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Although the formal process of students evaluating their professors has
existed since the early 1920’s, the process continues to stir up debate, controversy,
and the need for further research. The University of Washington pioneered this
process by first asking their students to fill out questionnaires on their professors

almost eighty-five years ago."

However, the expansion in the use of student
feedback to evaluate teachers has only recently blossomed. In fact evidence shows
that only 28% of universities asked for student feedback for teacher evaluations in
1973. The data by 1993, however, showed an increase to 86%.2 With this clear
trend in recognizing the perceived value of such student evaluations of teaching
(SETs), the literature on the topic clearly shows that there is no agreement on the
scope and limit of that value. This literature review will focus on three areas that are
at the core of the current debate. First, the discussion of the possible utility of
student feedback on instructors is summarized. Next, the validity argument of these
SETs (whether or not they measure what they intend to measure) is discussed.
Finally, this review will conclude with some of the main themes that currently find a

large amount of scholarly consensus as well as some of the areas where further

research is requested.

Within the teaching profession many different tools to measure effectiveness
of instruction are used. Student evaluations of teaching are one form of

measurement that is commonly used in American universities. However, it is
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important to determine whether or not these SETs are actually helpful in assessing
the teacher’s work in and out of the classroom. Luckily there is both significant
testimonial and experimental evidence showing that SETs are useful in both
assessing and improving teaching quality.3 In general SETs are most beneficial
when they are supplemented with consultation.* Institutional support in the form of
taking the time to ensure the ratings are clearly explained, measured to a fixed
standard, and compared longitudinally from past evaluations is critical to ensuring the

utility of SETs.

While the above evidence supports the effectiveness of SETs, there are
several areas in which SETs have more limited utility. A key point that Marsh and
Roche make is that multidimensionality must be factored into the evaluations.® High
enthusiasm is no substitute for a general lack of skill in teaching. However, if these
are averaged in a single effectiveness score the results will show an average
teacher. Thus, it is important to keep the different variables separate when viewing
and consulting on the results. Finally, another interesting limitation to utility was
noted in Basow and Silberg’s analysis of gender comparisons in SETs. Surprisingly,
female teachers scored lower on SETs on a series of comparison studies conducted
in the late 1990’s.® Causation of these results is not definitive, especially since
several factors like students’ major, students’ perception of sex-atypical professions,

and students’ perception of availability were not or could not be isolated in the
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survey. In term of utility, it is important to consider that some gender bias may be

present in student evaluations of teaching.

In addition to determining whether or not SETs are useful in evaluating and
improving teaching, much of the literature on the subject focuses on whether or not
these tools measure what they intend to measure (validity). The studies related to
this subject are typically broken down into two separate groups: validity based on
students’ opinions about the quality of instruction and validity based on whether they
accurately reflect teaching effectiveness.” The former is normally accepted as a
good way to measure student satisfaction while the latter’s validity is typically
critiqued as being unable to differentiate between the process and product of
teaching.® However, determining good ways to measure teaching effectiveness is
critical to evaluation and teaching improvement. Thus, much research has been
done since to improve validity. McKeachie attempts to summarize some of the
critical factors in determining the validity of SETs. Agreeing that SETs are the single
most valid source of data on effective teaching, he does acknowledge that ratings
and learning are not perfectly correlated.® Factors such as large course size and
objective tests often influence the precision of teaching evaluations. From this data,
McKeachie touches on one of the most important considerations when using SETs

for evaluation of teaching and learning: teaching is an interactive art that can never
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be simplified to a listing of “most effective” techniques.'® What works for one group
of students may not be as effective to a second, yet similar group. Great teachers

are able to respond to this.

Regardless of the debate over the limits of validity, SETs will remain an
important part of the teaching and learning process in higher education. A final
consideration on validity is discussed by Ory and Ryan. They accurately point out
that there is no single standard to how student evaluations of teaching are
administered, collected, or used as a measure of teaching and learning.”’ With this
wide diversity, it is very difficult to make clear judgments on validity. Thus, more
research with specifics on the context of the environment in which SETs are

presented is an important step forward.

Within the literature on student evaluations of teaching, authors have tried to
summarize some common themes found through the research as well as propose the
areas that need additional focus for further research. One of the key areas that has
achieved general consensus among the literature is that SETs generally agree with
results from other forms of teaching effectiveness like learning measures, expert
observations, and alumni ratings.'®> Another key observation is the consistently
strong correlation between high grades and good student evaluations.” Finally, all

student evaluations should follow some general guidelines to maximize both utility
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and validity. Institutions of higher education should ensure: evaluations have a
stated purpose, produce reports that are easily understood, and continually reassess
the evaluation system.' However, just as strongly as there is consensus on several
aspects of using SETs in the classroom, there are other areas that experts in the field
identify as needing additional research. Some of these areas that need a further look
are the influence of body language, variety in vocal pitch, and the potential

correlation with high ratings and low learning."

Despite the areas that require more research, student evaluations of teaching
provide strong and useful information on teaching effectiveness and for ways to
improve our teaching. However, in order to maximize the potential from these tools
of teaching and learning they must be used carefully, consistently, and supported
with the necessary explanation and consultation. Finally, it is critical to understand
that SETs are one important measurement tool in evaluating and improving teaching

that must be combined with other means.
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