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Editorial 
Vox Populi? 
T h e ancient G r e e k s h a d a process ca l l ed ostracism w h e r e b y i n d i v i d u a l s c o u l d be 
b a n i s h e d f r o m society for a p e r i o d of t ime. A l t h o u g h specif ic accounts di f fer , 
the process w a s one w h e r e b y i n d i v i d u a l s c o u l d , after p r e l i m i n a r y procedures 
w e r e f o l l o w e d , inscr ibe the n a m e of the person they w i s h e d to ostracize onto a 
p o t s h e r d . These w e r e d e p o s i t e d i n an u r n located in the agora , a n d if there 
w e r e 6,000 or m o r e potsherds , or ostraka, w i t h the same n a m e i n s c r i b e d , that 
i n d i v i d u a l w o u l d be e x i l e d ( P o l l u x , 1706). The process w a s c o n s i d e r e d 
a n o n y m o u s a n d s o m e w h a t democrat ic . It c o u l d be c o n t e n d e d that b y the 
m e a n s of o s t r a c i s m , c i t izens w e r e h e l d accountable for their act ions b y the 
p e o p l e . M o r e o v e r , it c o u l d also be contended that the voice of the p e o p l e w a s 
exerc ised t h r o u g h the process of os t rac ism. 

F o r severa l years n o w educators h a v e been the subjects of accountability 
(Reeves, 2002). Essent ia l ly , accountab i l i ty e m b o d i e s the n o t i o n that w h a t w e 
d o , a n d h o w w e d o it, m u s t be c o n t i n u a l l y s c r u t i n i z e d b y i n d i v i d u a l s a n d 
agencies b o t h w i t h i n a n d f r o m outs ide e d u c a t i o n . In this w a y the consumers of 
e d u c a t i o n can be assured that w h a t they are r e c e i v i n g is b o t h a p p r o p r i a t e a n d 
u p to date. A t least this is h o w it is s u p p o s e d to w o r k i n theory . A part of 
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y , at m o s t univers i t i es a n d colleges at least, is the f o r m a l s tudent 
q u e s t i o n n a i r e g i v e n near the e n d of each course. Specif ics d i f fer a m o n g i n s t i t u 
t ions , b u t b a s i c a l l y these ins t ruments enable s tudents to p r o v i d e a n o n y m o u s 
feedback, b o t h p o s i t i v e a n d negat ive , about the course, the ins tructor , a n d even 
the p r o g r a m . O s t e n s i b l y these ins t ruments are not i n t e n d e d to be p o p u l a r i t y 
contests, n o r are they i n t e n d e d to be the o n l y metr ic of an ins tructor ' s teaching. 
M o r e o v e r , because the quest ionnaires are a n o n y m o u s , they are not s u p p o s e d 
to be a m e a n s of l i b e l i n g someone . Never the less , it seems that to some students 
the ques t ionna i res are a means ei ther to w a x e loquent about an ins t ructor or 
course that they l i k e d or a means to vent about a b a d experience. H o w m u c h 
credence ins t i tu t ions place o n the rat ings a n d c o m m e n t s of these q u e s t i o n 
naires d i f fers , b u t i n m o s t places the quest ionnaires are u s e d either as a c o m 
p o n e n t of ins t ruc tor e v a l u a t i o n or as an i n d i c a t o r of extremes. In other w o r d s , 
the v a l i d i t y a n d r e l i a b i l i t y of a n o n y m o u s s tudent quest ionnaires are recog
n i z e d as b e i n g l o w . U n l e s s a n ins t ruc tor receives consis tent ly p o o r eva luat ions 
o v e r severa l terms or e v e n years, the s tudent rat ings d o not contr ibute to 
o s t r a c i s m . T o s o m e e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l - m i n d e d i n d i v i d u a l s , h o w e v e r , i n s t i t u t i o n 
a l a c c o u n t a b i l i t y processes for instructors are insuff ic ient . 

In 1999 J o h n S w a p c e i n s k i , based i n C a l i f o r n i a , began a W e b site that is n o w 
k n o w n as R a t e M y P r o f e s s o r s . c o m (see h t t p : / / w w w . r a t e m y p r o f e s s o r s . c o m ) . A 
s i m i l a r site ca l l ed R a t e M y T e a c h e r s . com began i n 2000 (see h t t p : / / w w w . 
ra temyteacherrs . com/index . j sp) . Re la ted sites that spec i f i ca l ly address C a n a d i 
an schools a n d univers i t i e s can be accessed f r o m the R a t e M y P r o f e s s o r s ( R M P ) 
h o m e page . A c c o r d i n g to R M P , the site a l l o w s students a n o n y m o u s l y to rate 
their professors i n each of three categories: H e l p f u l n e s s , C l a r i t y , a n d Easiness. 
" A n d n o w , s tudents can e v e n see w h o the sexiest professors are at their s choo l , 
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as w e l l as r e a d i n g the t o p 15 funnies t rat ings, such as ra t ing n u m b e r 5: H e w i l l 
des t roy y o u l i k e a n a c a d e m i c n i n j a " ( h t t p : / / w w w . r a t e m y p r o f e s s o r s . c o m / 
A b o u t . j s p , p a r a . 4). 

W h a t is the p u r p o s e of the W e b site? A c c o r d i n g to the founder , R M P is 
i n t e n d e d to enable s tudents to "use the site to h e l p p l a n their class schedules , 
a n d i m p r o v e the q u a l i t y of their educat ions [sic] . . . W h e n w o r d of the W e b site 
gets o u t at a u n i v e r s i t y , the rat ings g r o w l ike w i l d f i r e a n d students rea l ly b e g i n 
to benef i t f r o m the i n f o r m a t i o n " ( h t t p : / / w w w . r a t e m y p r o f e s s o r s . c o m / 
A b o u t . j s p , p a r a . 3). 

O n r e a c h i n g the site, one c a n navigate to a par t i cu lar geographic area or to 
a p a r t i c u l a r i n s t i t u t i o n . O n c e there, one m a y i n the case of a school b r o w s e the 
l is t of staff names . W i t h larger ins t i tu t ions s u c h as univers i t ies , one c a n b r o w s e 
n a m e s a l p h a b e t i c a l l y . W h e n one reaches the n a m e of the des i red ins tructor , h i s 
or her r a t i n g c a n be read , a n d if one wishe s a r a t i n g m a y be entered. O n e m a y 
indica te the course to w h i c h the r a t i n g refers, or b y l e a v i n g the f i e l d b l a n k m a k e 
a genera l r a t i n g . G i v e n that the W e b site calculates the average r a t i n g of each 
i n d i v i d u a l , m o s t quest ions asked consist of a f i v e - p o i n t L i k e r t - t y p e select ion. 
F o r e x a m p l e , the helpfulness category ranges f r o m very helpful to very unhelpful 
Three m a i n r a t i n g quest ions are a s k e d : easiness, he lpfulness , a n d c lar i ty . The 
ra t ings g i v e n to the latter t w o quest ions affect w h a t k i n d of i c o n is p l a c e d i n 
f ront of the ins t ruc tor ' s n a m e . A l o w average score results i n a sad-faced i c o n , 
w h e r e a s a h i g h average score y i e l d s a smi ley- faced i c o n . A n o n s m i l i n g i c o n 
represents scores i n b e t w e e n . P r o v i s i o n is also m a d e to accept c o m m e n t s 
entered b y k e y b o a r d . There is a statement, h o w e v e r , w a r n i n g users not to w r i t e 
l i b e l o u s o r d e f a m a t o r y statements. G i v e n some of the c o m m e n t s I read w h i l e 
v i s i t i n g the t w o W e b sites, I be l i eve that either some students d o not k n o w the 
m e a n i n g of libel o r they act w i t h i m p u n i t y because the r a t i n g is a n o n y m o u s . 
T h e f o l l o w i n g excerpt came f r o m a n e v a l u a t i o n of a col league: "I t h i n k a 
t r a i n e d b a b o o n c o u l d h a v e d o n e a better job teach ing . " A n o t h e r professor 
r e c e i v e d this c o m m e n t : "She is a b a d w o m a n w i t h bad research a n d lame g r a d 
s tudents w h o f o l l o w her a r o u n d l i k e she is the a y a t o l l a h . " A l t h o u g h preservice 
teachers are s tudents , i t is d i s c o n c e r t i n g that the attribute of respect ful c o n 
s t ruct ive c r i t i c i s m is l a c k i n g a m o n g some of t h e m . N o d o u b t these s tudents w i l l 
i n s t a n t l y b e c o m e p a r a g o n s of k i n d n e s s a n d m e r c y once they are on the other 
s i d e of the desk . A t the same t ime I w o n d e r w h a t their react ion w o u l d be if 
the i r s tudents w r o t e s u c h th ings about them? C l i c k i n g o n the red f lag i c o n next 
to a p a r t i c u l a r r a t i n g enables one to send a message to the W e b site screeners 
about the i n a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s of a r a t i n g a n d a request to delete it. 

T o be sure not a l l c o m m e n t s are d i s p a r a g i n g or h i g h l y cr i t ica l . O n e c o m 
m e n t states, " V e r y a p p r o a c h a b l e a n d w i l l i n g to h e l p . Easy to u n d e r s t a n d . A b i t 
of a h a r d m a r k e r . " O t h e r c o m m e n t s refer p r i m a r i l y to the course rather t h a n to 
the ins t ruc tor . F o r e x a m p l e , " o n l y class w o r t h a t t e n d i n g . " 

T h e last p a r t of the r a t i n g is a b i n a r y choice ques t ion as to w h e t h e r the 
i n s t r u c t o r is " g o o d l o o k i n g . " A l t h o u g h this ques t ion is touted as b e i n g " f u n " i n 
o r d e r to s h o w w h o is " h o t " or not , the subjective nature of the q u e s t i o n 
suggests that sub ject iv i ty is i n d i c a t i v e of the entire W e b site. If a n i n d i v i d u a l 
receives suf f i c ient " h o t " votes , then a r e d c h i l i p e p p e r i c o n appears b e l o w the 
r a t i n g i c o n . A l t h o u g h one m a y register w i t h the site a n d thus be e l ig ib le for 
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v a r i o u s b o n u s e s a n d newslet ters , a n y o n e can access the site a n d rate a n y 
p e r s o n . If a n a m e is not a l ready l i s ted, one can enter it a n d then enter a ra t ing . 

W i t h o u t d o u b t i n g the c l a i m that the W e b sites he lp students m a k e i n f o r m e d 
choices about the ins tructors a n d courses they choose, h o w v a l i d a n d rel iable 
are s u c h rat ings? Is the i n f o r m a t i o n o n s u c h W e b sites a g o o d basis on w h i c h to 
select courses or instructors? First of a l l , as the W e b site c l a i m s , the quest ions 
asked refer to p e r c e i v e d he lpfu lness , c lar i ty , a n d easiness. The m i n d boggles 
w h e n c o n s i d e r i n g h o w the t e r m easiness is d e f i n e d b y some raters, especia l ly i n 
the l ight of a c o m m e n t p r o v i d e d about a col league, " k e p t get t ing lost i n his 
d r e a m y eyes . " A d e f i n i t i o n of terms is p r o v i d e d o n the W e b site, but s tudents ' 
p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l interpretat ions of the terms often p r e v a i l . 

In a n e x a m i n a t i o n of the professors l is ted for the U n i v e r s i t y of A l b e r t a , a n d 
not a l l w e r e l i s ted , m o s t h a d rat ings f r o m be tween one a n d 14 students , w i t h 
m o s t h a v i n g f e w e r than eight rat ings. A f e w instructors received at least 30 
rat ings , w h e r e a s one ins t ructor rece ived 56. C l e a r l y there is a di f ference be
t w e e n the ins t ruc tor w h o receives a sad-faced i con based o n four rat ings a n d 
the i n s t r u c t o r w h o s e h a p p y - f a c e d i con is based o n 40 rat ings. P e r u s i n g c o m 
ments , a n d o n l y the 15 most recent s h o w , one f inds that i n m a n y instances 
recent c o m m e n t s are i n f l u e n c e d b y w h a t the raters read i n p r e v i o u s c o m m e n t s , 
as s h o w n b y statements s u c h as, "I agree w i t h p r e v i o u s c o m m e n t s . " A l t h o u g h 
R M P c l a i m s to a i d s tudents i n m a k i n g i n f o r m e d choices about instructors , the 
l o w n u m b e r of rat ings i n m o s t instances means that the i n f o r m a t i o n about a 
speci f ic ins t ruc tor is as g o o d as or l ittle better than p o l l i n g the o p i n i o n s of 
acquaintances . In other w o r d s , R M P is h a r d l y the p o s t m o d e r n e q u i v a l e n t of the 
ancient G r e e k o s t r a c i s m . A t least 6,000 votes were necessary before one c o u l d 
be o s t r a c i z e d . C o n v e r s e l y , r e c e i v i n g rave r e v i e w s f r o m six raters and r e c e i v i n g 
a hot c h i l i p e p p e r i con o n R M P does not necessari ly m e a n that one is a s u p e r b 
teacher or s o m e o n e w h o possesses the necessary p h y s i c a l attributes to become 
the next m o d e l for a l ine of s t y l i s h c l o t h i n g . 

A l t h o u g h accountab i l i ty i n e d u c a t i o n is here to stay, m u c h of w h a t is d o n e 
b o t h w i t h i n e d u c a t i o n a n d w i t h o u t s h o u l d be e x a m i n e d care fu l ly . C o n c e p t s 
u n d e r l y i n g s o l i d e d u c a t i o n a l i n q u i r y s u c h as v a l i d i t y , re l iab i l i ty , o r t r u s t w o r 
thiness i n the q u a l i t a t i v e ana logue ( D e n z i n & L i n c o l n , 2003) s h o u l d a l w a y s be 
a p p l i e d b y educators a n d a d m i n i s t r a t o r s . In a d d i t i o n , it is benef ic ia l for the 
general p u b l i c to c o n s i d e r that m u c h of w h a t appears o n the Internet c l a i m i n g 
to enable the vo ice of the p e o p l e to be heard is u s u a l l y n o t h i n g m o r e than the 
e lectronic v e r s i o n of speakers ' corner i n L o n d o n ' s H y d e Park . Such W e b sites 
s h o u l d be r e g a r d e d as an a m u s i n g n o v e l t y a n d d i v e r s i o n perhaps , but not 
m u c h m o r e . A l t h o u g h a n o n y m o u s eva luat ions p u r p o r t to benefit s tudents , d o 
s u c h e v a l u a t i o n s d o any h a r m ? The f inal w o r d s h o u l d be left to W i l l i a m 
Shakespeare , w h o w r o t e in Othello, 

Who steals my purse steals trash: 'tis something, nothing; 
'Twas mine, 'tis his, and has been slave to thousands; 
But he who filches from me my good name 
Robs me of that which not enriches him, 
A n d makes me poor indeed. (Act II, Sc. i i i , 155) 

G.H. Buck 
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