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The availability heuristic in the classroom: How soliciting more
criticism can boost your course ratings
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Abstract

This paper extends previous research showing that experienced difficulty of recall can influence evaluative judgments
(e.g., Winkielman & Schwarz, 2001) to a field study of university students rating a course. Students completed a mid-
course evaluation form in which they were asked to list either 2 ways in which the course could be improved (a relatively
easy task) or 10 ways in which the course could be improved (a relatively difficult task). Respondents who had been
asked for 10 critical comments subsequently rated the course more favorably than respondents who had been asked for
2 critical comments. An internal analysis suggests that the number of critiques solicited provides a frame against which
accessibility of instances is evaluated. The paper concludes with a discussion of implications of the present results and

possible directions for future research.
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Introduction

According to Tversky and Kahneman’s (1973) availabil-
ity heuristic, people sometimes judge the frequency of
events in the world by the ease with which examples
come to mind. This process has generally been demon-
strated by asking participants to assess the relative like-
lihood of two categories in which instances of the first
category are more difficult to recall than instances of the
second category, despite the fact that instances of the first
category are more common in the world. For instance,
Kahneman and Tversky (1973) found that most people
think the letter R more often appears in English words as
the first letter than the third letter, presumably because
the first letter provides a better cue for recalling instances
of words than does the third letter. In fact, it turns out
that R appears more often as the third than first letter in
English words.

Schwarz et al. (1991) observed that the classic studies
demonstrating the availability heuristic failed to distin-
guish an interpretation based on ease of retrieval from an
alternative interpretation based on content of retrieval in
which an event is judged more common when a larger
number of examples come to mind. To tease apart these
accounts, Schwarz et al. (1991) asked participants in one
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study to list either 6 or 12 examples of assertive or
unassertive behavior that they have exhibited and then
rate themselves on their overall degree of assertiveness.
Participants rated themselves as more assertive after they
had listed 6 examples of assertive behavior (a relatively
easy task) rather than 12 examples (a relatively difficult
task); similarly, they rated themselves as less assertive
(i.e., more unassertive) after they had listed 6 rather than
12 examples of unassertive behavior. Similar patterns
of results have been observed in many other studies of
frequency-related judgments, including the rate at which
a particular letter occurs in various positions of words
(Winke, et al., 1995), the quality of one’s own memory
(Winkielman, et al., 1998), the frequency of one’s own
past behaviors (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 1999), one’s sus-
ceptibility to heart disease (Rothman & Schwarz, 1998)
and one’s susceptibility to sexual assault (Grayson &
Schwarz, 1999). For a review of this literature see
Schwarz (1998; 2004). Thus, an abundance of data sup-
ports the original interpretation of the availability heuris-
tic: categories are judged to be more common when in-
stances more easily come to mind, even when a smaller
absolute number of instances are generated.

This program has been extended from frequency-based
judgments to evaluative judgments of such targets as pub-
lic transportation (Winke, et al., 1996), luxury automo-
biles (Winke, et al., 1997), and one’s own childhood
(Winkielman & Schwarz, 2001). For instance, Winkiel-
man and Schwarz (2001) asked participants to recall ei-
ther 4 childhood events (an easy task) or 12 childhood
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events (a difficult task). Some participants were then led
to believe that memories from pleasant periods tend to
fade, while others were led to believe that memories from
unpleasant periods tend to fade. When later asked to
evaluate their childhood, participants believed that pleas-
ant memories fade rated their childhood more favorably
when they completed the difficult task (12 events) than
the easy task (4 events); participants who believed that
unpleasant memories fade rated their childhood more fa-
vorably when they completed the easy rather than diffi-
cult task.

Previous studies of the availability heuristic using the
paradigm of Schwarz et al. (1991) have turned up impres-
sive and robust results. However, these demonstrations
have been restricted primarily to laboratory surveys in
which task of recalling examples then making an overall
assessment may seem somewhat artificial to participants
and the responses of little consequence. More important,
most participants in previous studies presumably had lit-
tle prior experience with the particular Likert scale that
served as the dependent measure (e.g., most had never
before rated their childhood or public transportation on a
7-point scale). Hence, ratings of respondents may be es-
pecially susceptible to superficial cues—such as the ac-
cessibility of instances—when mapping their beliefs and
attitudes onto an unfamiliar response scale.

The present investigation overcomes these limitations
through a “field study” of students evaluating a course.
First, evaluations are a normal facet of most university
courses in which students are commonly asked to list spe-
cific suggestions and also provide a global assessment.
Moreover, course evaluations are consequential, as they
can influence future course offerings and course staffing,
promotion and tenure decisions, and provide information
to future prospective students of the target course. Sec-
ond, students at universities quickly become familiar with
standard course evaluation scales and how ratings are dis-
tributed across classes, often relying on these scores in
choosing among elective courses.

The study of course evaluations is also interesting in
its own right. A number of recent papers have ques-
tioned the validity of these ratings, and a lively debate
appeared some years ago in the American Psychologist
(1997; pp.1182-1225; 1998, pp.1223-1231). Thus far,
questions of discriminant validity have mainly focused on
the correlation between teaching ratings and apparently
irrelevant factors such as the students’ expected grades or
the course workload. To date there have been few pub-
lished investigations of the relationship between the de-
sign of course feedback forms and summary course eval-
uations. The present study attempts to answer the follow-
ing provocative question: can one paradoxically obtain
higher course ratings by soliciting a greater number of
critical comments from students?
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2 Method

Participants were 64 business students enrolled in two
sections of a course on negotiation at Duke University.
Three weeks into a six-week term, students were asked
to complete a one-page mid-course evaluation form, as
they do for most classes in the business school at Duke.
Students in both class sections were randomly assigned
to one of two course evaluation forms that differed by a
single item. The first ten items on both forms were neu-
trally valenced short-answer and multiple choice ques-
tions (e.g., “How do you view the pacing of the class,’
with response options ranging from “much too slow”
to “much too fast”) and neutrally valenced open-ended
questions (e.g., “What do you think of the lectures and
class discussion so far?”’). For item #11, half the students
(n=32) were asked to “List 2 ways in which you feel the
course could be improved” whereas the remaining stu-
dents (n = 32) were asked to list 10 ways in which they
felt the course could be improved. Directly below this
question, the relevant quantity of numbered spaces (2 or
10) were provided. For item #12, all participants were
asked to list their 2 favorite aspects of the course. Finally,
all participants were asked, “Overall, how would you rate
the course so far on a 1-7 scale.”! This scale is used for
all final course evaluations, with 1 denoting the lowest
possible score and 7 the highest possible score. The large
majority of students enrolled in the class (84%) were in
the midst of their second year of the MBA program (their
seventh six-week term), and therefore had an abundance
of prior experience using this scale to rate classes.

3 Results

Responses did not differ significantly between the two
class sections, so the data were combined. Results sup-
ported the major theoretical prediction: course evalua-
tions were higher among students who were asked to list
10 ways in which the course could be improved (M =
5.52, SD = 0.88) than among those were asked to list 2
ways in which the course could be improved (M = 4.92,
SD =1.12). Median scores were 5.5 and 5.0, respectively.
These differences were statistically significant (#(56) =
2.24, p = .03). Based on the distribution of final scores
for all courses offered that term in the business school
at Duke University, this difference between experimental
conditions is approximately % of a standard deviation.”

I'Six respondents provided course critiques but no summary course
rating; hence their responses were dropped from the sample for analyses
in which the latter variable entered.

2The average final course rating among all classes taught in the busi-
ness school that term was 5.34, SD = 0.80. The course reported in this
study received a final rating of 5.82.
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Table 1: Results of linear regressions predicting course evaluation scores.

Model Number

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Critiques  0.0749* 0.0855* —0.00172 —0.00558
solicited  (0.0334) (0.0334) (0.0446) (0.0632)
Critiques —-0.118 —0.162% 0.00344 0.012
produced (0.0957) (0.0928) (0.0971) (0.138)
Ratio of —1.070%* —1.081*% —1.075%* —1.12%
produced (0.312) (0.439) (0.343) (0.667)
to solicited
Adj R? .066 .009 .159 .099 144 144 128

.05 <p<.10, * p < .05, ** p < 005

Note: Rows correspond to independent variables. Regression models are numbered by
column. Cell entries list regression coefficients, with standard deviations in parentheses.
Adjusted R? values for each regression are listed below the relevant column.

Not surprisingly, participants produced a greater num-
ber of suggestions in the 10-slot condition (M = 2.1; SD
= 1.84) than in the 2-slot condition M = 1.6, SD = 0.72);
however, this difference was small and not statistically
significant (#(56) = 1.52, p = .14). In fact, only 31% of
participants in the 10-slot condition provided more than
two suggestions for ways in which the course could be
improved. One might therefore surmise that the observed
effects on course ratings were more often driven by arti-
ficially extending the natural retrieval process of students
in the 10-slot condition (thereby improving subsequent
course ratings) than by artificially truncating the natu-
ral retrieval process of students in the 2-slot condition
(thereby depressing subsequent course ratings).

In previous studies using similar methods, the vast ma-
jority of participants did manage to produce the number
of examples that were solicited by the experimenter so
that the number of examples solicited and the number
provided were perfectly (or nearly perfectly) correlated.
In the present study, the variability in the number of cri-
tiques provided by respondents in both conditions offers
a unique opportunity to explore the independent effects
of the number provided and the number solicited.> When
both variables are entered into an ordinary least-square
regression, the number solicited is positively related to
course ratings (b = .09, #(55) = 2.56, p = .01), and the
number produced is negatively related to course ratings

3Participants in the studies of Grayson and Schwarz (1999) also
failed to report all the examples solicited, however these investigators
report no such internal analysis.
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(b =-.16, 1(55) = -1.74, p = .09; see model 4, Table 1).
One might infer on the basis of this result that the num-
ber of critiques solicited provides a frame against which
the number recalled is evaluated. If so, one would expect
course ratings to be predicted quite well by the ratio of
critical comment produced to critical comments solicited.
Indeed, there is a strong negative correlation between this
ratio and course ratings (r = -.42; #(56) = -3.43, p < .001;
see also model 3, Table 1). Moreover, when we enter
both the number of critiques solicited and the ratio of cri-
tiques produced to solicited into a regression (model 5,
Table 1), the independent effect of the number solicited
is wiped out (b = 0.00, #(55) = 0.04, p = .97), but the
association between course ratings and the ratio of crit-
icisms produced to solicited remains strong and signifi-
cant (b =-1.08, #(55)=-247,p = 02).4 Similarly, when
we enter both the number of critical comments produced
and the ratio of critiques produced to solicited into a re-
gression (model 6, see Table 1), the independent effect of
the number of critiques produced is wiped out (b = 0.00,
1(55) = -0.04, p = .97), but the independent association
between course ratings the ratio of critiques produced to
solicited remains strong and significant (b = -1.07, #(55)
=-3.13, p =.003).> Taken together, these results suggest

“#Multicollinearity does not seem to be a problem. The correlation
between number of critiques produced and the ratio of critiques pro-
duced to solicited is 0.38, and the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) in the
multiple regression is 1.2.

3 Again, multicollinearity does not seem to be a problem. The cor-
relation between number of critiques solicited and the ratio of critiques
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that the ratio of criticisms produced to solicited medi-
ates the relationships between both of these variables and
course ratings (cf. Baron & Kenny, 1986).

4 Discussion

The present study provides strong evidence that course
evaluations can be improved, paradoxically, by solicit-
ing a larger number of critical comments from students.
Previous laboratory studies of the availability heuristic
have found that a target category is sometimes judged
less common after a greater number of examples are so-
licited. The present study extends this program to evalu-
ative judgments in a naturalistic context in which partici-
pants have ample prior experience mapping their attitudes
to the relevant response scale.

Most previous studies determined through pilot testing
that it would be difficult for participants to provide the
total number of examples solicited. However, most stud-
ies were either designed so that all participants would
be able to eventually produce the total number of ex-
amples solicited (e.g., Schwarz, et al., 1991) or did not
ask participants to explicitly produce any examples but
merely ponder the task of producing the number of ex-
amples solicited (Winke, Bohner & Jukowitsch, 1997).
The present study provides a more direct measure of how
difficult each respondent found the task: the number of
critiques that the respondent produced.

The finding that the ratio of critiques produced to so-
licited mediates the relationship between the number so-
licited and course ratings suggests that the number so-
licited may be adopted as a norm against which the re-
trieval of critiques is evaluated. That is, the number so-
licited may be accepted as a “reasonable” or “expected”
quantity of criticism, consistent with the rules of conver-
sational implicature (Grice, 1975). Indeed, Winkielman
et al. (1998) observed the usual pattern of results when
participants were told that most people find the task of re-
calling a large number of examples easy (which implies
that the number solicited is an appropriate norm), but the
reverse pattern when participants were told that most peo-
ple find the task difficult (which implies that the num-
ber solicited is not an appropriate norm). Future research
might test the “norm” hypothesis more directly by exam-
ining whether the association between frequency ratings
and number of examples solicited is moderated by the
perceived normative diagnosticity of the number of ex-
amples solicited. For instance, if participants learn that
the number of examples solicited was determined by the
roll of dice, one might expect the effect size to diminish;
if participants are explicitly told that the task is designed

produced to solicited is —0.72, and the VIF is 1.9.
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so that an average person can complete it with modest
effort, one might expect the effect size to be augmented.

The present investigation demonstrates that a minor
variation in the format of course evaluation forms—in
this case, changing a single word (“two” to “ten”) and
changing the number of spaces provided for responses—
can have a pronounced effect on global course evalu-
ations that are made on a familiar rating scale. One
might expect that other superficial manipulations of for-
mat, such as the order in which the global evaluation ver-
sus constituent judgments are solicited, may also affect
measured course ratings (see, e.g., Sudman, et al., 1992).
On a practical level, the present results underscore the
importance of standardization of course evaluation forms
when summary scores are compared across classes or de-
partments. Additionally, the lability of course evaluations
reminds us of the limitation of summary evaluation scores
as a measure of teaching performance.
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