for further instruction. Finally, instructors may 
either consciously or unconsciously provide instruction 
of divergent quality based on their perception of stu
dent career goals. Regardless of which hypothesis is 
true, the apparent bias in observed student perceptions 
raises serious concerns which warrant responses from 
veterinary educators. 

Although the collection of student career goal data 
in the described instrument could best be viewed as ac
cidental, rather than planned, the divergence of per
ceived instructional quality suggests information of this 
type may have substantial value in evaluation of instruc
tion. Consequently, this type of information should con
tinue to be collected in a systematic and rigorous manner 
which preserves anonymity. A more systematic evalua
tion process which links student evaluations with other 
data sources might provide new and powerful perspec
tives. Data regarding the content of pre-veterinary 
coursework, job experience and a variety of demographic 
variables could be linked to student evaluations, pro
viding unique insights. For example, does the presence 
or absence of pre-veterinary coursework in livestock 
husbandry and nutrition relate to student perceptions 
of course instructional quality? Whatever data sources 
are mined, the creation of a firewall protecting student 
anonymity will be a critical component of such a sys
tem. 
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The recent Food Supply Veterinary Medicine Coa
lition (FSVMC) reports documented the impact of stu
dent goals and perceptions on student career goals. 3 

Recognition that these same perceptions and attitudes 
impact the instructional experiences was both logical 
and expected. 

Conclusions 

Student course and instructor evaluations are at
tractive because they provide apparently hard numeric 
data describing instructional efficacy. The present re
port substantiates that instruments of this type are sub
ject to potential bias. Appropriate application of 
evaluative data probably requires that we recognize the 
inherent biases in these instruments and view data of 
this type as qualitative, rather than quantitative. If we 
recognize the potential for bias, minor shifts in scores 
are cause for further consideration, rather than targeted 
intervention. 
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How can a new vaccine help control salmonellosis in your clients' herds? 

STARVE SALMONELLA 
OF ESSENTIAL IRON 

SRP® technology from AgriLabs is a better way to make vaccines. 

Here's why: 
• SRP vaccines are made from siderophore 

receptors and porins (SRPs), specialized 
proteins found on the cell wall of Gram
negative bacteria such as salmonella. 

• SRP vaccines stimulate the production 
of antibodies that block the siderophore 
receptors and porins on the cell wall of 
salmonella in the animal. 

• Blocking the SRPs prevents the transport 
of essential iron into the bacteria and has 
a bacteriocidal effect. 

• Because siderophore receptors and porins 
are similar on all strains of salmonella, the 
SRP vaccine creates an immune response 
that appears to be cross-reactive, inde
pendent of serotype. 

• Unlike core antigen bacterins, SRP vac
cines are made with purified proteins and 
are greater than 99 percent endoto:xin-free. 

• SRP salmonella vaccine - advanced tech
nology to provide your clients' herds with 
safer and more effective protection from 
both clinical salmonellosis and subclinical 
salmonella shedding. 

USDA conditionally licensed Salmonella 
Newport Bacterial Extract vaccine. 
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