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Executive Summary
This document reports the findings of the project regarding student evaluations of teaching,
course quality and teaching quality.

The background of this research project is that student evaluations of teaching (SETs) are widely
used in European HE. SETs serve as an instrument in the course quality control cycle, but also
as an instrument in the faculty HR cycle. Due to its huge potential impact, the applied SET
method is often debated at schools. Tasks and roles of staff in the course quality cycle may be
unclear and differ between institutions, schools and programmes

The project goal was to gain insight in optimal processes on guaranteeing course quality and
teaching quality, within the context of educational quality control cycle, and establish best
practices on a European level.

An extensive literature review of SET research, covering the most important publications in the
last two decades. In addition, an inventory of practices of 50 higher education institutions, in the
area of business and management, was performed.

Based on research recommendations and practical findings we formulated seven guidelines to
create a good practice for evaluating quality of courses and of teaching using SETs.

Summarised, the seven guidelines are:
1. Integrated process.
•

Consider SET as a process with discernible and interconnected steps. Quality of SET will
improve greatly if SET is seen as quality process, with linked, coherent stages to create a
closed quality cycle (PDCA).

•

Use an adequate software application to support the integrated SET process. When using
a professional system, be sure that the system encompasses and integrates all steps in
the SET process. In that way, it will give a valuable addition to the SET process and the
quality assurance system as a whole.

•

In considering SET as a quality cycle process makes it also necessary to overlook and
guard of the process as a whole, to make guidance and steering possible. It is advisable
to create a position for a functionary, department or section (standing committee) with an
overview of the whole process, who guards the process and is responsible and
accountable.
5

2. Valid measurements.
•

Make sure to use measuring scales that suit the purpose of your SET. Depending on
whether SET is used for assessing teacher quality (HR), course improvement, or quality
assurance, choose the appropriate dimensions.

•

Make use of validated instruments and dimensions with a theoretical basis. Many are
available from the literature.

•

Regardless of the purpose of SET, be aware that course quality and teaching quality are
multidimensional. Avoid using one-dimensional, overall indicators only.

•

Make sure the SET instrument(s) and used dimensions are covering the appropriate goals,
but keep it as brief as possible.

•

Standardise the SET instrument(s) across courses and time so as to optimise
comparability and consistency.

3. Course improvements versus HR instrument.
•

Consider the possibility to separate assessing teacher quality (HR) from course quality
improvement opportunities.

•

Use different sources for assessing teaching effectiveness. It is clear from SET research
and field experience that using only SET for judging teacher quality is limited. Examples of
additional sources are: observation instruments different sorts of in-class observation
methods by peers or independent experts, and prior or elsewhere gained qualifications.

4. Reliability of SET assessment.
•

Check reliability regularly and systematically. Make sure to optimise both the reliability of
the instrument (questionnaire or scale reliability) as well as of the respondents (interrater
reliability). For an adequate interpretation of SET results, interrater reliability is essential,
because it indicates the level of agreement of respondents about the course quality and
teaching quality.

•

A valid and reliable instrument enables adequate improvement of teaching practices, and
enables more balanced judgments of teacher and teaching qualities. Valid and reliable
instruments will help to counter bias and to increase trust in the results of evaluations
among teachers, administrators and students.

5. Optimization of response rates.
•

Low response rates do not necessarily have to be problematic. A low response rate may
be sufficiently reliable if you make sure, your sample is sufficiently representative so that
the interrater reliability is high. Several studies have indicated ways to improve interrater
reliability and required response rates for given class sizes to assure reliability.

•

Alternatively, to increase response rates one might consider making SET mandatory as
an integral part of a course or module.
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•

Guaranteeing reliability of SETs, either by optimising representativeness of the sample or
by making SETs mandatory, will increase trust of faculty and they will rely on results
more.

6. Response quality.
Improving the response quality can be achieved through either measures beforehand or
measures afterwards. Measures beforehand are:
•

give academics strategies for interpreting reports;

•

organise support and appropriate mentoring by peers and head of school;

•

educate students to give professional and constructive feedback;

•

forfeit anonymity in case of abusive comments.

Measures that can be taken afterwards (i.e. after questionnaires are filled in) are:
•

removing swear words (software) prior to the release of reports to the relevant coordinator;

•

removing comments following the release of the report (only after scrutiny by a group,
committee).

7. Bias control
•

Make sure that the goals of SET are clearly stated, SET ratings are multidimensional,
measuring scales are valid, consistency reliability is high, inter-rater reliability is high, and
the response sample is representative. When interpretation is in accordance with the SET
goals, characteristics of respondents are taken into consideration when interpreting results.

•

Additional measures are making sure interpreters of quantitative results know how to
interpret the statistics; installing a uniform grading policy to prevent leniency; using
alternative, multiple forms of performance (e.g. peer review, observation); being aware of
the limitations in expertise of students to recognise good teaching; and making sure there
is a (gender, ethnicity, age) balance in the teaching teams.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

I.1. Student evaluations of teaching projects
One of the primary processes in university educational programmes is achieving the set learning
outcomes of those programmes. To measure the achievement of learning outcomes several
methods of assurance of learning can be used. One of the important methods to measure if
learning outcomes are achieved is applying course embedded measurement, where teaching
methods and assessment methods are evaluated. More specifically, student evaluations of
teaching (SET) - where students evaluate quality of teaching and of assessments (exams, tests,
assignments) per course - are widely used to assess course quality and teaching quality. As such,
SET has an important place in the educational quality control cycle that is often described in a
version of the Deming cycle (Plan-Do-Check-Act):
•

Plan: formulating educational goals;

•

Do: establishing study/teaching methods and assessment method;

•

Check: evaluating if study/learning methods and assessment methods are adequate and
course quality is optimal;

•

Act: establishing methods to interfere when learning and assessment method are suboptimal
and to improve quality.

Student Evaluations of Teaching (SETs) are widely used in European higher education. SETs
serve as an instrument in the course quality control cycle, but also as an instrument in the faculty
HR cycle. Due to its huge potential impact, the applied SET method is often debated at schools.
The goal of the SET project is to gain insight in optimal processes on guaranteeing course quality
and teaching quality, within the context of the educational quality control cycle, and establish best
practices on a European level.

The importance of guaranteeing course quality and teaching quality appears straightforward, but
in practice often is implicit within the quality assurance system and relevant actors’ roles and tasks
may be unclear. Also, even if the processes are explicit and roles and task are clear, the course
quality processes may rather differ among (European) higher education institutions, even within
the realm of similar (business) programmes. Nevertheless, all educational programmes will, and
need to, use methods such as SET to guarantee quality of courses and programmes.
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I.2. Project goal
When SETs are used, it often serves not only as an instrument in the quality control cycle, but also
as instrument for teachers’ individual performance review. Often, Examination Boards have an
important role in guaranteeing quality of examinations and assessments, with an additional role of
programme management to formulate learning outcomes and educational goals, and conduct
performance reviews of teachers. However, for several reasons the SET method often is
considered in need of improvement, e.g. because response rates of evaluation questionnaires are
inadequate and hard to increase, because the objectivity of student evaluations is sometimes
doubted because of students’ interests in the outcomes of assessments, and because faculty may
be dissatisfied with SET as a (sole) instrument for individual performance reviews.

In the light of the above, the project goal is to gain insight in optimal processes on guaranteeing
course quality and teaching quality, within the context of educational quality control cycle, and
establish best practices on a European level. Taking a European (or global) perspective is
desirable so as to make comparisons on quality of (business) programmes and teaching and be
able to benchmark. In terms of the PDCA-cycle, it is especially interesting to find out if and in what
way, in case assessment of course quality or teaching quality is inadequate (Check), processes to
resolve inadequacies are explicitly formulated and executed upon (Act). Specifically, the following
questions are addressed:
•

How widely used are SET ratings in European teaching programmes and which learning
processes are included (i.e. only direct teaching in the classroom or broader)?

•

Are SET ratings limited to evaluations of course content or do they also include evaluations
of skills development?

•

Is it possible to discern types of SETs based on the focus of courses (knowledge driven,
skills driven, personal development, experience opportunity, etc.)?

•

Are there alternative main methods in use to guarantee course quality and teaching
quality?

•

Who are stakeholders in the course quality, teaching quality and assessment processes
and how are roles and tasks (explicitly) formulated?

•

What does the quality control cycle look like when using SET in course quality and teaching
quality?

•

Are there ways/best practices to optimise the use of the SET instrument for course quality,
teaching quality, and assessment quality?
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I.3. Framework
Given the variety of issues and detailed concerns, it is important to view SET not merely as a
standalone process, but as a process consisting of several stages. In the SET process, we can
discern the stages: construction, application, systemising, accessing, interpretation and use.

Construction. The first stage is the formulation of the questions that we like to have answered.
Important here is the aim one has with SET, for example: improve aspects of teaching/courses
(knowledge teacher, presentation, and material); assess teaching effectiveness (evaluation of
learning); assess teacher effectiveness (teacher appraisal); judge satisfaction of students about
course, teacher, teaching environment. The aim of the questionnaire determines the items that
must be included. Important in this stage are: scale construction, validity, reliability, bias control.

Application. Approaching respondents and collecting evaluation data. A number of aspects can be
considered in this stage, for example: mandatory or voluntary; anonymous, semi-anonymous, not
anonymous; presentation: pen-and-paper, digital, online; location, e.g. in class, outside class
(home); Email, website, class distribution, regular post; who takes care of distribution? Important
in this stage are: student participation in SET, response rates. Response rates are very much
related to reliability, and in this way this stage has a strong connection with the construction stage.

Systemising. This stage is about the system used to collecting and store the data, the manner in
which the data are included in a file or system. This stage is dependent on as well as determines
the previous application stage. The kind of data collected in the application stage determine how
a database can be ‘filled’ but often the system also determines what data can be collected (and
stored). This stage also is important for the possibilities offered in the next stage.

Accessing. The manner in which data are accessible to stakeholders: who has access (Teachers?
Department heads? Administrators? Students?); on what aggregation level are data available?
What analyses are possible? On what level are variables and factors available? How long are data
available? Et cetera. Important is this stage is transparency of data. This stage highly determines
next stage.

Interpretation and use. Interpretation of data is highly dependent on the first stage (where the aim
of SET is established) as well as the previous stage accessing. Examples of questions that need
to be answered in this stage are: Is interpretation in line with the aims with which the data are
collected? Do interpreters have the right expertise to interpret the data that they have access to?
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Are data accessible and available to different interpreters on the right level of aggregation to
warrant valid interpretations? How many interim stages are there prior to final interpretation
(‘translation points’) (e.g.: from raw data, to BI officer, to educational expert, to teacher, to
administrator), or: from raw data, to BI dashboard, to administrator)? The more interim stages, the
more risks that valid interpretation is ‘lost in translation’.

This stage on the one hand greatly determines what actions are or can be taken after interpreting
SET results (improvement of course, quality assurance measures, assessment of teacher
effectiveness). On the other hand, this stage also checks if the goals of the process are met and if
amendments to the construction of SET are necessary or preferred. Viewed in this way, the
process with interdependent stages mirrors a Deming (or: PDCA) cycle (see figure 1).

Figure 1: SET process framework.

Although the different stages in the SET process, as described above, by definition are
interdependent, in practice the different stages may be considered separate activities with every
activity separate actor. If this is the case, then effectivity and efficiency of the process as a whole
14

can be at risk. When actors involved in activities in one stage might not be clear what other actors
involved in activities in other stages are doing, the process may be fragmented. Fragmenting the
process can disrupt the process for example where aims set in the construction stage are
disregarded at the interpretation stage or where the composition of the system limits access to
data and leads to misinterpretations of SET results.
In the light of the above, it is vital to know what actor or department is responsible and accountable
for what part of the process. Even more important is that within the institute where SETs are
executed, there is supervision on the SET process as a whole with the appropriate mandate and
accountability assigned.

The above SET process framework will be used to order the multitude of issues, subjects and
themes related to SET that can be found in the literature. In the next section, research, theory, and
reflections on SET in the last decades will be reviewed. This literature review will serve mainly as
a method to make an inventory of issues related to SET and to distil solutions for the issues at
hand. The purpose of the literature review will not be to analyse and theorise on underlying causes
of problems with SET, but to find useful handles to optimise SET practices.

15
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II.

LITERATURE REVIEW

II.1. SET
Already since the 1920s, SETs have been subject to research. In the last two decades there seems
to be a renewed interest in research on evaluations.

Probably because of the increasing

importance and need for quality assurance and teaching effectiveness, concerns about SETs have
become more explicit, for example: are SETs used in the right way? Are SET methods applied in
the right way? Are SETs the only way to evaluate teaching, teachers, and course assessment?
Are SETs reliable enough to make assessments about teaching quality? Can students judge
quality in teaching? Are SETs results used in a correct way?

II.2. Evaluation of teaching versus evaluation of learning
We should keep in mind that student evaluation of teaching is not equal to student evaluation of
learning. Sometimes the terminology gets confused (e.g. see Hajdin & Pažur, 2012). With student
evaluation of teaching one focuses on how a teacher performs in a course, and can refer to teacher
effectiveness. With student evaluation of learning the focus is on the performance of the student.
This project emphasizes student evaluation of teaching.

II.3. Purpose of SET
SETs can have multiple purposes. Macfayden, Dawson, Prest & Gašević (2016), for example,
mention the following purposes: provision of diagnostic feedback for teachers; measurement of
teaching effectiveness (teacher performance); information for students regarding future course
selections; quality assurance (quality enhancement cycle), and; pedagogical research. In a similar
vein, but somewhat different is the list of Benton & Cashin (2014): help faculty to improve their
teaching and courses; help administrators make decisions about salary and promotion; help
committee members select recipients of teacher awards; help institutions conduct programme
reviews; help students select courses. Both stress course quality and improvement as well as
teacher quality and appraisal.

II.4. SET themes
In the last two decades a lot of studies and reflections have been published on SET. A variety of
themes and subjects is addressed in SET literature:
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•

Response rates, anonymity, mandatory or voluntary participation

•

Student participation in SET (and factors to influence participation)

•

Validity

•

Reliability

•

SET rating (mis)interpretation

•

Bias (e.g. gender, measure of teacher effectiveness that correlates negatively with SET
ratings; low response rates: different correlations SET with measures of learning
depending how learning is measured: pitfalls for teachers and administrators: ethnicity
bias; the charisma effect: class subject strongly associated with SET rating)

•

Modus: difference between paper-and-pencil and online

•

Relation between student ratings and student learning, ratings and grades (GPA)

•

Student rating and teacher effectiveness/teacher quality/course quality (do ratings lead to
teaching improvements?)

•

Alternatives to measure teacher effectiveness/teacher quality/course quality

•

SET and quality assurance

•

SET and decisions on salary increase, promotions tenure, appointment of new faculty
(teacher-administrator tension)

•

Multidimensionality or single scores

The above list gives the impression of a fragmented field of study, where perspectives on SET as
a cyclical process, as described in the previous section, is more or less absent. Linking the above
sub-themes to the framework discussed in a previous section, most SET research is on either
construction, application, and interpretation and use. Systemising and accessing SET data have
hardly been subject to academic research (table 1).

Table 1: Linking research subject to the SET framework stages.
Research subjects
Validity
Multidimensionality or single scores
Reliability
Low response rates
Anonymity
Mandatory or voluntary participation
Student participation in SET (and factors to influence)
Difference between paper-and-pencil and online evaluations
(Mis)interpetation of SET ratings (and ways to improve)
Bias (gender, ethnicity, class size, course subjects, response rates, etc.)
Relation between course subject and SET ratings
Relation between student ratings and student learning (GPA): yes or no
Student rating and teacher effectiveness/teacher quality/course quality
SET and quality assurance
SET and decisions on salary increase, promotions tenure, appointment of new faculty
Alternatives to measure teacher effectiveness/teacher quality/course quality

Process stage
Construction
Construction/interpretation
Construction
Application
Application
Application
Application
Application
Interpretation
Interpretation
Interpretation
Interpretation
Interpretation
Interpretation and use
Interpretation and use
Interpretation and use
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The large majority of studies on the above themes focus on identifying, analysing and theorising
underlying causes of problems with SET. Remarkable in those studies is the large amount of
reviews and (meta-analyses of) meta-analyses. In dealing with themes, subjects and problems
regarding SET authors often refer back to earlier studies and reflections.

In the next section we will not focus on analyses and theories of SET issues, but instead
concentrate on useful handles to optimise SET practices as suggested and recommended in the
literature of the last two decades. Especially on recommendations, we find that others quite often
refer back to earlier (and often the same) sources. The findings of the literature study are structured
according to the stages in the framework: construction, application, systemising, accessing,
interpreting and use. For details on the literature review please refer to appendix III.

II.5. Results of literature review
Construction
There is general agreement that in determining effective teaching, teaching quality, and personnel
decisions one should use multiple dimensions instead of single, aggregated, composite scores
(Spooren et al., 2013; Benton & Cashin, 2014; Boysen et al., 2014; Strang et al., 2016; Feistauer
& Richter, 2017; Linse, 2017; Hornstein, 2017). SET dimensions used in existing instruments vary
widely. The number of dimensions used may vary between 2 and 28. Mostly included are items
on: organisation, teacher performance, assessment, student involvement (see table 2).

Although student ratings can be considered a valuable source of information on teaching
effectiveness, because they are based on multiple students who observe instruction on multiple
occasions, they ultimately only reflect the student experience of the teaching process. Viewed in
this way, student ratings can never be the only source of information to make valid judgements of
teaching effectiveness because students cannot be expected to be able to assess every aspect of
teaching. According to Benton & Cashin (2014), for example, students are not competent to rate:
subject-matter knowledge; course design; curriculum development; commitment to teaching; goals
and content of the course; quality of student evaluation; support of department’s accreditation and
program review requirements.
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Table 2: Examples of SET dimensions (source: Spooren et al., 2013; Benton & Cashin, 2014).

Notwithstanding the range of dimensions or aspects that SET instruments cover, the question
remains if the instrument indeed does measure the quality or construct it is supposed to measure
(i.e. teaching effectiveness). This is the question on validity. Table 3 shows that there are several
well-designed and validated SET instruments available.

Table 3: Spooren et al. (2013) mention several well-designed and validated instruments.
Instructional Development and Effectiveness Assessment (IDEA; Cashin & Perrin, 1978),
Students’ Evaluation of Education Quality (SEEQ; Marsh, 1982; Marsh et al., 2009),
Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ; Ramsden, 1991),
Student Instructional Report (SIR II; Centra, 1998),
Student Perceptions of Teaching Effectiveness (SPTE; Burdsal & Bardo, 1986; Jackson et al., 1999),
Students’ Evaluation of Teaching Effectiveness Rating Scale (SETERS; Toland & De Ayala, 2005),
Student Course Experience Questionnaire (SCEQ; Ginns, Prosser, & Barrie, 2007),
Teaching Proficiency Item Pool (Barnes et al., 2008),
SET37 questionnaire for student evaluation of teaching (SET 37, Mortelmans & Spooren, 2009),
Exemplary Teacher Course Questionnaire (ECTQ; Kember & Leung, 2008),
Teaching Behavior Checklist (Keeley, Furr, & Buskist, 2010; Keeley, Smith, & Buskist, 2006).
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Several studies indicate that home-made instruments are often developed without theoretical basis
on learning and teaching, are often not validated and not checked on reliability ((e.g. Spooren et
al. 2013). However, in the SET research literature there are several recommendations to determine
or improve validity, as depicted in table 4.
Table 4: Various ways to determine validity of SET instrument (source: Marsh, 2011; Surgenor,
2013; Spooren et al., 2013).
Ratings of former students
Student achievement in multi-section validity studies
Teacher self-evaluations of their own teaching
Observations of trained observers on specific processes (e.g. teacher clarity)
Multi-method evaluation
Coadjutant use of formative and summative SET
Collaboration of SET data from additional sources
Support with analysing results and implementing changes where appropriate. The SET tool should be based
on established, validated standardised instrument that addresses the complex and multidimensional nature of
teaching and learning
Formulate a common conceptual framework with regard to effective teaching so that questionnaire architects
are offered the opportunity to test their instruments in the area of content-related validity (as well)
When adapting existing SET instruments, for construct validity, be very cautious of the applicability paradigm
and test the validity again in the new context
Test the long-term stability of SET instruments’ scores that have been found valid (context might change, e.g.
didactic approaches may shift in time)
Cross-validation procedures in other institutions are needed to demonstrate the generalisability of the
institution-based instruments in other settings.

Multiple sources of information are essential to judge teaching effectiveness, but student ratings
are considered to be very reliable because they are based on multiple students who observe
multiple occasions (Benton & Cashin, 2014)). Reliability of SET is best determined by interrater
agreement (i.e. generalisability of ratings from students in the same class) (see Marsh, 2011;
Feistauer et al., 2017). Reliability depends on class size and it is possible, given a certain class
size, to indicate what the required response rate should be to generate reliable ratings (see figure
2).

In literature, many factors are distinguished that could influence reliability. For example, reliability
of SET is said to depend on exact content of evaluations, and SET seem more reliable in lectures
than in seminars. Factors that affect SET ratings can sometimes be influenced (teaching style,
teaching method, organisation), sometimes not (teacher personality, teacher gender, room size,
topic of course, etc.). In addition, student characteristics (personality trait, competence level,
response bias) are thought to influence SET ratings almost as much as teacher characteristics.
Although several studies analyse the effects of those factors thoroughly, clear recommendations
to control these factors are seldom available.
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Figure 2: Relating class size to required response rate (reliability). Adapted from Zumrawi et al.
(2014); Scott & Grew (2016).

It is not always clear whether studies refer to reliability or the SET instrument (e.g. inter-item
reliability) or to the reliability of the response about an instructor (e.g. inter-rater reliability). Both
are relevant. Morley (2014) shows that inter-rater reliability should be used when assessing
instructors’ teaching. Morley (2014) finds that inter-rater absolute reliability and inter-rater
agreement (e.g. Krippendorff’s coefficient or Cohen’s Kappa) should be used when SETs are used
for summative purposes, with a preferred minimum coefficient of .90.

In summary, most important recommendations from literature on construction are:
•

Use multiple dimensions in measuring effective teaching and course quality.

•

Use validated instruments.

•

Keep it brief (only measure what you can measure).

•

Determine the reliability of SET, of the SET instrument (reliability of questionnaire, scale,
dimension) as well as of the inter-rater agreement (the homogeneity, or consensus, in the
ratings given by various judges). The latter is most appropriate and important when assessing
faculty teaching.

Following these recommendations will increase trust in SETs.
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Application
Many studies have found factors that influence student participation in SET. In these studies a
range of recommendations can be found to improve participation and response rates. It is
remarkable that recommendations to improve response rates often are not directly deduced from
the study at hand, but are general and refer to earlier often cited sources. Collecting all
recommendations from our literature review, we see 7 categories (see table 5). Most mentioned
are: motivate respondents (emphasize importance, offer help); feedback (stress what happens
with results); incentives (extra credits, grade increase, access to grades); send reminders. Less
often mentioned are recommendations concerning confidentiality and anonymity, and
opportunities to evaluate (special rooms, samples, less often, more courses at the same time).
Obvious measures to increase response rates such as to make SET mandatory or to one
recommendation to keep SET brief are rarely recommended.

Although response rates tend to be somewhat lower in online SETs, studies generally find no
differences (e.g. with regard to reliability) between online SET and paper-and-pencil evaluations.
Online SETs are more efficient (see Rientes, 2014; Risquez et al. 2015; Hammonds et al, 2017;
Goos & Salomons, 2017)..

There are very few studies concerned with the quality of response, unprofessional, offensive or
abusive responses. Therefore, few recommendations can be found to tackle this problem.
Available recommendations are (Tucker, 2014):
•

remove swear words (software) prior to the release of reports to the relevant coordinator;

•

remove comments following the release of the report (only after scrutiny by a group,
committee);

•

give academics strategies for interpreting reports;

•

organise support and appropriate mentoring by peers and head of school;

•

consider forfeiting students’ anonymity in case of abusive comments;

•

educate students to give professional and constructive feedback.

Mandatory, non-anonymous SETs might help to counter offensive responses. Installing software
(e.g. for filtering abuse language prior to publication) could also contribute to the quality of the
response.
In summary, findings from literature on application are:

-

Recommendations to improve response rate are available, but often are very general
and not deduced from own study.

-

Recommendations to improve response rates only marginally improve participation.
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-

It hardly matters if SET is paper-and-pencil or online.

-

Few recommendations to counter unprofessional response behaviour are available.

Table 5: Recommendations to improve student participation and SET response rates (see e.g.
Chen & Hoshower, 2003; Berk, 2012; Spooren et al., 2013; Benton & Cashin, 2014; Risquez et
al., 2015; Macfayden et al., 2016; Goos & Salomons, 2017; Linse, 2017; Hammonds, 2017).
Motivate

Feedback

Incentives

Reminders

Evaluation
culture
Confidentiality
Opportunity to
evaluate

SET form

Highlight students’’ importance as raters (increase intrinsic motivation)
Discuss the importance of student ratings to the faculty and his/her efforts to improve the course
Encourage instructor follow-up
Encouragement by the faculty (if faculty member shows a genuine interest in SET, student are more
motivated to participate)
Acknowledge and reward instructors with high response rates
Providing access to the electronic evaluation system
Clear instructions concerning participation in the SET process.
Guide students how to write helpful comments
Build rapport (i.e. understanding) with students
Instructors clearly communicate their expectations for compliance
List prominently the uses of the teaching evaluation on the evaluation system, to inform students (i.e.
improve teaching and improve course).
Show students that their feedback really is used (e.g. require every instructor to cite on the course syllabus
on recent example of how student evaluations have helped improve the course or the instructor’s
teaching).
Convince students that their feedback is listened to or acted upon. In a concrete way how feedback is
incorporated at class, unit and programme level. Closing the feedback loop.
Make sure students perceive that feedback from SETs is reviewed and valued, and that it carries real
import
Convince students data are used to improve classes
Note that feedback will benefit students
Make clear feedback is valued
Sincere comments from faculty that that their responses will be read and taken seriously
Mention improvements made to the course based on previous feedback
Require or incentivise SET completion to improve completion rates
Offer a very small grade incentive
Students only receive their grade in a timely fashion when the evaluation is completed
Granting access to results
Make SET completion a prerequisite for subsequent term registration
Do not imply that students will be penalised for not completing evaluations
Reward student for reaching a particular response rate
Provide extra credit points
Monitor response rates
Look at the minimum required response rates by class size
Email reminders
Send reminders
Multiple reminders from the faculty (e.g. online systems that automatically provide reminders)
Integrate the process into the campus culture
Create a culture of assessment by collecting other types of feedback during the course
Regularly collect feedback from students during the term
Ensure student confidentiality
Assurance about anonymity
Reserve a room where students can complete ratings online
Students complete ratings for more than one course
Let students complete online ratings during a class period with available mobile technology, laptops,
tablets.
Use a scheme of random sampling to improve representatives
Give SETs less frequently (e.g. twice per term) with closed- and open-ended questions
Keep SETs brief
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Systemising and Accessing
We found no SET studies that specifically focus on the systemising and accessing stages of
the SET process. They only study that comes close to elements of these two stages is Berk
(2012) who, in recommending strategies to improve response rates, advises coordinators of
online evaluation systems to make sure that:
•

coordination and management of online systems are independent of faculty to monitor the
process;

•

ease of computer access and navigation on campus is assured;

•

instructions on how to use the system, and to maintain a convenient and user-friendly system
are provided.
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Table 6: Recommendations to prevent misinterpretation of SET ratings (e.g. see: Spooren et
al., 2013; Boysen et al., 2014; Linse, 2017).
General

Interpretation by
faculty members
and department
heads:

Advice on how
administrators
should respond to
faculty
department
heads when they
ask:

Guidelines for
faculty who use
rating data to
evaluate other
faculty (to
evaluate teaching
excellence) are:

Be very cautious relating SET ratings to student achievement (e.g. grades, perceptions of learning, test
outcomes), because there is no consensus regarding the strength of the correlation between SET and
student achievement).
SET should be conducted with great caution and it is very important for teachers to count on peers,
colleagues, and administrators when interpreting their SET results.
SET administrators should be trained in both statistics, educational theory, and be well informed about
SET literature.
SET evaluations alone do not lead to better teaching. Therefore: SET must be embedded within a more
holistic approach to evaluation of teaching (where teachers make serious efforts to improve their
teaching); Teachers must be able to rely on expert consultation concerning their SET scores; SET
should not be the only means used to map a teacher’s (progress in) teaching.
When interpreting SET results SET should be conducted with great caution and it is very important for
teachers to count on peers, colleagues, and administrators.
When interpreting SET results SET administrators should be trained in both statistics, educational
theory, and be well informed about SET literature.
Make decisions using teaching evaluations, not by interpreting individual means, but by using strict
statistical standards for interpretation (compute standard error of measurement, use confidence
intervals, and conduct specific tests of statistical difference).
Avoid comparison of (individual) raw means. Means produced by teaching evaluations are only an
estimate of the true score. Sources of error (small sample sizes, outliers, misinterpretation of questions,
and less-than-perfect reliability) interfere with the measurement of the true score.
Consider teaching evaluation data in aggregate in order to reduce error. Data are improved by
combination across courses, semesters and scale items.
Simply not present teaching evaluation means in situations when they should not be used for
comparison.
Professional development opportunities related to the (statistical) interpretation of teaching evaluations
are needed. Faculty and administrators could be explicitly trained to avoid the interpretations that were
typical in the current study.
The greater burden of responsibility must fall on administrators for leading the way in improving the use
of teaching evaluations.
Rather than making statistical standards solely the propriety of informal campus norms, a better option
might be to actually incorporate them into official descriptions of tenure and promotion standards.
Again, this is a task for which administrators might take the lead.
how they know when ratings are ‘good’ or ‘bad’ (e.g. look at the distribution of ratings across the scale,
nor only to mean or median, because most rating distributions are skewed)
what to say to faculty members when ratings are distributed across the scale (e.g. recommend working
with a faculty member who is a good teacher and mentor)
how to respond when faculty say that you only get high ratings when you give high grades (studies
conclude relation is inconclusive or positive but weak)
how to respond when faculty think ratings are popularity contests and not valid (studies indicate rating
in most cases are valid)
what to say when faculty states ratings are biased against him/her (gender, race, ethnicity, culture)
(contradictory evidence from studies, bias often not sufficiently strong)
if it is true that online ratings result in lower ratings (not supported by data)
how to tell to long serving faculty members that their poor ratings are no longer acceptable
how to respond when faculty say they have been told that teaching does not matter for promotion and
tenure (might have been the case in the past, but not today)
how to respond when faculty say their response rates are too low to be included into their dossier (will
always be included, except when a minimum response rate is set. Still, extremely low response rates
cannot be tolerated by colleagues and administrators: see suggestions made earlier. And: lower
response rates are often not less reliable)
Student ratings should be only one of multiple measures of teaching
In personnel decisions, a faculty member’s complete history of student ratings should be considered,
rather than a single composite score
Small difference in average ratings are common and not necessarily meaningful
Treat anomalous ratings for what they are, not representative of a faculty member’s teaching
Examine the distribution of scores across the entire scale, as well as the mean
Evaluate each faculty member individually. Evaluations and decisions should stand alone without
reference to other faculty members; avoid comparing faculty to each other or to a unit average in
personnel decisions
Focus on the most common ratings and comments rather than emphasizing one or a few outliers’
ratings or comments
Contradictory written student comments are not unusual
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Interpretation and use
Multidimensionality must be taken into consideration when interpreting. We saw earlier that there
is general agreement that in determining effective teaching, teaching quality, and personnel
decisions one should use multiple dimensions instead of single, aggregated, composite scores.
Even then, there are many ways in which SET ratings can be misinterpreted (Hornstein, 2017).
For example, when inadequate inferences about the meaning of a rating is made (e.g. confusing
quality with satisfaction, assuming correlations that are questionable for example between ratings
and grading, inferring different meaning from a single score. Also, lacking statistical skills and
knowledge of educational theory to adequately interpret results may lead to misinterpretation, or
using ratings for other means than what they are constructed for. Table 6 provides specific
recommendations to avoid misinterpretations.

Several studies investigate bias and try to establish why some factors are or are not a bias in SET
evaluation (“evaluations are significantly affected by weather conditions”). See for examples table
7.

Table 7: Summary of relation between student ratings and bias according to Benton & Cashin (2014).

27

Also, several studies contradict each other on bias in evaluations (e.g. gender, relation with
competence level, teacher personality or appearance). However, only few recommendations are
made to mitigate presumed bias. See table 8.

In several studies a relation is assumed between student ratings and student learning, a correlation
between ratings and grades. The correlation is heavily debated and many warn that the correlation
should be looked upon with suspicion (e.g. Uttl et al., 2016). If a correlation exists, it could lead to
grading leniency. There are recommendations to handle this matter (see table 9).
Table 8: Recommendations to counter bias (e.g. see: Marsh, 2007, 2011; Spooren et al., 2013; Braga
et al., 2014; Merritt, 2012; Martin, 2016; Wagner et al., 2016; Boring, 2017; Uttl & Smibert, 2017).
Consider the evaluation behaviour of students when using the same SET instruments over a long period
(responses may be influenced after students’ ‘umpteenth’ evaluation).
Be very cautious in promoting any conclusive idea of factors that potentially bias SET scores, because of the
sometimes contradictory findings concerning the (strength of the) relationships between SET and the
characteristics of students, courses, and teachers.
If SETs are sufficiently reliable and valid they are relatively unaffected by a variety of variables hypothesized as
potential biases.
Give opinions of the very best students more weight, because they are more aligned with actual teachers’
effectiveness (make anonymity less so at least administration, not teachers, can identify students)
Adopt exam formats that reduce the returns to teaching-to-the-test (teaching and grading done by different
persons)
Administer questionnaires at a later point in the academic track (give students the time to appreciate the real
value of teaching)
Use alternative forms of performance measurement, for example peer reviews.
Use Small-Group Instructional Diagnosis: small groups of students discuss a course and instructor coached by
a facilitator.
Take more time to evaluate, but evaluate each course less frequently (e.g. every three years)
Use more frequent informal, formative, evaluations
Complement SETs with alternative assessment by colleagues, alumni, education experts, professors
themselves.
Move away from telling women to lean-in and perform better in the current system
Move away from using SET as indicator for teaching effectiveness and also look at the professor’s students
success in their jobs
Complement SETs with peer reviews
Evaluation by trained observers
Use more objective measures to assess multiple sections of a course on how much they have learned, or the
performance of students in later more advanced courses
Use the estimates in study of Wagner et al., (2016) to adjust evaluations accordingly, although it will be hard to
find a fair metric.
Take into account narrative, qualitative feedback next to quantitative feedback.
Do not only use evaluations only for in-class teaching, but also for activities such as supervision.
Use alternative ways to evaluate teacher performance, such as per review by both female and male colleagues.
Make sure there is a gender balance in a teaching team (to reduce gender stereotypes associated with teacher
effectiveness)
Inform students about their biases (students are probably unconscious of their discriminatory behaviour)
Evaluate a professor teaching a particular subject against other professors teaching the same subject rather
than against some common standard, if SETs are to be used in high-stake personnel decisions.
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Table 9: Recommendations regarding the relation between rating and grading, and prevent
grading leniency (see: Benton & Cashin, 2014; Stroebe, 2016; Kornell & Hausman, 2016; Uttl et
al., 2016).
To control for leniency, have peers review instructor’s course material, exams, test results, grade distributions
and so on. Leniency often does not lead to higher ratings.
Remove bias by statistical adjustments (“using the expected grade measures as basis for a covariance
adjustment”)
Administrators use additional information for their evaluation of faculty (e.g. teaching portfolios)
Use classroom visits by experienced colleagues
Prevent grade inflation by instituting a rule about average grades in courses
Do not abandon teacher ratings, but realize that students do not necessarily have the expertise to recognize
good teaching, and students are not in the position to make accurate judgements about their learning.
Combine student ratings with additional sources of data: expert teachers coach teachers and assess and rate
them; measure deep knowledge in a fair and objective way after students have completed a course.
Institutions focused on student learning and career success should abandon SET ratings as a measure of
faculty’s teaching effectiveness.
Universities and colleges focused on students' perceptions or satisfaction rather than learning may want to
evaluate their faculty's teaching using primarily or exclusively SET ratings, emphasize to their faculty members
the need to obtain as high SET ratings as possible (i.e., preferably the perfect ratings), and systematically
terminate those faculty members who do not meet the standards.

Although improving teaching is an often stated purpose of SETs, there is doubt on the assumption
that student ratings lead to teaching improvements (e.g. Palermo, 2013; Wong & Moni, 2014;
Golding & Adam, 2016; Darwin, 2017). Studies show there is little evidence on how teachers use
SET feedback to improve the quality of their teaching. Many teachers use feedback to evaluate
teaching, but not to improve teaching. Recommendations on this subject are scarce or high level
(Linse, 2017; Sergis & Sampson, 2017).

SET is often seen as contributing to the internal quality assurance process, but it is felt that
strategies to improve teaching and increase impact of learning should be further developed. Quality
of teaching is a concept that is still somewhat diffuse. Also, it is felt that SETs in the light of the
broader quality assurance and university performance ambitions are limited and one-sided.
(Palermo, 2013; Strang et al., 2016; Darwin, 2017).
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An important issue concerns the tension between the use of SET for educational purposes (i.e.
improving courses and teaching) and for management/HR purposes (for decisions on salary,
tenure, promotions). See for example Surgenor (2013), Benton & Cashin (2014), Macnell et al.
(2015), Stroebe (2016), (Darwin) 2017; (Steinhardt et al., 2017). In view of this tension several
recommendations are made, some of which are:
•

Do not use single score, ‘overall omnibus’ scores from teaching evaluations as a single
measure because they can be misleading. Overall SET satisfaction scores can also lead to
grading leniency.

•

Always use additional sources, next to SET. Examples are in-class observation tools by peers
or experts. But also, information from other sources (past qualifications, teaching portfolios,
etc). In the different studies, however, the additional sources are rarely specified (see table
10).

•

Do not use SET for HR purposes.

Table 10: Alternatives to measure teacher quality (e.g. see: Wieman & Gilbert, 2014; MartinRaugh et al., 2016; Walder, 2017; Hornstein, 2017; Linse, 2017).
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

6.
7.
8.

Use teaching portfolios as part of the review process.
Use classroom observation as part of milestone reviews (peers, experts).
Use observation tools such as: Behaviorally Achored Rating Scales, Framework for Teaching. Both.
Exclude student ratings from the faculty member’s personnel dossier.
Use the Teaching Practices Inventory to help teachers and departments to reflect on their teaching (course
information provided to students; supporting material provided to students; in-class features and activities;
assignments; feedback and testing; other; training and guiding of teaching assistants; collaboration or
sharing in teaching; open-ended comments). It comes with a rubric.
Teachers evaluate own teaching: (setting and probing objectives, filming, questioning students’ opinion on
professor’s teaching).
Use written student feedback
Use internal or external reviews of course material

Summarising, conclusions and recommendations on interpretation and use are:
-

There is not much evidence in studies that SET guarantees course quality improvement.

-

Although bias is often studied, few useful recommendations are available to mitigate bias.

-

Use multiple dimensions and avoid overall, single, aggregated, composite scores.

-

Be cautious linking SET ratings to grades because the relation between rating and learning is
heavily debated and questionable.

-

Thoroughly and regularly check SET instruments to counter bias and misinterpretation
(reliability, validity).

-

Use statistical techniques and inform and train interpreters.

-

For HR purposes always use additional sources, not (only) SET.
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II.6. General conclusions on literature review
A lot of research into SET has been done, already since the 1920s. In the last two decades, a lot
of studies are literature reviews or meta-studies (or meta analyses of meta analyses), e.g.: Benton
& Vashin (2014); Hornstein (2017); Kornell & Hausman (2016); Linse (2017); Merritt (2012);
Palermo (2013); Sergis & Thompson (2017); Spooren et al. (2013); Steinhardt et al. (2017; Strang
et al. (2016); Stroebe (2016); Uttl et al.(2017).

A central theme is the tension between the use of SETs to improve teaching effectiveness on the
one hand and to qualify teaching faculty on the other hand. Reliability, possible misinterpretation,
misuse and bias are important issues in this dilemma. Benton & Cashin (2014): “In general, student
ratings tend to be statistically reliable, valid, and relatively free from bias or the need for control,
perhaps more so than any other data used for faculty evaluation. Moreover, they can help
instructors improve their teaching, especially when combined with self-reflection and consultation.
Nonetheless, student ratings are only one source of data about teaching and must be used in
combination with additional evidence if one wishes to make a judgment about all of the components
of college teaching. Further, student ratings must be interpreted. “(pp. 315-316).

SET research results do not create a consistent picture, but are fragmented. Characteristic in the
research literature are the varying perspectives, aspects and subjects. The field of SET research
is not only is fragmented but also contains contradictory results (e.g. on the relation between
student performance and SET ratings). Opposing causal argumentations may explain the
fragmented and contradictory finding in SET research. It does explain confusion, and a seeming
stand still, and repetitiveness in argumentation. Also, the tension between the management
perspective and the academic perspective may explain the fragmentation, confusion, and
unresolved questions about SET.

The fragmentation and contradictions in the results make it hard to find clear answers in the SET
research literature. Some quotes may illustrate this (italics AS):
•

“Research on SET has thus far failed to provide clear answers to several critical questions
concerning the validity of SET.” (Spooren et al., 2013, p. 598.)

•

“However, despite researchers producing dozens of studies validating several aspects of SETs
… the overall result has been inconclusive on many important issues …. “Part of the difficulty
in referencing SET literature is the fact that one can often find at least one study to support
almost any conclusion." (Griffin, et al., 2014, p. 339.)
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•

“However, we find that while there is considerable overlap in the literature on how quality
teaching and its impact may be measured, there is a striking lack of evidence behind the
indicators used by researchers and HEIs, meaning that it is currently difficult to assess whether
these indicators can accurately measure ‘quality teaching’.” (Strang et al., 2016, p. 5.)

•

“In truth, any identified relationship between student grades and SET scores can be interpreted
from multiple perspectives to either deny or confirm response bias, and herein lies the problem.
While such studies can clearly and effectively identify if a significant relationship exists, it is
much more difficult to design an empirical study that can confirm or deny causality.”
(Macfayden, Dawson, Prest, & Gašević, 2016, p. 823.)

The difficulty to find clear answers may also explain why most of the research concentrates on
identifying, observing and (theoretical) explanations. Real solutions in most cases are not
presented. Recommendations in several studies are not a direct consequence of the study at hand
and are often ‘borrowed’ form earlier publications.

Studies concentrate on isolated issues, not on the SET as a quality process. In terms of the
framework we presented earlier, it appears that most research is on either SET construction,
application, and interpretation and use. Surprisingly, systemising and accessing SET data have
hardly been subject to academic research. However, these aspects of institutional organisation of
SET are crucial in conducting the evaluation process efficiently and effectively. Without properly
organising and systemising SET data, may negatively affect the other process stages. For
example, if SET data cannot be accessed in a complete, transparent and systematic way it may
prevent a proper check on reliability and validity of the data. This, in turn, may hinder noticing the
necessity to adjust evaluation questions and questionnaires. Equally important, it may lead to
misinterpretations. Risks of unreliability and bias, misinterpretations, and inappropriate use can be
especially high if required expertise, accountability and supervision in the separate stages as well
as for the process as a whole are not properly laid down.
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III.

INVENTORY OF PRACTICES

III.1. Field study
A main purpose of the project in our study was gaining insights into student evaluation practices
in higher education institutions in Europe (and beyond). Information on practices may provide
additional information, next to recommendations for research as described in the previous chapter,
on how good SET practices can be established. In this chapter we describe the method of data
collection, the findings from the data, and the conclusions of the field study.

III.2. Method
Data from institutions in higher education were collected in several ways. To select relevant
respondents, we made use of the School’s international network of business and management
schools (CEMS, PIM, others). A first exploration was done by means of an internet search amongst
European universities. Website information was collected on evaluation practices and systems,
guided by the issues and themes such as discussed in the previous chapter. Secondly, an email
was sent to contact persons in the networks, explaining the purpose of the SET project and inviting
the schools react. The following project outline and project questions were formulated in the email:
“Student evaluations of teaching (SET) are widely used in higher education to determine the quality
and effectiveness of courses and assessments, and sometimes programmes. Moreover, SETs
are often the (near) only source to assess course and programme quality. Often de SET
information is also used to assess teacher effectiveness and lecturers may be (dis)qualified with
SETs as nearly sole indicator. SETs therefore may therefore play an important role in the Quality
Assurance (QA) cycle of a HE study programme. At the same time, indications are that in the
different European HE institutions and schools SET are used in a great diversity of ways. This
gives rise to questions about the value, reliability, validity and objectivity of the SETs. Questions to
which answers are very important if indeed they play a major role in QA processes. Research and
literature on the SET subject is available, but appears somewhat fragmented. Also, findings
sometimes seem contradictory, for example on gender bias, objectivity and reliability. Furthermore,
research projects reveal that SETs greatly vary in how they are applied, what they measure and
how results are used and valued. “

In the email, we indicated that this project looks into questions such as:
-

Are SETs administered? As course evaluations or as programme evaluations?
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-

How are SETs administered (e.g. mandatory, anonymous)?

-

Are there standard procedures to react to results of SETs (e.g. in case of bad ratings)?

-

What dimensions do SETs measure: course quality, course material, assessment quality,
student satisfaction, teacher effectiveness, teacher quality, other?

-

Are SETs used to assess lecturers or faculty functioning?

-

Are there alternative evaluations of teacher effectiveness, next to student evaluations?

-

What is the place and importance of SETs in QA processes?

Although many expressed interests in the subject, there appeared a reluctance to share detailed
information on the subject. Nevertheless, a number of contacts led to more extensive information
exchange by mail, telephone, and skype.

Because of the reluctance to share detailed information on evaluation processes, we decided to
construct an online SET questionnaire as a third step in collecting information. We saw as an
advantage of the online survey the possibility to react anonymously, assuming that this might
reduce the reluctance to share information. The student evaluation questionnaire was developed,
following closely the evaluation process stages, as discussed in the previous chapter. The
questionnaire was constructed on the basis of the information already provided by some European
business schools, coupled with insights from SET research literature and studies. The
questionnaire concerns details on the evaluation process itself, but also on the actions following
the student ratings such as improvement trajectories and the assessment of teaching qualities.
The questionnaire was constructed in Qualtrics. The link to the questionnaire was then sent to
members of the networks mentioned above, explaining the purpose and of the project, the way the
data would be handled, and the possibility for the schools to profit as we offered to share the
results. The structure and subjects of the SET questionnaire can be found in appendix I. Several
reminders were sent to stimulate participation in the survey. Some respondents reacted by
indicating they did not have enough knowledge of the process and forwarded the link to someone
else in the school.

Also, with the survey the schools seemed somewhat reluctant. Very few of the respondents who
did fill out the questionnaire did so anonymously. In the end, we collected data on SETs and SET
processes from 50 institutions: 35 from within Europe and 23 from outside Europe. Two survey
respondents remained anonymous. Some institutions participated in not just one, but in two or all
three of the data collecting methods. See appendix II for an overview.
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The results of the internet search1, the email correspondence and the survey are described below.
All subject that came forward in these three ways of gathering information are listed in table 11
The subjects are grouped according to the stages in the SET process, as described earlier
(construction, application, systemising, accessing, interpretation and use). The description of the
results in the following paragraphs will the structure of the SET process stages (see also appendix
IV for a full description of the results per subject) ...

Table 11: Field study subjects and SET process stages.
Stage in SET process

Construction

Application

Systemising
Accessing

Interpretation and use

Field Study Subject

-

Key applications
Elements in SET
Content in evaluations
Multiple and single ratings
Standardised or personalised
Student evaluations of teaching: who and when
SET timing
Mandatory or voluntary
Incentives for participation
Involvement of students
Tools
SET analyses and reports
Feedback of SET results
Key applications (goal)
Multiple and single ratings
Involvement of students
SET analyses and reports
Feedback of SET results
Follow-up actions
Course improvement: support for teachers
SET for performance management
Measuring teacher effectiveness
o Rating criteria
o Alternatives for teacher quality assessment
SET and quality assurance

III.3. Results on the course evaluation process
Construction
All institutions in the sample use SETs. The main key applications, or goals, of SET that are
mentioned are: provision of diagnostic feedback for teachers (84%); measurement of teacher
effectiveness (75%), quality assurance (81%). The SET instruments are mostly constructed to get

1

Regarding the internet search, it is important to note that only the universities that provided information about
specific aspects are listed, it does not necessarily mean that others do not carry out such practices; they might
simply have not mentioned them.
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information on teacher performance (89%), course elements (66%), and assessment elements
(50%). Several schools mention some additional elements.
Items in the SET questionnaires tap different subjects (see table 12). Different elements. Overall
opinions very often included (sometimes as ‘satisfaction’).

Table 12: Content of SET as mentioned by respondents to SET survey.

The majority of schools uses multiple ratings, especially when SETs are used to assess teacher
quality (e.g., materials used, instructional skills, and professional knowledge). About 28% of the
survey respondents indicates that they use single ratings (e.g. a general course score for student
satisfaction).

Most schools use a standardised version of SET (70%), for the rest questions are not identical for
all courses.

Summarising, the findings from the field study on construction are:
•

The main goals of SET are diagnostic feedback for teachers, quality assurance, and
measurement of teacher effectiveness.

•

The majority of schools uses multiple ratings, especially when SETs are used to assess
teacher quality, but more than a quarter of the survey respondents indicates that they use
single ratings (e.g. a general course score for student satisfaction).

•

Overall opinions are very often included (sometimes as ‘satisfaction’)

•

Most schools use a standardised SET version but for a considerable number of schools’
evaluation questions are not identical for all courses.

Application
There is a large variation among schools of the designated persons or department administering
the SET questionnaires. The SET timing corresponds much more. Most of the schools administer
SETs after the last lecture or on completion of the course, but before the exam or before exam
results are in. There are some exceptions. Sometimes additional midterm evaluations are
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administered, and sometimes at end of a term, never at the end of the academic year. Two
universities indicate they carry out evaluations once in 2-3 years only.

Two schools mention that conducting course evaluations are mandatory, but they mean that for
them it is mandatory (regulations), not necessarily for students to participate. About 20% of the
schools have mandatory participation for students in SETs. They mention high response rates but
sometimes with negative effects: a tendency for students to give very harsh comments. The
schools with non-mandatory participation treat results also anonymous.

The majority of the respondents (80%) have no incentive system for students participating in SET.
In the schools that have an incentive system student can see grades earlier, or not until the SET
is completed, can enrol earlier in a course, or receive an automatic email.

Explicit involvement of students in the evaluation process is mentioned only by 15% of schools.
This can have different forms. Mostly involvement is during the evaluation (discussion) or after the
results are in. Involvement of students in the construction or application stage of the SET process
was never mentioned (see also table 14).

In summary, findings from field study on application are:
•

Coordination of administering SETs differs greatly.

•

Most evaluations before exam results are published.

•

Only 20% of schools have mandatory participation for students.

•

Majority does not use an incentive system to boost response rates.

•

Students are hardly involved in the construction or application stage of the evaluation process.

Systemising
Some schools mention tools especially built for evaluations such as Blue, EvaluationKit, EvaSys
or a system adapted for evaluation, such as Blackboard or Qualtrics. Schools also use online
systems, sometimes in combination with especially built systems, which are self-built or integrated
into their student information system.

A fair number of respondents indicate they use paper evaluations, sometimes supplemented with
Qualtrics or an own tool, or use a printed form, filled out manually in the classroom and later put
together in an excel sheet.
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Accessing
All respondents report systematic analyses and reports of evaluation results. There is a large
variety in content and purpose of the reports, and in the persons or departments creating them.
No school seems to treat this as a standardised activity. See table 13.
Table 13: A variety of evaluation report content and creators.
Creator
Department of
Learning and
Educational
Innovation
Not specified

Quality Development
Services
Educational Affairs
Program's Office
Office of Academic
specific department
Office of the Deputy
Vice-Chancellor
Education and
Students
Senior Academic
Deans
Staff from the
Teaching Office
Dean's Office
Not specified
Direction of the
Academic
Department
A designated
individual within each
unit
Unit of Quality
Not specified
Département de
Marketing

Not specified

Content
Not specified

Descriptive statistics about the answers are collected and put together. For example,
the average grade, box plots with selected quantiles and the number of completed
evaluations.
Detailed and aggregated results and comparison of results
Summary and analysis of the answers
List of marks and file of comments
Not specified
Reports are sent with individual evaluations and the general average for the school in
that semester, in all criteria
Results are collated and provided back to faculties for feedback on each course and
overall program effectiveness and suitability. These are also fed into reviews of
teaching effectiveness for staffing and work planning, promotions committees etc.
Reports are provided to the Federal Department of Education and Training as
required for National for benchmarking and reporting requirements
Not specified
Not specified
Standard reports are generated and distributed to the academic departments who
then distribute results with faculty
The reports analyse performance on a set number of criteria and give feedback on
teaching and content
There is no formal report but the Direction of the Academic Department checks out
the teacher’s evaluations before staffing next semester's courses
Not specified

Preparation of reports about SETS and send them to the Managers of the university
Broad reports for coordination of the course for a comparative view of courses,
teachers, as well as an assessment of the number of answers for each course
Annual reports are made, per department, per programme. In the report, percentages
per category (4-5, 3-4, 2-3, 1-2) are presented. No specifications are made: they
(dean) does not want to compare departments. The information is not widely
available, at least not what measures or consequences are. This info is only available
for department heads (annual reviews).
Report related to course evaluations: cover letter submitted to the course coordinator
and the board of studies (what went well/less well/changes planned/changes adopted
beforehand related to ILOs, content, activities, educational technology, course
organisation)

In most cases evaluation reports are fed back to teaching faculty and staff, always in an
anonymous way. Feedback to students is reported only in a few cases, as is feedback to
Examination Boards.
38

Several universities adhere to a policy of transparency and openness and course evaluations are
being published. In some of these universities, teachers decide about publication.
Summary of findings from field study on accessing:
•
•
•
•
•

All respondents report systematic analyses and reports of evaluation results.
There is a large variety in content and purpose of the reports, and in the persons or
departments creating them.
In most cases, evaluation reports are fed back to teaching faculty and staff, always in an
anonymous way.
Feedback to students is reported only in a few cases, as is feedback to Examination Boards.
Several universities adhere to a policy of transparency and openness, and sometimes course
evaluations are being published. In some of these universities, teachers decide about
publication.

Interpretation and use
As discussed in the section on the construction stage, school state as most important goals with
SET Provision of diagnostic feedback for teachers, measurement of teacher effectiveness, and
quality assurance. In using the results, the majority of schools uses multiple ratings, especially
when SETs are used to assess teacher quality. Still, 28% of the survey respondents indicates that
they use single ratings (e.g. a general course score for student satisfaction).
Involvement of students in the evaluation process is mentioned only by 15% of schools. This can
have different form, see table 14.
Table 14: Examples of different forms of student involvement.
Students of the next provided course are informed about the results of this evaluation and also about all the
actions that were taken resulting from the evaluations
Offering space for some kind of a discussion with the students
Students are an important group in our Follow-up commission of each degree
Teachers are advised to put aside 20-30 minutes for students to fill out the evaluations, but also subsequently
orally discuss it with the teacher
Student representatives sometimes seek the contact with the faculty if problems arise in a course, e.g. in
meetings with the Round Table
Discussions with lecturer, focus groups, Teaching Analysis Poll, evaluations organised by the Student Union
Student representatives participate in monthly meetings (committees) with professors and academic office.
Students were also present at an EQUIS evaluation process, and their comments are being considered in the
plan revision of the institution. At the end of the full course, students are asked to fill out an evaluation of the
entire program. There is regular informal communication with the course coordinator, in an open-door manner,
that also involves sharing assessments of the course

Respondents give ample examples of follow-up actions. For example: teacher improve their
courses, teacher effectiveness is assessed, students get informed before the beginning of the
course about changes that have been carried out since the last academic year or in case of bad
ratings. Several schools have extensive procedures in place (see table 15).
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Table 15: Examples of SET follow-up actions and procedures.
Follow up actions
Academics receive feedback and are encouraged to review their subject based upon student comments.
Additionally, academic committees at each school may review this content and the coordinator advised to make
changes based upon the feedback. All courses are updated on the web at www.handbook.uts.edu.au by a
certain deadline (October). Then individual subject outline content is reviewed and made available on a
blackboard system for students before classes commence the following year
Any changes are described in the syllabi of each course
Coaching of faculty members in order to improve their teaching
If the results of evaluations are below expectation which we require our faculty to meet, the result would be
submitted to faculty meeting
Blackboard is used as the student communication for changes/improvements etc.
There are standard procedures when receiving abnormal ratings. The procedures include but not limited to
collect students’ further comments and report to the faculty dean, talking with the instructors etc.
The course evaluations are sent to each Head of Department and each Study Board. The HOD can use course
evaluations in their yearly conversation with faculty. The Study Boards are obliged to discuss the evaluations
and take action in order to improve the course – i.e. by replacing the teacher, making adjustments to the structure
of the curriculum, to change/develop content, the pedagogy of the course, course material or exam.
1. The results on each course are communicated to the respective instructor. In case of bad ratings, a meeting
between the Academic Director and the instructor occurs.
2. The results on each course are communicated to the Scientific Council to serve as input for career
decisions.
3. The results on each course serve as input for another process – Course Quality and Assurance of learning
(CQAL), an annual in-depth, peer-led scrutiny of a subset of Instructor-Course pairs, which is critical for
ensuring the key quality parameters at the school, with particular focus on the assurance of learning. CQAL
also takes into account other inputs such as feedback by instructors, students’ performance results, course
materials, etc.
On programme level: school decides what is to be done if courses are good enough
If further action is required, the program director contacts the teacher; faculty member concerned will take
measures
The evaluations are being filed in a teacher’s folder
The teacher has to discuss the evaluations with at least on another person (for 2 reasons: no teacher should
deal alone with negative consequences of the evaluations, and; for dissemination of the best practices)
Teacher award – prize for excellent teaching
Codes green, yellow and red are given to teachers/courses.
RED. If the indicator is red, the lecturer must submit a covering letter of ⅓-one page in length to the course
coordinator and the board of studies, which accounts for. 1 What worked well in relation to the intended learning
outcomes of the course, content, the type of examination and assessment strategy, the teaching and learning
activities, the media types used in the teaching (including educational IT when relevant)’ the course
organisation/form. 2 What worked less well. 3 What changes are planned if the course is to be offered again. 4
What has been done to live up to any advice, wishes and requirements voiced by the board of studies in
connection with previous evaluations. The director of studies is responsible for further follow-ups, including
notifying the head of department.).
YELLOW. The director of studies discusses this with the lecturer/course co-ordinator and puts the course on an
observation list, so that repeat yellow indicators will require further discussion, analysis and possible initiatives.
GREEN. No further action required.
At the beginning of the next course, lecturers are approached by the quality assurance departments what
changes have been adopted in regards with points of improvements stated in the evaluations
The departments follow up the results from the evaluations and have the responsibility for possible measures,
in which the dean is usually closely involved. The dean gives feedback from the results of the course evaluations
to the students every semester in the dean’s letter, published through their LMS. The course responsible are
encouraged to present a short summary of the results from the course evaluation next time the course is given.
The results are purely informative and should serve as a point of start for improvements
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Respondents indicate that support for teachers with low ratings are offered. However, most of the
time these consist of discussions (deans, departments heads), reviews and recommendations.
Other support options, often mentioned, are: sharing best practices, with peers, sometimes in
workshops; practice trials (‘mock up class’ and feedback); reference for course and training to a
dedicated department (‘Training and Learning Department’).

For performance management SET data are mostly used for quality assurance (44%). SET data
are somewhat less, but about equally, used for appointments, promotion and tenure (22%, 25%
and 25% respectively). Often, SETs serve all of these performance management functions.

Of the respondents 90% indicates that SETs are used to assess teacher quality. The majority uses
multiple ratings to assess teacher quality; still 28% uses single ratings. Half of the respondents
indicate they use rating criteria (e.g. a scale from1 to 5 where a minimum score is required). Scores
on the rating scale sometimes are made public, entered on an evaluation site, or are combined
with research work.

Most schools report extensive consequences when criteria for faculty effectiveness and quality are
not met (see table 16). In almost all examples, consequences follow the same line, depending on
the seriousness and prolongations of the teaching inadequacies: from amending content,
instruction or assessment method; to requirements to follow additional training; to putting the
lecturer under observation, and finally; relieving the lecturer from teaching.
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Table 16: Examples of consequences when criteria for faculty effectiveness and quality are not
met.
Depending on the moment and on the teacher: results are for information only; lecturer is required to amend
content, instruction or assessment method; lecturer is required to follow additional training; lecturer is put
under observation; lecturer is relieved from lecturing.
Discussion with the lecturer, coaching, and additional training. Support from other lecturers if there is a
continuous need for improvement. In some cases, re-arrangement of course, responsibility.
Teachers are invited to discuss with the Dean of their faculty and amendment can be brought to the content of
the class or teaching methods. A lecturer is not relieved from lecturing.
If needed, the lecturer is asked to meet with a representative of the faculty. Further consequences vary.
If required criteria are not met, another lecturer can be appointed to do the course the following semester.
Lecturer might indeed be relieved from lecturing at the end of his contract but no "formal" consequence (no
letter nor official mail including evaluations).
The lecturer is required to amend content, instruction or assessment method; lecturer is put under
observation; lecturer is relieved from lecturing.
Low evaluations are considered after at least 2/3 times. If the low evaluations continue, there is counselling
and lecturer is advised to amend content/instruction or assessment methods. The results are taken into
consideration in the promotion process. In ultimate cases, the lecturer may be relieved from lecturing, or will
be given different course(s).
Department head decides what is to be done with the teacher and the course.
Results are reviewed by the head of school and in some cases will be for information only. Where results are
anomalous or sustained problems are found, a lecturer is required to amend content, instruction or
assessment method as part of their annual work plan review. The lecturer may be recommended or required
to follow additional training. In cases where ongoing problems have emerged the lecturer may be put under
observation or through continued low scores and performance the lecturer will be relieved from lecturing.
The lecturer is put under observation. Program coordination discusses the assessment for revision and
definition of a plan to improve quality.
Usually put on performance management with set goals agreed to.

Next to SET ratings, school do use alternatives to assess teacher quality and effectiveness. Alternatives
for teacher quality assessment can roughly be divided into: prior requirements; interview results from
stakeholders; peer reviews, and; teacher self-evaluation2. None of the schools in the sample mentions
observational methods (such as classroom observation methods like Behaviourally Anchored Rating
Scales (BARS) or The Framework for Teaching (FfT). See also table 17.

Table 17: Alternatives for teacher quality assessment mentioned in the sample.
Prior qualifications of faculty (education, training, certificates)
Passes by a committee in the form of a public tender required for all professors that are recruited
Annual interviews with faculty
Semester interviews with representative students
Peer reviews and supervision
Evaluations given by teachers for fellow teachers to share best practices and provide constructive feedback
Student, course and programme evaluations filled out by teachers
Reports of faculty’s their own evaluation of the course, provided to the board
Course Quality and Assurance of learning (CQAL) evaluation. CQAL is an annual in-depth, peer-led scrutiny of
a subset of Instructor-Course pairs, to ensure key quality parameters at the school, with particular focus on the
assurance of learning. CQAL also takes into account other inputs such as feedback by instructors, students’
performance results, and course materials
Assurance of Learning of AACSB
For example, see: https://teaching.berkeley.edu/resources/documenting-teaching-effectiveness, retrieved 16 January
2019.
2
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Table 18: Descriptions of SET as part of quality assurance procedures.
Annual performance reviews which require assessment of outcomes agreed over the year
Entered into the annual accreditation revues
Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle
The AOL, the assurance of learning committee sets learning goals and evaluate how well students reached
these. The AOL communicate the results to the Faculty members at the Professors' meeting
SETs are central in Quality Assurance processes. They are the “voice of the customer”. SETs are considered
in the quality assurance process and they are considered in the promotion process. Individual counselling is
provided.
We need data for improving
Quality assurance system to ensure that students attain the highest learning outcomes possible. Data are
used to maximise added value of international student population, to investigate added value of new
communication techniques, to investigate most effective assessment methods to promote learning.
In the QA processes the purpose of the Teaching Evaluation is for collecting students’ feedback for the course
to see how effective the teachings are. It is critical, but not the whole. The most important step is how to use
those ratings and how to improve
SETs are very important in relation to the quality assurance processes. Programmes are also evaluated every
third year – an evaluation of the entire programme – as a peer-review. The programme is evaluated on a
broad number of dimensions such as student evaluations, completion time, drop outs, employability of
candidates, and exchange agreements. The programme is evaluated by the external stakeholders (other
universities, companies) and internal stakeholders (other programme managers). The QA is very important as
this is evaluated by a national accreditation institution
The PDCA cycle is followed to: formulate the learning outcomes and the design and assessment of the
curriculum; implementing the curriculum component; check the course evaluation and advice, if any, from the
Board of Studies, and; adapt in accordance with possible advice from the Board of Studies

About half of the schools in our sample indicate that SETs are part of their quality system, and may
be part of procedures that follow a Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle. See table 18.

In summary, most important findings from the field study on interpretation and use of SET data
are:
•

The majority of schools uses multiple ratings, 28% indicate that they use single ratings.

•

In most cases evaluation reports are fed back to teaching faculty and staff, feedback to
students is reported only in a few cases.

•

Several schools have extensive procedures in place for follow-up actions.

•

Most of the time support for teachers to improve courses consist of discussions (deans,
department heads), reviews and recommendations.

•

90 % of the respondents indicate that SETs are used to assess teacher quality.

•

Alternatives for teacher quality assessment mentioned: prior requirements, interview results
from stakeholders, peer reviews, and teacher self-evaluation.
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III.4. General conclusions on field study
More than half of the respondents have stated that they are happy with their evaluation system.
They mention several reasons for this. One school indicates that the evaluation system has been
implemented since the very beginning of the school (40 years ago) and faculty takes the system
very seriously. For a large part because the systems allow for confidentiality, giving space for
candid conversations between academic directors and the faculty with problems. In addition, the
systems give sufficient space for qualitative comments from students. Another school also
appreciates that their system allows good communication to faculty regarding their courses and
ways to improve.

Schools appreciate that the online evaluation system serves several functions. One school
acknowledges that the system is not perfect but does ensure they aim at achieving satisfaction
among the student body, can manage performance through the annual work cycle, and assist
academic staff in developing and improving their performance. It also assists in identifying teaching
and learning issues as they arise. The university has to report outcomes through national
benchmarking also, and therefore has a strong incentive to ensure strong teaching and learning
performance for its overall attractiveness to potential students and the public. Another advantage
of the online system mentioned is that it allows them to evaluate all courses from all programmes
on the same basis. They find this is very helpful as some teachers teach in different programs at
the school.

Even if the evaluation is on paper, advantages are seen in the system schools use. This may be
because the evaluation system is comprehensive in that many aspects of the courses are included
in the questionnaire or because the system appears up to date and compares with other systems
of assessment in different universities when criteria are analysed annually.
Schools are unsatisfied when their system does not cover all desired subjects. Schools may be
less happy because the system needs to be more comprehensive and flexible, is perceived as
incomplete in respect to learning factors and does not aim the (perceived) results of learning, or
needs to incorporate additional measures into the evaluation such as student learning.

Sometimes schools are unhappy with the system as such. There may be room for improvement
because of the particular context they are in (still paper-based procedures) and because there is
a need for a ‘deeper’ evaluation form. To implement such an improvement, one school has put the
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evaluation system under of a full analysis and are studying alternatives to perfect it and they are
about to change.

Smaller improvements of the system that are mentioned are the way the evaluation is administered
and reviewed or make possible automatic reminders, as of today done manually, to the students
who did not fill in the evaluation form, in case there is less than 50 % of respondents. Another
school feels that workload and software could be improved, and the whole process can be
optimised (simplification for lecturers and students, better involvement of the stakeholders),
thereby be able to 'close the loop'.

In general, schools seek ways to increase participation of students in SETs, possibly by optimising
feedback on SET results to students. Feedback can be important to motivate students to
participate, even if evaluations are mandatory.
Schools in the sample do not explicitly refer to using specific instruments or procedures to counter
bias or incorrect interpretation of results (e.g. gender bias, ethnic bias, abusive language). If biases
or misinterpretations do occur, they might feel that the existing evaluation system in their school
should be able to make these visible.

The results of the field study can be summarised in the following way:
-

Schools and institutions seem satisfied with SET system when experience that the system is
taken seriously and when it is comprehensive.

-

Schools and institutions are unsatisfied when the SET system is perceived as incomplete, has
too low student participation, and is not closing the loop.

-

No specific instruments to counter bias or misinterpretations are used in our sample.

-

Most schools use SET data for HR purposes.

-

Single-score ratings do occur in more than a quarter of the cases.

-

Very different actors are involved in the different stages of the SET process. There is a great
variety of who does what.

-

Actors often work quite independent of each other: there is no process approach.
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IV.

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
ON ESTABLISHING A GOOD PRACTICE

IV.1. Conclusions
The goal of the present project was to gain insight in optimal processes on guaranteeing course
quality and teaching quality, within the context of the educational quality control cycle, and
establish best practices on a European level. We started with an extensive literature review to find
out main SET research issues and recommendations from research literature. Next, we conducted
a field study to get a grip on practices in higher education regarding course quality control and
teacher effectiveness. We can now answer the initial questions that were formulated in paragraph
I.2.

How widely used are SET ratings in European teaching programmes and which learning processes
are included (i.e. only direct teaching in the classroom or broader)? The field study showed that all
European teaching programmes use SET ratings in some way or another. SETs are typically
administered following direct teaching in the classroom, after the last lecture or on completion of
the course, but before exam results are in. Almost all evaluations are single course evaluations,
although in some cases block-, period-, or year evaluations also take place. The field research did
not reveal specific SETs for distance learning, e learning, or technology enhanced learning. The
use of online evaluation is widespread, although in some instances paper-and-pencil
administration do still occur.

Are SET ratings limited to evaluations of course content or do they also include evaluations of skills
development? The field study indicates that SETs are primarily used to gather information on
teacher performance, course elements, and assessment elements. SETs contain in almost all
cases a combination of teaching aspects: instructor effectiveness, course quality, course content
(including skills development related to the course content), organisational aspects, and
assessment quality. Student involvement is sometimes included. Next to these aspects, overall
opinions are very often included.

Is it possible to discern types of SETs based on the focus of courses (knowledge driven, skills
driven, personal development, experience opportunity, etc.)? In the field study, we see that most
schools use standardised SETs but for a considerable number of schools’ evaluation questions
are not identical for all courses. However, we found that no explicit different types could be
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discerned, although institutions/programmes may differ in the emphasis they put on knowledge,
skills, personal development or experience. This comes to the fore in the composition of the SET
questionnaire used. In addition, from the literature review, we learn that varying numbers and
combinations of dimensions are used throughout course evaluations in higher education.

Are there alternative main methods in use to guarantee course quality and teaching quality?
This study shows that, for HR purposes, combining course evaluation results with alternative
methods to provide indicators for teacher effectiveness is highly recommended. From the literature
review, several alternative methods are mentioned. Using classroom observation and observation
tools are often mentioned, as well as teaching dossiers (compilation of information about the
teaching of one course) and teacher’s self-evaluation, and external reviews of course material.
The field study shows that the schools and institutions do use prior requirements; interview results
from stakeholders; peer reviews, and; teacher self-evaluation. Respondents in the sample do not
indicate using observational methods.

Who are stakeholders in the course quality, teaching quality and assessment processes and how
are roles and tasks (explicitly) formulated? The most important stakeholders in the course and
teaching quality assessment are teaching staff, management, support staff, and students.
However, from the field study as well as from some studies, it appears that roles and tasks are
often diffuse and not made explicit. Moreover, there is a wide variety of actors, departments and
sections involved in on some stages in the SET process. Often, tasks and roles are not marked off
and actors in one stage of the process are not aware what the roles and tasks are of actors in
another stage of the process.

What does the quality control cycle look like when using SET in course quality and teaching
quality? Literature review shows that SET related analyses and conclusions are fragmented.
Studies mostly do not have a process-perspective but focus on isolated phenomena and tend to
be problem-oriented and less solution-oriented. Contradictory conclusions may result from such
an approach. As mentioned, in the field study we found that actors in one stage of the SET process
often do not know what an actor in another stage is doing. In addition, in the majority of cases a
clear overview and guarding of the whole process seems to be lacking. This may result in poor use
of data, inadequate use of data, and misinterpretation of data (or worse, no relevant set of data,
making the SET procedure symbolic and a waste of effort). In this study, we have looked at SET
as a process with several stages to be able to structure the results from the literature review and
the field study. Depicting the process in this way, with successive stages, and closing the loop,
forms a teaching quality control cycle (PDCA) (see figure 3). Considering the SET process as a

48

quality control cycle, makes it possible to regularly control for response tendencies, unprofessional
responses (abuse), biases, reliability, et cetera, and taking measures.

Figure 3: SET process and process steps as a PDCA quality cycle.

Are there ways/best practices to optimise the use of the SET instrument for course quality, teaching
quality, and assessment quality? The field study shows a representative overview and a great
variety of practices, but it is hard to select best practices. Nevertheless, it is possible to give
indications for good practices by formulating guidelines, based on the recommendations and
observations in this study.

IV.2. Guidelines
Following the recommendations from the literature review and the findings in the field study, we
can formulate the following guidelines for measuring and enhancing course quality and teaching
quality through SETs.
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1. Integrated process.
•

Consider SET as a process with discernible and interconnected steps. Quality of SET will
improve greatly if SET is seen as quality process, with linked, coherent stages to create a
closed quality cycle (PDCA). An example is the process and process steps used in this study
(figure 3). This will provide a clear overview and guarding of the whole process, preventing
poor use of data, inadequate use of data, and misinterpretation of data (or worse: no relevant
se of data, making the SET procedure symbolic and a waste of effort). It is therefore highly
recommended to make sure SET is a sound and comprehensive quality system where every
process step is aligned and accounted for (for example as depicted in figure 3).

•

Use an adequate software application to support the integrated SET process. As we saw in
the field study, many course evaluation applications are available and are used. New
professional application keeps being developed and offered. When using a professional
system, be sure that the system encompasses and integrates all steps in the SET process.
Make sure the school or institution makes full use of it; do not select one or some steps in the
process while ignoring other steps. Only then will the supporting application give a valuable
addition to the SET process and the quality assurance system as a whole.

•

In considering SET as a quality cycle process makes it also necessary to overlook and guard
of the process as a whole, to make guidance and steering possible. In the process of closing
the loop, it is possible to regularly control for response tendencies, unprofessional responses
(abuse), biases, reliability, et cetera. Measures to improve teaching skills are also be part of
this trajectory. It is advisable to implement measures to improve the quality cycle (PDCA) and
create a position for a functionary or department with an overview of the whole process, who
guards the process and is responsible and accountable. A standing committee entrusted with
the organisation of quality assurance could also fulfil these tasks.

2. Valid measurements.
•

Make sure to use measuring scales that suit the purpose of your SET. Depending on whether
SET is used for assessing teacher quality (HR), course improvement, or quality assurance,
choose the appropriate dimensions. Suggestions can be found in table 1 of this report (see
also appendix III). In addition, useful guidelines for appropriately setting up questionnaires and
selecting items for (dimensions of) a SET are given by many institutions3.

•

Make use of validated instruments and dimensions with a theoretical basis. It is advisable to
use existing instruments and dimensions, which have proven their worth (e.g. see table 1 in

See for example: https://teaching.berkeley.edu/course-evaluations-question-bank, or: https://wp.stolaf.edu/ire/guidelines-for-developing-course-evaluation-forms-and-questions/,
or:
https://assessment.provost.wisc.edu/bestpractices-and-sample-questions-for-course-evaluation-surveys/. Retrieved 17 January 2019.
3
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chapter II). In case of decide to construct a SET instrument from scratch, several methods can
be advised to improve validity of your SET instrument (see table 3 in this report).
•

Regardless of the purpose of SET, be aware that course quality and teaching quality are
multidimensional. Avoid using one-dimensional, overall indicators because they often are
inaccurate or misleading in assessing teacher or course quality (e.g. ‘satisfaction’).

•

Make sure the SET instrument(s) and used dimensions are covering the appropriate goals, but
keep it as brief as possible. Brevity can increase response rates.

•

Standardise the SET instrument(s) across courses and time to optimise comparability and
consistency.

3. Avoid tension between SET as HR instrument and SET as course improvement instrument.
•

Consider the possibility to separate assessing teacher quality (HR) from course quality
improvement opportunities. Teacher quality indicators can be similar across courses and
course levels and therefore can be on a more general level and less detailed. Assessing course
quality and identifying elements for improvement can be very course specific. Depending on
content, educational goals, and level, courses can very much differ in mode of delivery,
facilities used, study methods used, et cetera. Assessing (opportunities for) improvement may
therefore differ per course and may require the use of a flexible instrument. Assessment results
of such a flexible instrument is mainly for diagnostic purposes for teachers to identify
improvement opportunities, not for assessing functioning of teaching faculty. A SET for
teaching effectiveness may be used standard after the completion of every course, identifying
course improvement opportunities could be used only occasionally, for example after major
changes in a course, or when the assessment of teaching effectiveness is below threshold.

•

Use different sources for assessing teaching effectiveness. It is clear from SET research and
field experience that using only SET for judging teacher quality is limited. There is broad
consensus that not every relevant aspect of teaching can be assessed by students and that,
for aspects that are assessed by students, it may not always be possible for students to judge
them sufficiently informed or objective.
It has become clear from the literature review as well as from the field study, that when SET is
used for HR purposes (e.g. tenure, promotion, salary adjustment, faculty appointment) one
needs to be sure additional source of information are available and used. SET ratings on
teacher performance are necessarily limited (because students cannot assess all relevant
aspects of effective teaching) as well as one-sided. Examples that we encountered in this
study were observation instruments (e.g. Behaviorally Anchored Rating Scales, Framework for
Teaching) and different sorts of in-class observation methods by peers or independent experts,
and prior or elsewhere gained qualifications. Using alternative and a variety of sources makes
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it possible to more objectively establish and cross-validate teaching quality. It will support
conclusions drawn from SET results and increase trust in judgments.

4. Reliability of SET assessment.
•

Check reliability regularly and systematically. Make sure to optimise both the reliability of the
instrument (questionnaire or scale reliability) as well as of the respondents (interrater
reliability). For an adequate interpretation of SET results, inter-rater reliability is essential,
because it indicates the level of agreement of respondents about the course quality and
teaching quality. Use, for example, Krippendorff’s Coefficient or Cohen’s Kappa. Ratings as an
indication for quality or effectiveness of a course or a teacher are only adequate if agreement
is high (i.e. if inter-rater reliability is high), and only then can important decisions (e.g. about
tenure or promotion) be justified. Reliability of the instrument (consistency reliability, e.g.
Cronbach’s alpha) does not give any for the level of agreement and cannot be used to base
important decisions upon.

•

A valid and reliable instrument enables adequate improvement of teaching practices, but also
makes possible judgments of teacher and teaching qualities that are more balanced.
Furthermore, this may also relieve the top-down (administrator) / bottom-up (teaching
effectiveness) tension. Valid and reliable instruments will help to counter bias and to increase
trust in the results of evaluations among teachers, administrators and students.

5. Response rates.
•

Response rates are a big concern for many. However, low response rates do not necessarily
have to be problematic. The problem is not the response rate per sé, but the possible
insufficient reliability of the ratings when only a small sample of the population participates in
the evaluation. Moreover, a small sample as such might not even be problematic, only if the
sample is not representative of the population that is to evaluate a course (e.g. an entire class).
A low response rate may be sufficiently reliable if you make sure, your sample is sufficiently
representative so that the interrater reliability is high. Several studies have indicated ways to
improve interrater reliability and required response rates for given class sizes to assure
reliability (e.g. Marsh, 2011; Zumrawi et la. 2014; Scott & Grew, 2016; Feistauer et al, 2017).

•

Alternatively, to increase response rates one might consider making SET mandatory as an
integral part of a course or module. Often, this will also mean that SETs can no longer be 100%
anonymous. Mandatory participation by definition will increase response rates, increasing also
representativeness increases, and with that reliability. Making SETs mandatory may require
extra resources (financial, human resource) because of necessary extra investments on
participation control, response tendency control, and checks on truthfulness in participation.
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•

Guaranteeing reliability of SETs, either by optimising representativeness of the sample or by
making SETs mandatory, will increase trust of faculty and they will rely on results more.

6. Response quality.
From literature review and field study, very few suggestions arise for countering offensive,
profane, or abusive language in SET open ended responses. Improving the response quality,
however, can be achieved either measures beforehand or measures afterwards.
Measures beforehand would mean:
-

give academics strategies for interpreting reports;

-

organise support and appropriate mentoring by peers and head of school;

-

educate students to give professional and constructive feedback;

-

making the evaluation non-anonymous or partly non-anonymous

Forfeiting anonymity can mean that only a selected group of analysts or administrators have
access to personal details. Non-anonymity might result in a decrease in the response rate,
making it necessary to also making the evaluation mandatory to guarantee a sufficient
response rate. Mandatory, non-anonymous SET results need to be controlled for response
tendencies and conscientiousness.

Measures that can be taken afterwards (i.e. after questionnaires are filled in) are:
-

remove swear words (software) prior to the release of reports to the relevant coordinator;

-

remove comments following the release of the report (only after scrutiny by a group,
committee).

Methods and applications for detecting and filtering online offensive behavior are widely used
and suggested, mainly for internet, twitter, social networks, et cetera (Bad Word Filters, BWF;
profanity filter)4. This software can also be used for online SETs.

7. Bias control.
•

Bias can be minimised if you make sure: goals of SET are clearly stated, your SET ratings are
multidimensional, measuring scales are valid, consistency reliability is high, inter-rater
reliability is high, the response sample is representative, when interpretation is in accordance
with the SET goals, characteristics of respondents are taken into consideration when

See for example: http://www.eiti.uottawa.ca/~diana/publications/Flame_Final.pdf, or:
https://lib.ugent.be/fulltxt/RUG01/001/887/239/RUG01-001887239_2012_0001_AC.pdf, or:
https://stackoverflow.com/questions/273516/how-do-you-implement-a-good-profanity-filter, or
http://aclweb.org/anthology/W18-51. Retrieved 17 January 2019.
4
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interpreting results. Following the six guidelines formulated above already covers the majority
of these measures to counter bias.
•

Additional measures to counter bias are: make sure interpreters of quantitative results have a
thorough knowledge of statistics; install a uniform grading policy to prevent leniency; use
alternative, multiple forms of performance (e.g. peer review, observation); be aware of the
limitations in expertise of students to recognise good teaching; make sure there is a (gender,
ethnicity, age) balance in the teaching teams.
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Appendix I: Structure and subjects of the SET online questionnaire

SET QUESTIONNAIRE
This questionnaire aims to explore student evaluation practices at business universities and
institutions across Europe in order to identify good practices and to improve the current
evaluation system. Thus, we kindly ask you to share your experience with us.
There are four parts in this questionnaire: the first part is aimed at your background
information, the second part at course evaluations, the third part at assessing quality of
teaching and quality assurance, and lastly, the fourth part is open to your ideas, suggestions,
and additions.

I. Background information
Name of your institution
Name of your school
Name of your department
Your function

1. Does your school carry out student evaluations of teaching on a regular basis?
•

Yes

•

No

2. What are the key applications of your student evaluations of teaching (SET)?
Multiple answers are possible
Provision of diagnostic feedback for
teachers
Measurement of teaching effectiveness
Information for students regarding future
course selections

Quality assurance
Pedagogical research
Other? Please specify
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II. Course evaluations
1. When are student evaluations of teaching administered?
Multiple answers are possible
After the completion of each course
After the completion of some courses
(sample-wise)
At the end of each term of a programme

After the final exam, of a course
After the last lecture of a course (before the
exam)
Other? Please specify:

At the end of each academic year

2. What are student evaluations of teaching targeted at? Multiple answers are possible
Course elements (e.g. materials used,
Assessment elements of a course (exams,
lecture format)
assignments)
Teaching elements of a course (teacher
Other? Please specify:
performance)
3. What tool do you use to carry out evaluations (e.g. EvaSys, Blue Tool, Qualtrics, paper
evaluations)?
hello

4. Are the evaluations mandatory for the students?
•

Yes

•

No

5. Is there an incentive system in place for filling out the evaluations?
•

Yes

•

No

6. If yes, please describe it.

7. Are the questions identical for all courses?
•

Yes

•

No

8. Can teachers personalize their evaluations?
•

Yes

•

No
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9. If yes, are they permitted to remove questions?
•

Yes

•

No

10. If yes, are they permitted to add their own questions?
•

Yes

•

No

11. This question regards the content of the evaluations. Kindly tick the topics that are being
evaluated.
Multiple answers are possible
Information and organisation of course
(including literature)
Instructor effectiveness

Content
Student commitment

Assessment quality

Overall opinion on course

Course quality

Other? Please specify:

12. Are the students, besides filling out the evaluation itself, involved in the process of
evaluations (e.g. discussions with teachers, student panels)?
•

Yes

•

No

13. If yes, could you please elaborate on their involvement?

14. Do you systematically analyse and report evaluation results?
•

Yes

•

No

15. If yes, could you please specify the content of such reports and who is involved in
creation of these reports?

16. Are evaluation reports fed back to? Multiple answers are possible
63

Staff and management

Students

Examination Board

Other? Please specify:

Teaching faculty

17. Do you provide a support system for your teachers to improve their courses?
•

Yes

•

No

18. If yes, please indicate what your system consists of?

19. Is there a follow up on actions taken resulting from the results of evaluations (e.g.
students get informed before the beginning of the course about changes that have been
carried out since the last academic year)?
•

Yes

•

No

20. If yes, could you please elaborate?
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III. Teaching quality/teaching effectiveness
1. Are SETs used to assess teacher quality?
•

Yes

•

No

2. If SETs are used for teaching effectiveness, are single ratings (e.g. student satisfaction) or
ratings on multiple dimensions (materials used, instructional skills, professional knowledge)
used?
•

Single ratings

•

Multiple ratings

3. Do you use rating criteria to assess teacher quality (e.g. ‘a minimal score of 3.5 on a 5
point scale is required’)?
•

Yes

•

No

4. If yes, please clarify:

5. Are SETs used as instruments for performance management of instructional staff?
Multiple answers are possible
Appointment
Promotion

Tenure
Quality assurance

6. To assess teacher quality do you use additional or alternative methods?
Multiple answers are possible
Annual interviews with faculty?

Classroom observations methods (e.g. PfT1,
BARS2)
1
2

Prior qualifications of faculty (education,
training, certificates)?

The Framework for Teaching.
Behaviorally Anchored Rating Scales.

Other? Please specify:
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7. What are consequences if teaching staff does not meet required criteria? For example:
results are for information only; lecturer is required to amend content, instruction or
assessment method; lecturer is required to follow additional training; lecturer is put under
observation; lecturer is relieved from lecturing.
Please elaborate:

8. Are SETs part of your quality system (e.g. do procedures follow a Plan-Do-Check-Act
cycle)? If yes, could you please clarify?
•

Yes

•

No

9. If yes, could you please clarify?
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IV. Remarks, additions, suggestions
1. Are you satisfied with your evaluation system?
•

Yes

•

No

2. If yes, could you please indicate what aspects are you particularly happy with?

3. If no, could you please name what aspects are you less happy with?

4. Are there certain aspects of your evaluations that you would like to change?
•

Yes

•

No

5. If yes, could you please elaborate?

6. Do you have instruments or procedures in place to counter bias or incorrect interpretation
of results (e.g. gender bias, ethnic bias, abusive language)?
•

Yes

•

No

7. If yes, could you please elaborate?
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8. Do you have any final remarks, suggestions or ideas?

This is the end of the questionnaire. Thank you very much for participating.
The results of this research project will be shared with interested parties. I you would like to
receive a report when result is ready, please leave an email address to send it to.
Email
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Appendix II: Institutions that provided information for the SET projects
Institute

WU Vienna University of Economics and Business, Wirtschaftsuniversität Wien
(Austria))
Faculty of Economics and Business, KU Leuven (Belgium)
Louvain School of Management, UCL - Université Catholique de Louvain (Belgium)
Universiteit Antwerpen, Faculty of Applied Economics (Belgium)
University of Economics, Prague (Czech Republic)
Copenhagen Busines School (Denmark)
School of Business and Social Sciences, Aarhus University (Denmark)
Aalto University School of Business, Aalto-yliopiston kauppakorkeakoulu (Finland)
Hanken School of Economics(Finland)
EMLYON business school (France)
Global BBA, ESSEC Business School (France)
Grenoble Ecole de Management (France)
Institut d'études politiques de Paris (Sciences Po) (France)
Faculty of Management, Economics and Social Sciences, University of Cologne
(Germany)
Frankfurt School of Finance & Management (Germany)
College of Business, University College Dublin (Ireland)
Amsterdam Business School, Faculty of Economics and Business, University of
Amsterdam (Netherlands)
Faculty of Economics and Business, University of Groningen (Netherlands)
Nyenrode Business Universiteit (Netherlands)
School of Business and Economics, Maastricht University (Netherlands)
NHH - Norwegian School of Economics (Norway)
Nova School of Business and Economics, Universidade Nova de Lisboa (Portugal)
Rectorado UNIVERSITY PONTIFICAL COMILLAS (Spain)
J. Mack Robinson College of Business, Georgia State University (USA)
Jönköping International Business School (Sweden)
School of Business, Economics and Law, University of Gothenburg (Sweden)
Stockholm School of Economics (Sweden)
University of St. Gallen (Switzerland)
Adam Smith Business School, University of Glasgow (UK)
Alliance Manchester Business School, University of Manchester (UK)
Bradford University School of Management (UK)
Management School, University of Sheffield (UK)
Newcastle University Business School (UK)
Oxford Brookes University (UK)
University of Edinburgh Business School, University of Edinburgh (UK)
Queensland Business School, Queensland Institute of Technology (Australia)
UTS International, University of Technology Sydney (Australia)
Instituto COPPEAD de Administração, Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro
(Brazil)
Haskayne School of Business, University of Calgary (Canada)
HEC Montréal Business School (Canada)
Smith School of Business, Queen's University (Canada)
School of Management, Fudan University (China)
Shanghai Advanced Institute of Finance, Shanghai Jiao Tong University (China)
Nagoya University of Commerce and Business (Japan)
Graduate School of Management, Saint Petersburg State University (Russia)
Yonsei University (South Korea)
College of Management, National Taiwan University (Taiwan)
International Business School Brandeis (USA)
anonymous1
anonymous2

Survey

Internet
search

Other
(e.g. email,
telephone,
skype)

x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x

x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x

x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
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Appendix III: Literature review
Validity
Marsh (2011) mentions the following dimensions of the Students’ Evaluation of Educational
Quality:
•

Learning/Value: You found course intellectually challenging/stimulating

•

Instructor Enthusiasm: Instructor dynamic/energetic in conducting course

•

Organisation: Course materials were well prepared/carefully explained

•

Individual Rapport: Instructor was friendly towards individual students

•

Group Interaction: Students encouraged to participate in class discussions

•

Breadth of Coverage: Presented background/origin of ideas/concepts

•

Examinations/Grading: Feedback valuable from exams/graded materials

•

Assignments/Readings: Readings, homework, etc. contributed to appreciation and
understanding of subject

•

Workload/Difficulty: Relative course difficulty (very easy...medium…very hard).

Validity can be determined by relating SETs to criteria of teaching effectiveness, such as: ratings
of former students; student achievement in multi-section validity studies; teacher self-evaluations
of their own teaching; observations of trained observers on specific processes (e.g. teacher clarity).

Grammatikopoulos et al. (2015) implemented a Greek version of SEEQ. They demonstrate the
validity of the Greek version of SEEQ. The 35-item questionnaire has factorial validity (9 factors)
and they conclude that Marsh’s SET instrument can capture multiple dimensions of teaching
effectiveness (table 2).

Table 2: Greek dimensions and higher order model of SEEQ. Adopted from Grammatikopoulos et
al. (2015)
Higher order model
Factors/dimensions
Rapport
Individual rapport (4 items)
Group Interaction (4 items)
Regulator
Examinations/grading (3 items)
Assignments/readings (2 items)
Workload/difficulty (4 items)
Presenter
Learning/value (5 items)
Instructor/enthousiasm (5 items)
Organisation (4 items)
Breadth of coverage (4 items)
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They also conclude that a standardized is to be preferred over a ‘home-made’ instrument that are
usually developed without relying on a theory of teaching and learning and do not use a rigorous
approach that guarantees validity.

Surgenor ((2013) mentions a number of good practices to avoid validity issues in SETs: multimethod evaluation, the coadjutant use of formative and summative SET, collaboration of SET data
from additional sources, support with analysing results and implementing changes where
appropriate. The SET tool should be based on established, validated standardised instrument that
addresses the complex and multidimensional nature of teaching and learning.

Benton & Cashin (2014), on validity, find that, after considering studies on what student rating
(should) measure, come to four elements that highly correlate with effective instruction (p. 287):
-

Organization. Course materials and teachers are well prepared. Lessons are linked to the
overall course framework.

-

Clarity. There are simplified explanations. Teaching is understandable. There are links to
students’ prior knowledge.

-

Enthusiasm/expression. Teachers are enthusiastic about the subject or about teaching, make
dynamic presentations, use humour.

-

Rapport/interactions. Students are encouraged to ask questions, to discuss, and share ideas.
Invite a variety of viewpoints.

According to Benton & Cashin (2014) student are not competent to rate, for example: subjectmatter knowledge, course design, curriculum development, commitment to teaching, goals and
content of the course, quality of student evaluation, support of department’s accreditation and
program review requirements (p. 280-281).
Spooren, Brockx & Mortelmans (2013). A useful overview of recent SET literature through the lens
of validity. They conclude that many types of SET remain at stake and that many instruments are
developed without any clear theory of effective teaching and therefore lack any evidence of content
validity and thus might fail to measure what they claim to measure. Still, Spooren et al. (2013)
mention several well-designed and validated instruments:
•

the Instructional Development and Effectiveness Assessment (IDEA; Cashin & Perrin, 1978),

•

the Students’ Evaluation of Education Quality (SEEQ; Marsh, 1982; Marsh et al., 2009),

•

the Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ; Ramsden, 1991),

•

the Student Instructional Report (SIR II; Centra, 1998),

•

the Student Perceptions of Teaching Effectiveness (SPTE; Burdsal & Bardo, 1986; Jackson et
al., 1999),
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•

Students’ Evaluation of Teaching Effectiveness Rating Scale (SETERS; Toland & De Ayala,
2005),

•

the Student Course Experience Questionnaire (SCEQ; Ginns, Prosser, & Barrie, 2007),

•

the Teaching Proficiency Item Pool (Barnes et al., 2008),

•

the SET37 questionnaire for student evaluation of teaching (SET 37, Mortelmans & Spooren,
2009),

•

the Exemplary Teacher Course Questionnaire (ECTQ; Kember & Leung, 2008),

•

the Teaching Behavior Checklist (Keeley, Furr, & Buskist, 2010; Keeley, Smith, & Buskist,
2006).

They state that “Although it is logical to assume that educational scientists have reached some
level of consensus regarding the characteristics of effective teachers (e.g., subject knowledge,
course organization, helpfulness, enthusiasm, feedback, interaction with students), existing SET
instruments vary widely in the dimensions that they capture.” (p. 603). Table 3 gives an overview.
We can deduce 10 further recommendations on validity of SET instruments from the conclusions
drawn by Spooren et al. (2013):
1. Formulate a common conceptual framework with regard to effective teaching so that
questionnaire architects are offered the opportunity to test their instruments in the area of
content-related validity (as well).
2. When adapting existing SET instruments, for construct validity, be very cautious of the
applicability paradigm and test the validity again in the new context.
3. Test the long-term stability of SET instruments’ scores that have been found valid (context
might change, e.g. didactic approaches may shift in time).
4. Consider the evaluation behaviour of students when using the same SET instruments over
a long period (responses may be influenced after students’ ‘umpteenth’ evaluation).
5. Be very cautious relating SET ratings to student achievement (e.g. grades, perceptions of
learning, test outcomes), because there is no consensus regarding the strength of the
correlation between SET and student achievement).
6. Be very cautious in promoting any conclusive idea of factors that potentially bias SET
scores, because of the sometimes contradictory findings concerning the (strength of the)
relationships between SET and the characteristics of students, courses, and teachers. See
the extensive table summing up relationships between student, teacher and course
characteristics and SET scores (610-616)!
7. SET should be conducted with great caution and it is very important for teachers to count
on peers, colleagues, and administrators when interpreting their SET results.
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Table 3: SET instruments and the dimensions they measure. Table reproduced from Spooren,
Brockx & Mortelmans (2013), p. 606-607.
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8. SET administrators should be trained in both statistics, educational theory, and be well
informed about SET literature.
9. SET evaluations alone do not lead to better teaching. Therefore:
a. SET must be embedded within a more holistic approach to evaluation of teaching
(where teachers make serious efforts to improve their teaching);
b. Teachers must be able to rely on expert consultation concerning their SET scores;
c. SET should not be the only means used to map a teacher’s (progress in) teaching.
10. As to the generalisability of most SET studies (done mostly in particular setting using
particular instruments), cross-validation procedures in other institutions are needed to
demonstrate the generalisability of the institution-based instruments in other settings. “It is
probable that most of the contradictory research results on SET are (at least partly) due to
the great variety of methods, measures, controlling variables, SET instruments, and
populations used in these studies.” (p. 629).
Spooren et al. (2013) conclude that there is agreement that SET and SET instruments should
capture multiple aspects (dimensions) of good teaching practice.

Multidimensionality or single scores
Spooren et al. (2013) formulate the problem as “Although it is widely accepted that SET should be
considered multidimensional (given that teaching consists of many aspects) and that SET
instruments should capture this multidimensionality, many authors and institutional boards argue
in favour of single, global scores” (p. 604). On the basis of their review study they conclude that
the validity of single indicators of effective teaching is very questionable.

Benton & Cashin (2014) state that no single source of information (including SET scores) provide
sufficient evidence to make a valid judgement about an instructor’s teaching effectiveness.
According to them, this is an almost universal recommendation among writers on faculty
evaluation. They also state that there is no agreed-upon single, all-embracing criterion of teacher
effectiveness. Furthermore, Benton & Cashin (2014) state: “There is broad agreement that student
ratings are multidimensional (i.e., that they reflect several different aspects of teaching). The
number of dimensions varies depending, in part, on the form studied and the number and kind of
individual items it contains. Put simply, multidimensionality suggests no single student ratings item
or set of related items is useful for all purposes” (p. 309). They give the following overview:
-

Centra (1993) and Braskamp and Ory (1994) identified six factors: course organization and
planning, clarity and communication skills, teacher-student interaction and rapport, course
difficulty and workload, grading and examinations, and student self-reported learning.
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-

Marks (2000) reported five dimensions: (1) organization, (2) workload/difficulty, (3)
expected/fairness of grading, (4) liking/concern, and (5) perceived learning.

-

Marsh’s (1984, 2007) SEEQ has nine components: learning/ value, enthusiasm, organization,
group interaction, individual rapport, breadth of coverage, exams/grades, assignments, and
workload.

-

Hoyt and Lee (2002a) reported five dimensions of teaching based on the IDEA Diagnostic
Form: (1) providing a clear classroom structure, (2) stimulating student interest, (3) stimulating
student effort, (4) involving students, and (5) student interaction.

-

In several of his reviews of the literature, Feldman (1976b, 1983, 1984, 1987, 1988)
categorized student ratings items (and gave examples) into as many as 22 different logical
dimensions. In a later review, Feldman (1989b, 2007) identified 28 dimensions.

-

Hativa (2013a) proposed a three-level model of the dimensions underlying effective teaching.
At the top level is general instructional skill. At the next level, two orthogonal dimensions
distinguish between cognitive (i.e., communicating content) and affective (i.e., interpersonal)
aspects of teaching. At the subordinate level, three teaching behaviours comprise the cognitive
dimension— lesson clarity, course and lesson organization, and engaging/interesting
presentations. Within the affective dimension are interactions/questioning/answering and
rapport with students.

Boysen et al. (2014) raise the concern that SETs are often the only source of evidence about
quality teaching, and that within that one source there is over-emphasis on single-question ratings
of overall teaching effectiveness. In their study, they show that this can lead to serious
misinterpretations. See their solutions in later section.

Strang et al., (2016) also assume that quality teaching is multi-dimensional and should be acted
upon as such.

Feistauer & Richter (2017): “Students’ individual perceptions of teaching and the fit of these
perceptions with the particular teacher greatly influence their evaluations. This casts some doubt
on the validity of student evaluations as indicators of teaching quality and suggests that aggregated
evaluation scores should be used with caution. “ (p. 1263).

Linse (2017) recommends “In personnel decisions, a faculty member’s complete history of student
ratings should be considered, rather than a single composite score.” (p. 100). Also, one should
avoid single composite scores because anomalous ratings are given the same weight as average
ratings that are more common and consistent.
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Hornstein (2017) recommends to drop omnibus items about “overall teaching effectiveness” and
“value of the course” from teaching evaluations because they are misleading.

Reliability
Marsh (2011) finds that SET reliability is best determined from studies of interrater agreement
(generalisability of ratings over students in the same class). Reliability depends on class size (.95
for average response from 50 students, .90 from 25 students, .74 from 10 students, .60 from 5
students). “Given a sufficient number of students, SET reliability compares favourably with the best
objective tests. However, even for small classes good reliability can be obtained by averaging
results from several classes.” In his studies, Marsh finds that “SETs primarily reflect the teacher
who is doing the teaching, not the course that is being taught”.

Table 4: Reliability and response rate requirements. Reproduced form Scott & Grew (2016).
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Figure 2: Desired minimum response rates by class size under three underlying variability
scenarios for a 5% margin of error and 90% confidence level. Where P is the probability of a
favourable response (e.g. P = .08 means 80% of the students in the institutions rate their instructors
favourably). Reproduced from Zumrawi, Bates & Schroeder (2014).

Scott & Grew (2016) refer to Marsh for ‘very reliable SET questionnaires’, and show a table
depicting required response rates and class size for sufficient reliability (table 4).

In a similar manner, Zumrawi et al. (2014) show what response rates are needed to make
reliable inferences from student evaluations of teaching (figure 2).

Morley ((2014) points out that different reliability coefficients are used in the SET context, and
states that often inappropriate coefficients are used. An important difference is that between
internal consistency reliability and inter-rater reliability. With internal consistency, the aim is to
establish how various measures (items) in an instrument (questionnaire) produce parallel results
(e.g. average item-total correlation, Cronbach’s alpha). With inter-rater reliability, the aim is to
establish how various raters, using the same instrument, produce parallel results. Several
examples of Morley (2014) indicate that SET instruments, in evaluating an instructor on the quality
of teaching, may “have high internal consistency reliability but no common inter-subjective
perception of the quality of teaching” (p. 129). In other words, the SET instrument may be very
reliable (high internally consistent items) but be very unreliable in the assessment of a teacher (low
consistency of raters). Therefore, it is very misleading to use internal consistency indices to make
reliable statements about faculty members’ teaching or provide evidence of SET reliability.
“…internal consistency test reliability is appropriate when we want to make statements about the
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respondent, and inter-rater reliability is appropriate when one wants to make statements about
some object of judgement such as an instructor’s teaching” (p. 129). Morley distinguishes three
alternative ways to assess inter-rater reliability: inter-rater consistency reliability (raters order items
in a similar manner, but do not have to agree on the means of the ratings); inter-rater absolute
reliability (the higher the between-rater variance, the lower the reliability, where the coefficient
increases with larger numbers of raters), and; inter-rater agreement (Krippendorff’s coefficient; the
proportion of agreement among raters above what would be expected by chance, where the
coefficient does not increase with larger number of raters). Morly (2014) argues that, for summative
purposes, consistency-based coefficients should be avoided and that absolute inter-rater reliability
and agreements coefficients should be used. Depending on what the instrument is used for (e.g.
group research or important decisions about individuals), preferred reliability is .80 (group
research) or .90 to .95 (individual decisions).

Benton & Cashin (2014), on reliability, state that: “Although multiple sources of information are
essential for making valid judgements of teaching effectiveness, no source of information is more
reliable than student ratings, because they are based on multiple students who observe instruction
on multiple occasions.” (p. 281).

Feistauer et al. (2017) focus on inter-rater reliability of student’s evaluation of teaching quality.
-

Teaching quality can be assessed reliably by student evaluations, provided that average
evaluations are used that are based on sufficient sample size. One would need a sample
of 24 students to evaluate a course to achieve an inter-rater reliability of 90%.

-

Variance components and the amount of measurement error vary considerable between
scales. Reliability of student evaluations might depend on the exact content of the
evaluations.

-

Variance components and the amount of measurement error vary considerable between
lecturer and seminars. Student evaluations of teaching quality seem to be more reliable in
lectures than in seminars

-

The study distinguishes between variance components of teachers and of courses. Factors
that contribute to the variance of teachers can sometimes be influenced (teaching style,
teaching method, the way discussions are organized in class) sometimes nog (personality
characteristics, gender, attractiveness). Factors that contribute to the variance of courses
often cannot be influenced (room size, room location, topic of the course, required
workload, number of students and their composition in a course) but are likely to affect
student evaluations.
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-

The systematic influences of student characteristics were almost as strong as the effects
of course or teacher characteristics. Student evaluations cannot be regarded as pure
measures of teaching quality, but also capture student characteristics to a considerable
degree (e.g. personality traits, competence level, and general response biases).

-

Variance is explained by student-teacher interaction. Different students evaluate the same
teacher’s performance in a systematically different way. Some students evaluate particular
teachers consistently positively, whereas other students evaluate the same teachers
consistently negatively. Depends on the fit of an individual student with an individual
teacher. The common practice of averaging across evaluations to derive one score that
describes the teacher can therefore be misleading to some degree.

Response rates and student participation
Chen & Hoshower (2003) studied student motives for participating in SETs. From their results,
they make practical suggestions to motivate students to participate in the teaching evaluation
process.
-

List prominently the uses of the teaching evaluation on the evaluation system, to inform
students (i.e. improve teaching and improve course).

-

Show students that their feedback really is used (e.g. require every instructor to cite on the
course syllabus on recent example of how student evaluations have helped improve the
course or the instructor’s teaching.

Berk (2012) noticed that administrators, faculty, and students at several institutions have tested a
variety of strategies to increase the response rate of online administrations. He lists 20 of the most
effective strategies, referring to a several studies from 2003 to 2012, and grouped according to the
person responsible for executing the strategy: the coordinator or director of the online system and
faculty and administrators:

COORDINATOR/DIRECTOR OF ONLINE SYSTEM

1. Institution/department/external vendor coordination and management of online system must be
independent of faculty to monitor the entire process
2. Specifies purpose(s) of ratings (teaching improvement, salary, promotion, tenure) in the scale’s
directions, despite the minimal effects on ratings
3. Assures ease of computer access and navigation on campus
4. Monitors use of technology (PCs/Macs, iPads, etc.) and procedures for in-class administration
5. Assures anonymity and confidentiality
6. Provides instructions on how to use the system
7. Maintains a convenient, user-friendly system
8. Sends reminders to all students before window of response opens, then frequent reminders during
window to only students who have not responded
9. Plans ad campaigns to inform students of process online and in student publications
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10. Provides school-wide incentives, such as a lottery for an iPad, iPhone, or some other iGadget,
bookstore items, or food coupons
11. Acknowledges and rewards faculty and/or departments that meet target response rate (NOTE:
Make sure this ―healthy competition doesn’t affect the integrity of the process.)
12. Promotes donor/alumni contributions of a dollar amount to a charity for every form completed
13. Communicates the notion that assessment of teaching and the students’ formal feedback in that
process are part of the campus culture and their responsibility
14. Permits students’ early access to final course grades ASAP after course, usually by online posting
FACULTY AND ADMINISTRATORS
15. Deans, department chairs, and faculty communicate to students the importance of their input
16. Faculty emphasize the intended purpose(s) of the ratings
17. Faculty strongly encourage students and remind students to complete form
18. Faculty ―assign‖ students to complete forms as part of course grade
19. Faculty provide positive incentives, such as extra credit or points or dropping a low grade on an
assignment or quiz, movie or restaurant vouchers, cruise tickets, or vacation package to Rio
20. Faculty set an in-class time to simulate the “captive audience” concept of the paper-and-pencil
administration, but this time with laptops, iPads, or iPhones to complete forms; also computer lab or
chat-room times can be reserved for this purpose

Spooren et al. (2013). Response rates in SET are usually low (between 30% and 50%) especially
in online evaluations. But, in several studies no differences in SET scores are found when
comparing online with paper-and-pencil. Strategies to increase online SET response rates:
-

Encouragement by the faculty (if faculty member shows a genuine interest in SET, students
are more motivated to participate)

-

Increasing intrinsic motivation of students to participate (highlighting their importance as
raters)

-

Providing access to the electronic evaluation system

-

Clear instructions concerning participation in the SET process.

Zumrawi, Bates & Schroeder (2014) and Scott & Grew (2016) in the previous section on reliability
already referred to guidelines for required response rates for given class sizes.

Benton & Cashin (2014): Suggestions for increasing online response rates:
-

Instructors clearly communicate their expectations for compliance

-

Students complete ratings for more than one course

-

Ensuring student confidentiality

-

Monitoring response rates

-

Encouraging instructor follow-up

-

Sending reminders

-

Acknowledge and reward instructors with high response rates

-

Integrate the process into the campus culture

-

Mention improvements made to the course based on previous feedback
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-

Guide students how to write helpful comments

-

Build rapport (i.e. understanding) with students

-

Create a culture of assessment by collecting other types of feedback during the course

-

Reserve a room where students can complete ratings online

-

Making clear feedback is valued

-

Let students complete online ratings during a class period with available mobile
technology, laptops, tablets

Risquez et al. (2015) comparing paper based in class versus out-of-class online SETs in a large
sample and conclude that there is an actual effect of the administration method, but is insignificant.
Response rate in online administration is lower, but has no decisive impact on SET scores.
-

It is useful to always look at the minimum required response rates by class size

-

To increase response rates in online evaluations, student may need to be convinced that
their feedback is listened to or acted upon. In a concrete way how feedback is incorporated
at class, unit and programme level. Closing the feedback loop.

Macfayden et al. (2016) mention eight factors that influence participation in the SET process:
gender; age; disciplinary salience; academic performance; lecture modus (individual study or
lecture-based, evaluation fatigue (as terms progress within one year); evaluation fatigue (as the
programme progresses after each year); level of formal feedback. MacFayden et al. (2016). Close
the feedback loop. “Completion rates may improve if students perceive that feedback from SETs
is reviewed and valued, and that it carries real import for modifying and improving their overall
learning experience.” (p. 836). “Requiring or otherwise incentivising SET completion also has the
potential to improve completion rates.” (p. 836).

Goos & Salomons (2017) find that low response rates, more often in online evaluations, distort
results. The report a positive selection bias on average and conclude that true evaluation scores
on teaching quality is lower. They also find inaccuracies because response rates vary widely
across courses. Response rates should be increased by, for example:
-

Offering a very small grade incentive

-

Students only receive their grade in a timely fashion when the evaluation is completed

-

Perform online evaluations in class

-

Email reminders and assurance about anonymity

-

Use a scheme of random sampling to improve representatives. Respondents are randomly
selected (not relying on students own response decisions). “Crucial to this scheme is that
students sign a contract at the start of their study which obliges them to fill in a course
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evaluation whenever they are randomly selected to participate in one.” (p. 360).
Advantages: reducing survey fatigue, less time for students spent on filling in
questionnaires.

Hornstein (2017). States that response rates for online evaluations are low (29%) and therefore
generalizability of evaluation results is questionable. No solutions or recommendations to increase
response rates are given.

Linse (2017). Effective strategies to boost response rates (taken from other studies):
-

Early access to grades

-

Granting access to results

-

Discussing the importance of student ratings to the faculty and his/her efforts to improve
the course

-

Noting that feedback will benefit students

-

Multiple reminders from the faculty (e.g. online systems that automatically provide
reminders)

-

Reward student for reaching a particular response rate

-

Provide extra credit points

-

Sincere comments from faculty that that their responses will be read and taken seriously

-

Regularly collect feedback from students during the term

Hammonds et al. (2017) gives some additional suggestions to increase participation:
-

Do not imply that students will be penalised for not completing evaluations. This correlates
negatively with the intention to participate.

-

Make SET completion a prerequisite for subsequent term registration

-

Keep SETs brief

-

Give SETs less frequently (e.g. twice per term) with closed- and open-ended questions

-

Convince students data are used to improve classes

Modus: difference between paper-and-pencil and online
Spooren et al., (2013) name similar advantages of online versus paper-based SETs as mentioned
earlier, and also note the lower response rates that are generally found. Furthermore, they also
note that studies generally found no differences between SET scores and paper-and-pencil
evaluations. They do note, however, that:
-

increasing response rates is a challenge
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-

it is important to consider whether online SET completion is scheduled to take place before
or after the examinations

Benton & Cashin (2014) conclude that online SETS, compared to paper-and-pencil methods, are:
-

More efficient and have lower administration costs

-

Are less susceptible to faculty influence

-

Are more flexible when making modifications

-

Can easily be integrated in online course management systems

-

Can be completed via mobile technology

-

Directions and instructions can be uniform to all classes

-

Frees up classes for other activities

-

Response rates for open-ended questions tend to be higher and written comments are
lengthier and more detailed (better quality of online comments)

-

Have lower response rates (not necessarily lower means), because of concerns about
anonymity, computer technical difficulties, time required to respond outside of class.

Benton & Cashin conclude that researcher consistently have not found meaningful differences in
ratings for online SETs versus on paper. They recommend that the rating period for online ratings
should end before the final exam is administered. Or else students’ anxiety about the exam might
influence their responses.

Rientes (2014) addresses academics resistance against online SETs because they are sceptical
about reliability and validity. Rientes (2014) reports from an exploratory study that, after a transition
to a new online evaluation system that,
1. Response rates were comparable to a paper-based version, more staff had passed the 4.0
target, twice as much feedback was written by students
2. Only one-third of faculty was positive, due to the dual nature of student evaluations. If SETs
are only used for improving teaching and learning they are positive, whether paper-andpencil or online. If used for tenure and promotions they were more negative.
3. Concern about perceived lack of control of the process
4. Difficulty of keeping response rate high enough.
It is concluded that if five key themes of student evaluation are appropriately addressed and
communicated with stakeholders, response rates can be similar to paper-based evaluations. The
key themes are:
-

The communication to academic staff

-

the appropriateness of response rate(s)

-

the design of the student evaluation questionnaire
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-

the feedback reports to academics

-

the overall experience with the transition

Risquez et al., (2015) did an extensive longitudinal study exploring differences in administration
method of SET (paper based in-class versus out-of-class online). They found effects, but
insignificant ones.

Hammonds et al. (2017) conclude in their review that the advantages of online SETs are:
-

Available to all students (not only to those in class at the moment SETs are given)

-

Less expensive

-

Easier to administer

-

Results can be returned more quickly

-

Allow more time for students to fill in, to carefully consider questions, to provide longer
responses to open-ended questions.

Disadvantages are often less participation, lower response rates.

Goos & Salomons (2017). Typical online SET response ranges between 30-50%. Lower response
rates, maybe because SETs are online, may distort results, limit interpretation of course
evaluations as measure of teaching quality, render comparison problematic (courses, teachers,
departments, institutions). To increase response rates in online evaluations they suggest to
perform evaluations in class, send reminders, and assure anonymity of students.

Quality of response
Tucker (2014) investigated how many student comments are offensive or unprofessional from
17,885 surveys. He found 0.04% abusive comments and 0.15% unprofessional comments.
Strategies are suggested to mitigate such comments, for example: remove swear words (software)
prior to the release of reports to the relevant coordinator, remove comments following the release
of the report (only after scrutiny by a group, committee), academics should be given strategies for
interpreting reports, support and appropriate mentoring by peers and head of school, consider
forfeiting students’ anonymity in case of abusive comments, educate students to give professional
and constructive feedback.

SET score (mis)interpretation of SET ratings
Spooren et al. (2013) conclude that, when interpreting SET results:
1. SET should be conducted with great caution and it is very important for teachers to count
on peers, colleagues, and administrators.
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2. SET administrators should be trained in both statistics, educational theory, and be well
informed about SET literature.

Benton & Cashin (2014) prefer ‘student ratings of instruction’ over ‘student evaluation of teacher
performance’ to indicate that students provide information, are sources of data. Students do not
interpret the information (evaluate).

Boysen et al. (2014) find that faculty members and department heads with relative ease can be
led to make inappropriate generalisations from limited (SET) data. Their results suggest that faculty
and administrators may have difficulty making accurate judgements about teachers based on their
teaching evaluations. Despite the absence of information needed for accurate statistical
interpretation, small differences in teaching evaluation means significantly impacted faculty and
administrators’ judgements about the skills and merits of teachers. Faculty and administrators do
not apply appropriate statistical principles when evaluating teaching evaluations and instead use
a general heuristic that higher evaluations are better (see also Boysen, 2017). Solutions:
-

Make decisions using teaching evaluations, not by interpreting individual means, but by
using strict statistical standards for interpretation (compute standard error of measurement,
use confidence intervals, and conduct specific tests of statistical difference).

-

Avoid comparison of (individual) raw means. Means produced by teaching evaluations are
only an estimate of the true score. Sources of error (small sample sizes, outliers,
misinterpretation of questions, and less-than-perfect reliability) interfere with the
measurement of the true score.

-

Consider teaching evaluation data in aggregate in order to reduce error. Data are improved
by combination across courses, semesters and scale items.

-

Simply not present teaching evaluation means in situations when they should not be used
for comparison.

-

Professional development opportunities related to the (statistical) interpretation of teaching
evaluations are needed. Faculty and administrators could be explicitly trained to avoid the
interpretations that were typical in the current study.

-

The greater burden of responsibility must fall on administrators for leading the way in
improving the use of teaching evaluations.

-

Rather than making statistical standards solely the propriety of informal campus norms, a
better option might be to actually incorporate them into official descriptions of tenure and
promotion standards. Again, this is a task for which administrators might take the lead.
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Hornstein (2017) concludes: “Despite 1970s and 1980s research that supported the validity of SET
as a measure of instructor teaching competence (e.g. Marsh, 2007), these studies have been beset
by questionable conceptual and statistical interpretations that have tended to be overlooked by
scholars. Moreover, the research has never been unequivocal, and the persistent statistical and
conceptual errors/misinterpretations have rendered the conclusions questionable at best.” (p. 5).
See their recommendations under the ‘validity’ heading earlier in this text.

Linse (2017), on the basis of a review of studies, formulates suggestions for administrators and
faculty to ensure appropriate interpretation and use of student ratings. Advice on how
administrators should respond to faculty department heads when they ask:
-

how they know when ratings are ‘good’ or ‘bad’ (e.g. look at the distribution of ratings
across the scale, nor only to mean or median, because most rating distributions are
skewed)

-

what to say to faculty members when ratings are distributed across the scale (e.g.
recommend working with a faculty member who is a good teacher and mentor)

-

how to respond when faculty say that you only get high ratings when you give high grades
(studies conclude relation is inconclusive or positive but weak)

-

how to respond when faculty think ratings are popularity contests and not valid (studies
indicate rating in most cases are valid)

-

what to say when faculty states ratings are biased against him/her (gender, race, ethnicity,
culture) (contradictory evidence from studies, bias often not sufficiently strong)

-

if it is true that online ratings result in lower ratings (not supported by data)

-

how to tell to long serving faculty members that their poor ratings are no longer acceptable

-

how to respond when faculty say they have been told that teaching does not matter for
promotion and tenure (might have been the case in the past, but not today)

-

how to respond when faculty say their response rates are too low to be included into their
dossier (will always be included, except when a minimum response rate is set). Still,
extremely low response rates cannot be tolerated by colleagues and administrators: see
suggestions made earlier. (And: lower response rates are often not less reliable)

Guidelines for faculty who use rating data to evaluate other faculty (to evaluate teaching
excellence) are:
-

Student ratings should be only one of multiple measures of teaching

-

In personnel decisions, a faculty member’s complete history of student ratings should be
considered, rather than a single composite score

-

Small difference in average ratings are common and not necessarily meaningful
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-

Treat anomalous ratings for what they are, not representative of a faculty member’s
teaching

-

Examine the distribution of scores across the entire scale, as well as the mean

-

Evaluate each faculty member individually. Evaluations and decisions should stand alone
without reference to other faculty members; avoid comparing faculty to each other or to a
unit average in personnel decisions

-

Focus on the most common ratings and comments rather than emphasizing one or a few
outliers’ ratings or comments

-

Contradictory written student comments are not unusual

Bias
In the previous section, we discussed possible misinterpretations of SET scores. Here, we look at
the even more serious problem of bias: factors that produce wrong, skewed, unjustified, prejudiced
effects.

Marsh (2007, 2011) concludes form his previous research that in general SETs are relatively
unaffected by a variety of variables hypothesized as potential biases as long as they are sufficiently
reliable and valid.

Benton & Cashin (2014) state that a reliable and valid constructed SET questionnaire has produces
hardly any bias, although some variables may be controlled (table 5).

Table 5: Summary of relation between students’ ratings and bias according to Benton & Cashin
(2014).
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Shevlin, Banyard, Davies & Griffiths (2000) found that the ‘charisma’ factor in student evaluations
explained a substantial part of the variation of ratings related to lecture ability and module
attributes. Shevlin et al. (2000) explain the results in terms of an underlying trait, being a personal
quality of leadership commonly described as charisma. No further recommendations, other than
further explorations, are given.

Braga et al. (2014) find that in in measures of teacher effectiveness (student evaluations), followup course-work correlates negatively with SET ratings. The explanation is that good teachers are
those who require their students to exert effort; students dislike it, especially the least able ones,
and their evaluations reflect the realized utility (or welfare, happiness, satisfaction) they enjoyed
from the course. Student ratings reflect students’ enjoyment of the class experience rather than
the quality of teaching. They even found that evaluations are significantly affected by weather
conditions: “Specifically, we find that evaluations improve with temperature and in foggy days, and
deteriorate in rainy days.” The effects are significant for most of the items that we consider and the
signs of the estimates are consistent across items and specifications.” (p. 85). Some of their
solutions are:
1. Give opinions of the very best students more weight, because they are more aligned with
actual teachers’ effectiveness (make anonymity less so at least administration, not
teachers, can identify students)
2. Adopt exam formats that reduce the returns to teaching-to-the-test (teaching and grading
done by different persons)
3. Administer questionnaires at a later point in the academic track (give students the time to
appreciate the real value of teaching)
4. Use alternative forms of performance measurement, for example peer reviews.

Macnell, Driscoll & Hunt (2015), in an experimental set-up, found that students rated males
significantly higher than female instructors, students rated the female instructor more harshly.
However, having demonstrated this bias and suggesting further research, they offer no solutions
or alternatives to counter this bias.
Merritt (2012) argues that student evaluations rely more on intuitive (‘System One’) thinking
than on rational (‘System Two’) thinking and may lead to an ethnicity bias. Some
recommendations:
-

Use Small-Group Instructional Diagnosis: small groups of students discuss a course and
instructor coached by a facilitator.

-

Take more time to evaluate, but evaluate each course less frequently (e.g. every three
years)
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-

Use more frequent informal, formative, evaluations

-

Complement SETs with alternative assessment by colleagues, alumni, education experts,
professors themselves.

Example from Macfayden, Dawson, Prest & Gasevic (2016): Student participation (response rate)
in itself is considered a bias that may decrease reliability.

Goos & Salomons (2017) investigate selection bias (in low response rates students that respond
are not randomly selected) due to, among other, low response rates. They find an upward bias.
They suggest that institutions devote serious efforts to increase SET response rates. As solutions
(they refer to other studies, especially Dommeyer et al 2014, as do several other authors) as
formulated earlier in this chapter.

Kornell & Hausman (2016) find different correlations of SET with measures of learning depending
on how learning is measured. Professors giving high grades at the end of the course get higher
ratings, but when learning is measured as performance in subsequent courses teachers who
received relatively low ratings appeared to have been most effective. They suggest: combining
a. coaching of teachers by expert teachers
b. measure deep knowledge by examining teacher contribution to knowledge in a fair and
objective way after students have completed a course (future research to investigate ways
of eliciting ratings that correlate better with deep learning).

Martin (2016) finds that in two large political science departments female instructors receive
substantively and significantly lower ratings than male instructors in large courses. Suggestions to
counter this effect and measure teaching effectiveness:
-

Move away from telling women to lean-in and perform better in the current system

-

Move away from using SET as indicator for teaching effectiveness and also look at the
professor’s students success in their jobs

-

Complement SETs with peer reviews

-

Evaluation by trained observers

-

Use more objective measures to assess multiple sections of a course on how much they
have learned, or the performance of students in later more advanced courses

Wagner, Rieger & Voorvelt (2016) find that, controlling for cofounding factors and course and
teacher specific unobservables, teacher performance is assessed more critically for female
teachers. “Our results are suggestive of a gender bias against female teachers and indicate that
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the use of teaching evaluations in hiring and promotion decisions may put female lectures at a
disadvantage.”

(p.79). In their study they find a gender bias but no ethnicity bias. They

recommend:
-

Use the estimates in their study to adjust evaluations accordingly, although it will be hard
to find a fair metric.

-

Take into account narrative, qualitative feedback next to quantitative feedback.

-

Do not only use evaluations only for in-class teaching, but also for activities such as
supervision.

-

Use alternative ways to evaluate teacher performance, such as per review by both female
and male colleagues.

Boring (2017) finds that in a French university that male students express a bias in favour of male
professors, and that different teaching dimensions valued by of students of male and female and
female professors match gender stereotypes. She concludes that impact of gender bias is likely to
be context-dependent. To reduce gender bias, she suggests:
•

Make sure there is a gender balance in a teaching team (to reduce gender stereotypes
associated with teacher effectiveness)

•

Inform students about their biases (students are probably unconscious of their discriminatory
behaviour

Uttl & Smibert (2017), in a study of the influence of over 300,000 individual student evaluations
and around 15,000 class evaluations on personnel decisions, concluded that class subject is
strongly associated with SET ratings. ‘Professors teaching quantitative courses are far less likely
to be tenured, promoted, and/or given merit pay when their class summary ratings are evaluated
against common standards, that is, when the field one is assigned to teach is disregarded.” (p. 9).
They conclude that this is not evidence of bias of SETs, but can possibly be attributed to real
differences in teaching and student factors such as students’ lack of basic numeracy, lack of
interests in taking quantitative courses, math anxiety. They suggest that SET may be less valid for
quantitative courses in comparison to qualitative courses. Their suggestion is to evaluate a
professor teaching a particular subject against other professors teaching the same subject rather
than against some common standard, if SETs are to be used in high-stake personnel decisions.

As mentioned in Hammonds et al., (2017) and numerous other studies, potential biases include:
class size, class time, department, location, gender of instructor and/or student, grades, expected
grade, class difficulty, instructors’ academic rank, whether courses are required or elective, first
impressions of the instructor, gender, age, whether the students are graduates or undergraduates,
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and timing and method of SET administration. Higher ratings are found for female instructors, parttime instructors, graduate classes, summer classes, morning and evening classes, and smaller
classes. They review the literature on bias but no solutions to counter (some of) these biases.

Relation between student ratings and student learning, ratings and grades
Benton & Cashin (2014) in their review conclude that some studies report no (significant)
correlation between grades and rating, but other studies find low positive correlations. Several
possibilities are considered to explain this:
-

Students who learn more earn higher grades and assign higher ratings (validity hypothesis)

-

Instructors who give higher grades than students deserve receive higher ratings (leniency
hypothesis)

-

Student characteristics (e.g. motivation) lead to higher grades and higher ratings.

Possibility 1 and 3 is not necessarily a bias and is not a sign of invalidity. To control for leniency,
have peers review instructor’s course material, exams, test results, grade distributions and so
on. Leniency often does not lead to higher ratings.

Griffin, Hilton III, Plummer & Barret (2014) investigate the correlation between GPAs and SET
scores. They find a moderate global correlation that did not hold true for individual teachers and
courses (large variance and sometimes negative correlations).
-

Correlation is not causation, so don’t conclude that high grades cause high ratings.

-

Correlations between GPAs and SET scores should be looked at with suspicion at all levels

-

Administrators should verify each teacher’s unique pattern of SET and GPA correlations
before drawing conclusions

-

Faculty should be aware that high grades do not guarantee high ratings

Stroebe (2016) poses that the positive association between student grades and their evaluation
of teaching reflects a bias rather than teaching effectiveness (leniency). The correlation between
perceived grading leniency and teaching ratings is interpreted as evidence that perceived
grading leniency influences teaching ratings. However, that there is bias does not rule out the
possibility that teaching ratings also reflect the quality of teaching. Leniency and grade inflation
according to Stroebe is caused by the university policy of using teaching evaluations for
important decisions such as salary increases, tenure decisions, promotions, or the appointment
of new faculty. Recommendations:
-

Remove bias by statistical adjustments (“using the expected grade measures as basis for
a covariance adjustment”)
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-

Administrators use additional information for their evaluation of faculty (e.g. teaching
portfolios)

-

Use classroom visits by experienced colleagues

-

Prevent grade inflation by instituting a rule about average grades in courses

Kornell & Hausman (2016) found a positive relation between grading and rating when measured
at the end of the course. But they found a negative correlation when looking at subsequent course
performance. Teacher with more difficult courses get lower ratings, but are subsequently more
effective and enhance learning. Recommendations:
-

Do not abandon teacher ratings, but realize that students do not necessarily have the
expertise to recognize good teaching, and students are not in the position to make accurate
judgements about their learning.

-

Combine student ratings with additional sources of data: expert teachers coach teachers
and assess and rate them; measure deep knowledge in a fair and objective way after
students have completed a course.

Uttl, White & Wong Gonzalez (2016) re-analysed previously published meta-analyses on relations
between SET ratings and student achievement. They found no significant relations between SET
ratings and learning. Students do not learn more from highly rated professors. Uttl, White & Wong
Gonzalez (2016):” In conclusion, two key findings emerged: (1) the findings reported in previous
meta-analyses (Clayson, 2009; Cohen, 1981; Feldman, 1989) are an artefact of poor meta-analytic
methods, and (2) students do not learn more from professors with higher SETs.” (p. 19).
Recommendations:
-

“Institutions focused on student learning and career success should abandon SET ratings
as a measure of faculty’s teaching effectiveness.”

-

“Universities and colleges focused on students' perceptions or satisfaction rather than
learning may want to evaluate their faculty's teaching using primarily or exclusively SET
ratings, emphasize to their faculty members the need to obtain as high SET ratings as
possible (i.e., preferably the perfect ratings), and systematically terminate those faculty
members who do not meet the standards.” (p. 19).

SET ratings and teaching improvements
According to Schönwetter, Sokal, Friesen & Taylor (2002) promote a teaching philosophy as a
basis to organise evaluation and, as part of a teaching portfolio or dossier, to act as a stimulant to
self-improvement.
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Several studies shed doubt on the assumption that student ratings lead to teaching improvements.
In the words of Palermo (2013): “As is the case in many other countries, a recent review of
Australian national student evaluation data failed to conclude that student evaluations have
improved overall teaching.” (p. 211).

Wong & Moni (2014) state that there is little evidence how teachers in higher education
systematically apply student feedback to improve the quality of their teaching. In their research
they found that clinical coaches perceived the main purpose of student evaluation as quality
assurance, and were moderately receptive to student feedback. They identify four key factors that
enable or inhibit teachers’ responses: institutional requirements, operational practices, personal
biases and provision of support. Recommendations:
-

Whether or not SET feedback leads to an improvement of an individual clinical coach’s
teaching practice depends on an individual’s pedagogical viewpoint. Clinical teachers
should be provided with professional development opportunities to engage them in the
SET process, as well as to enhance their understanding of SET and its pedagogical design
(information session on how to interpret student feedback, ongoing training for students to
provide meaningful feedback).

-

Clinical coaches who perceive SET positively are more likely to utilise SET as a practical
tool to enhance their teaching. Support for emotional responses should also be offered to
clinical teachers when encountering negative SET feedback in order to minimise the
possibility of the feeling of being threatened and penalised by the university.

Golding & Adam (2016) state: “Many teachers in higher education use feedback from students to
evaluate their teaching, but only some use these evaluations to improve their teaching.” (p. 1).

Darwin (2017) concludes in his study in an Australian university that: “…academics are tending to
discount the often critical insights of students on the implications of their pedagogical practices as
a result of the elevating institutional role of student ratings as a proxy for teaching quality.” (p. 13).

Linse (2017). Student ratings can be used to improve teaching and courses. However, teachers
with low scores should be encouraged to seek mentoring, coaching, or advice from a professional
in teaching and learning. Linse (2017) argues that research indicates that faculty who work with
an expert or knowledgeable colleague do improve. “However, faculty should not simply be “sent to
the teaching centre” in response to low or problematic student ratings because the teaching centre
should not be seen as a punishment, but as a support offered by the university.” (p. 97).
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Sergis & Sampson (2017) advocate a combination of teaching analytics and learning analytics to
alleviate barriers for teachers to improve their teaching practice. The Teacher Inquiry Cycle is a
means to improve (figure 3).

Figure 3: Teacher Inquiry Cycle. Taken from Sergis & Sampson (2017), p. 5.
Barriers in performing the inquiry are:
-

low data literacy competences to collect, analyse and interpret educational data

-

untimely collection and analysis of educational data

-

low quality of educational data that can be manually collected by the teacher

TLA can support teachers during the process of inquiry. Insights are presented on the basis of a
review of existing research on TLA, but it is acknowledged that the field of TLA is still in its infancy.

Walder (2017) discusses several types of pedagogical innovations and stages relating to the
development of pedagogical innovation in higher education.

SET and quality assurance
Palermo (2013) concludes that in the Australian context in e review it could not be confirmed that
student evaluations had improved overall teaching. The paper recommends strategies for better
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aligning evaluation results to stages of change as formulated in change theories, so as to increase
impact on learning, improvement of teaching, and informed decision making (e.g. on
consequences of teaching performance and course quality).

ESG (2015) focuses on standards and guidelines for quality assurance in European higher
education. ESG emphasizes quality assurance related to teaching and learning, including the
learning environment and highlight the twin purposes of accountability and enhancement. One of
the standards considers the assurance of the competence of the teachers. Standards also refer to
information gathering of students’ satisfaction with the programmes and on-going monitoring “to
ensure that the provision remains appropriate and to create a supportive and effective learning
environment for students”. SETs can thus be considered as contributing to the internal quality
assurance process.

Strang et al., 2016) discuss quality assurance in the context of the relationship between excellence
in teaching and excellence in learning in an attempt to clarify what is meant with quality teaching.
-

more of a shared understanding must be established on the notion of ‘quality teaching’ in
higher education, and the goals and priorities of HEIs themselves, and how these elements
must be harmonised.

-

there needs to be more consensus in the discourse on how ‘quality teaching’ may be
measured or evaluated. On the basis of the findings in this report, we recommend that the
indicators set out in this document be used as a starting point for this process, with a first
step to work with stakeholders in higher education to examine how these indicators interact
with each other.

-

It will then be possible for researchers, policy makers and practitioners to better ordinal
rank the outcomes of ‘quality teaching’ in higher education. Quality teaching interventions
can then be developed and evaluated, providing the implementation research that is
currently lacking in this field. Table 6 presents the indicators.

Darwin, 2017; describes the reformation of the student ratings-based system to more strategically
align it toward the broader quality assurance and performance management ambitions of the
university. He concludes that there are strong tensions between the student voices and the
accountability and quality assurance discourses.
-

academics have to become much more autonomous and engaged learning professionals,
who are able to self-monitor, reflect, collaborate on current and improved practice and be
subject to peer-level review and scrutiny
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-

higher education institutions committed to quality learning need to consider moving beyond
their familiar conventional approaches centred on student ratings alone and to investigate
deeper and more qualitative engagement with the student voice.

Table 6: Mapping indicators used in the literature to operationalise ‘quality teaching’. Taken from
Strang et al. (2016).

Steinhardt, Schneijderberg, Götze, Baumann & Krücken (2017) conclude from a bibliometric
analysis that:
-

quality assurance of teaching and learning is (becoming) a specialty

-

two distinct views on the quality assurance of teaching and learning become evident,
representing an antagonistic tension in the research between an education strand and a
management strand of research
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SET and decisions on salary increase, promotions tenure, appointment of new faculty
A bibliometric research of Steinhardt, Schneijderberg, Götze, Baumann & Krücken (2017) discerns
four clusters of articles on quality of teaching and learning:
1. Student-Evaluation-of-Teaching-Cluster (student, teaching, evaluation, learning, student
evaluation of teaching and quality; primarily methodological analysis regarding validity, i.e.
what is actually being measured influence of bias variables; critical discussions of SET as
steering instrument)
2. Quality-Management-Cluster (model, TQM, study, student, quality, quality management;
the implementation as TQM as a management system in universities)
3. Assessment-Cluster (quality, quality assurance, case studies; relation between internal
and external quality assurance, focus on systems and mechanisms, comparison of
countries or of systems)
4. Quality-Cluster (assessment, learning, student, quality, teaching, education, evaluation,
engineering; analyses of different forms of evaluating student learning: Dochy et al. 1999)

They recognize a tension between two basic perspectives (p. 234): a management strand: 1 and
2, “the top down management driven governance of teaching and learning”; an education strand:
3 and 4, “quasi a bottom-up governmentality of and by the individual academic”. The first is the HR
perspective (administrator) and the second the quality perspective (teaching). The tension
between those perspectives seems to drive a lot of discussions and disagreements about SET.

Tension between perspectives and different lines of argumentation explains the fragmentation,
confusion, and unresolved questions about SET. In theory and literature. Putting SETs and
teaching quality in a summarizing picture, indicates different aspects that that can be considered
in identifying actual practices in HE institutions.

Chen & Hoshower (2003) looked at the motivation of students to participate in SETs. They found
that students are most interested (and motivated to participate) in improving the teaching and the
course, and getting feedback on how their feedback is really used. They are least interested in the
use of SET for teachers’ tenure, promotion and salary and for course and instructor selection.

Surgenor, 2013) attempts to clarify the academics’ attitude to summative SETs to identify obstacles
and opportunities in a large Irish university. For academics, the most pressing issues concern the
ineffective use of SET data resulting in potential exploitation, punishment, the consequences of
using non-representative data in promotion decisions, validating low teaching standards or actions
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leading to grade inflation. Potential misuse of SET data or the possibility they may misrepresent or
inaccurately reflect their teaching was the major concern. Recommendations are:
-

Because SET is relatively ineffective as a standalone indicator of teaching quality, it is
necessary to review and redefine the process more as an indicator of dedication to teaching
and improvement.

-

Expand the current role of SET, which frequently ends with data collection, to incorporate
evidence of accumulating and amalgamating additional sources of information on teaching.

-

Include evidence documenting reflection on suggested changes, reasons for implementing (or
not implementing) such changes, and how subsequent developments are communicated to
students, fellow lecturers or heads of school.

Benton & Cashin (2014) indicate that, although there is general agreement about
multidimensionality of SET, there is disagreement about how many and which dimensions should
be used for personnel decisions. Some suggest that a single or few items are sufficient. Others
suggest that when it comes to personnel decisions, student ratings of progress on educational
goals and objectives are preferable to multiple dimensions or a single measure of overall teaching
effectiveness. “Regardless of which measures are used, administrators and members of personnel
committees should use broad categories (e.g., exceeds expectations, meets expectations, fails to
meet expectations) rather than try to interpret decimal point differences” (p. 311). In addition:
“Student ratings typically serve several valid functions. They help faculty to improve their teaching
and courses, help administrators make decisions about salary and promotion, help committee
members select recipients of teaching awards, help institutions conduct program reviews, and help
students select courses. When used in combination with other measures of teaching effectiveness,
ratings can support all of these functions. However, when misused for other purposes (e.g., to
base course content on student ratings form content, to make administrative decisions based on
ultrafine discriminations in ratings), validity is threatened” (p. 287). They conclude that, for
personnel decision, there is a general agreement that written comments by students in SETs are
less credible than responses to objective questions. Faculty generally find written comments more
credible when used for improvements. Written comments are more appropriate for formative than
summative evaluation of teaching effectiveness. The recommend:
-

when making promotion and tenure decisions, administrators should use ratings to make
only crude judgments of teaching effectiveness and that ratings should be collected from
multiple classes and used in combination with other data;

-

some studies find that, stating the purpose of SET (for personnel decisions versus for
improvement only), might affect ratings (specifying that ratings will be used for tenure,
salary, promotion result in higher ratings). Therefore, instructors should include in the
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standard directions the intended purpose(s) of the ratings. “Although this will not eliminate
potential bias, it will control variations in ratings due to differences in student beliefs about
how they will be used” (p. 309).

Macnell, Driscoll & Hunt (2015) conclude that a gender bias (female instructors get lower ratings)
is a serious problem when considering getting academic jobs and for promotion and review. They
have no concrete recommendations, but join the “the growing call for re-evaluation and
modification of the current system of evaluating the quality of instruction in higher education” (p.
301).

Stroebe (2016) argues that the widespread practice of giving great weight to SET in decisions
about salary, promotion, tenure is one of the major reasons for grade inflation. “When SETs
became important determinants of academic personnel decisions, strong incentives were created
for faculty to teach in ways that would result in good student evaluations” (p. 801). On the point of
personnel decisions, Stroebe (2016) recommends to administrators to use additional information
for their evaluation of faculty (e.g. teaching portfolios).

Darwin (2017) finds that SET data are “increasingly influential in significant institutional judgments
about academic appointment, performance and promotion” (p. 14). Darwin (2017), studying the
situation in a major Australian university, asks if SETs largely a tool of quality assurance or
performance measurement, or do they remain a legitimate tool for pedagogical improvement. He
finds that tension between improvement and accountability motives is causing considerable
confusion and discord around the role and value of the student voice.

He recommends

reconsidering ‘evaluative orthodoxies’ in higher education.
Goos & Salomons (2017), studying data from a large European university, conclude that low
response rates may distort results and limit the interpretation of SET as a measure for teaching
quality. This is especially problematic when SET scores are used for awarding faculty teaching
prizes, making promotions decisions, institutional rankings and accountability. See their
suggestions for increasing response rates.

Hornstein (2017) suggest not using overall teaching effectiveness scores form SETs because they
are misleading, and not to use averages of student scores. Based on a literature review, Hornstein
(2017) suggests that one can question the validity of SET for all summative purposes, and even to
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avoid its use in the hiring of new faculty. Referring to Stark & Freishtat (20145), they make the
following recommendations:
9. Drop omnibus items about “overall teaching effectiveness” and “value of the course” from
teaching evaluations: They are misleading.
10. Do not average or compare averages of student rating scores: Such averages do not make
sense statistically. Instead, report the distribution of scores, along with the number of
responders and the response rate.
11. Pay careful attention to student comments—but understand their scope and limitations.
Students are the authorities on their experiences in class, but typically are not well situated to
evaluate pedagogy generally.
12. Use caution extrapolating student evaluations to the entire class. When response rates are
low, extrapolation is unreliable.
13. Avoid comparing teaching in courses of different types, levels, sizes, functions, or disciplines.
14. Use teaching portfolios as part of the review process.
15. Use classroom observation as part of milestone reviews.
16. To improve teaching and evaluate teaching fairly and honestly, spend more time observing the
teaching and looking at teaching materials.
There are some examples of institutions that have policies to exclude student ratings from the
faculty member’s personnel dossier (e.g. when experimenting with new teaching methods).

Linse (2017) sees that poor teaching can have a significant impact on tenure and promotion. A
clear recommendation, based on literature review, is to be very cautious of the temptation of tenure
and promotion committees to create a composite score for faculty members’ research, teaching
and service. In personnel decisions, a faculty member’s complete history of student ratings should
be considered, rather than a single composite score.

Alternatives to measure teacher quality
Benton & Cashin (2014) conclude that Interpreting information, evaluate faculty, should use
multiple data and use student ratings only in combination with other sources: “No single source of
information – including student ratings – provides sufficient evidence to make a valid judgement
about an instructor’s overall teaching effectiveness.” (p. 280).

Stark, P. B., & Freishtat, R. (2014). An evaluation of course evaluations. doi:10.14293/S2199-1006.1.SQR-EDU.
AOFRQA.v1Stark. Retrieved from Science Open: https://www.scienceopen.com/document/vid/42e6aae5-246b-4900-8015dc99b467b6e4?0
5
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Wieman & Gilbert (2014) created the Teaching Practices Inventory to help teachers and
departments to reflect on their teaching. The inventory takes instructors 10 minutes or less to
complete and allows for comparisons between courses and teachers within a department and
between departments. It taps the following main themes: course information provided to students;
supporting material provided to students; in-class features and activities; assignments; feedback
and testing; other; training and guiding of teaching assistants; collaboration or sharing in teaching;
open-ended comments. It comes with a rubric. It is now used in science and mathematics courses
but can be further validated for other disciplines.

Martin-Raugh, Tannenbaum, Tocci & Reese (2016) have compared the Bahaviorally Achored
Rating Scales with the Framework for Teaching. Both are observation tools.

Hanappi-Egger (2017) argues that in judging performance of faculty, it is not enough to look at the
research output. At least, one should take into account the ‘academic age’ the time passed since
completing the PhD and the biographical context. It is also to be complemented with information
about achievement in the field of teaching (courses taught, thesis supervision, assistance to early
stage researchers, and student ratings). Also included should be third mission activities (work in
university management or decision-making bodies, committee membership, review work, services
to society and knowledge transfer). WU (Vienna University of Economics and Business) has
develop some instruments to measure aforementioned aspects.

Walder (2017) describes the assessment of teaching at a Canadian university by triangulating
multiple sources of data from students, peers and professor’s research. He also mentions four
methods by which professors can evaluate their own teaching:
-

Scientific: setting objectives and probing the performance of students at the start and at
the end to find out what helped students’ progress

-

Clinical: filming a sample of a course for the professor to watch alone or with an expert in
pedagogy or students to determine what aspects can be improved

-

Questioning students’ opinion on the professor’s teaching

-

Peer ratings: observer visits during a course.

Hornstein (2017): To understand how well a teacher teaches, to determine quality of materials
used, to see improvement is teaching quality, one needs observation. Faculty should visit each
other’s classroom and check other’s teaching material routinely, to learn and exchange
pedagogical ideas and practices. Furthermore:
-

Use teaching portfolios as part of the review process.
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-

Use classroom observation as part of milestone reviews.

-

To improve teaching and evaluate teaching fairly and honestly, spend more time observing
the teaching and looking at teaching materials.

Linse (2017) mentions as alternatives:
-

written student feedback

-

peer and administrator observations

-

internal or external reviews of course materials

-

teaching portfolios

-

teaching scholarship
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Appendix IV: Field study results
In describing the results below, we identified respondents by assigning them with random codes.
This was done because respondents appeared somewhat reluctant to provide information on their
SET processes. By assigning random codes, respondents can stay anonymous in this report, but
also makes it possible for the reader to connect different answers to the appropriate respondent.

Student evaluations of teaching
All institutions in our sample indicated that they carry out student evaluations of teaching (SET) on
a regular basis. One school (OHK) specifies that the course evaluations are carried out by the
Educational Service Office. In some cases, course evaluations for each instructor-course pair are
conducted next to annual overall evaluations (e.g. JMZ), sometimes in the form of annual
satisfaction surveys that include questions on courses and instructors (e.g. FQB). In the latter
case, it concerns general questions, not for specific courses and instructors. Two schools mention
that conducting course evaluations for them is mandatory (WZS, LKH). Finally, two universities
indicate that they carry out evaluations once in 2-3 years only (JIM, HPC).

Key applications
Almost all of the survey respondents indicate that the key applications of SET are:
-

Provision of diagnostic feedback for teachers (84%);

-

Measurement of teacher effectiveness (75%),

-

Quality assurance (81%).

Some schools mention additional applications, such as: information for students regarding future
course selections (FQM, JNI, VAR, TXA); pedagogical research (VAR, JNE, SDO, FQB);
curriculum improvement (CTY), and: revision of course content or course position in the program
schedule (WAZ). In most cases, SETs have a combination of these applications.

Elements in SET
Student evaluations, at the schools in our sample, are mostly targeted at teaching elements of a
course (teacher performance, 89%), at course elements (e.g. materials used, lecture format, 66%),
and at assessment elements (assignments, exams, 50%). These three elements often occur in
combination, sometimes teacher performance and assessment elements only. In a few cases,
SETs are targeted at teacher performance only (FQM, CTY, JMF, and REV). Never are SETs
targeted at course elements only.
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Additional elements that are mentioned are: open questions for comments (WAZ); workload, level
of difficulty, practical and professional value (FQB), and; teaching goals, reflection of learning,
learning progress, application of knowledge, development of competencies (UBQ). These
additional elements are always in combination with course and teaching elements.

Content of evaluations
The content of evaluations can often include the following general topics: course content,
information and organisation of course (including literature), course quality, instructor
effectiveness, assessment quality, student commitment, overall opinion on course. From the
survey, we found that most schools use a combination of most of these themes. The following
table (table 7) gives an indication of how often one of the above topics in included in the SETs of
the surveyed schools:

Table 7: Indication of topics included in SETs of surveyed schools.
Content of evaluations
Overall opinion on course
Instructor effectiveness
Course quality
Content
Information and organisation of course (including literature)
Assessment quality
Student commitment

Percentage of schools specifying this topic
66%
63%
56%
56%
53%
34%
22%

The above table should be interpreted with caution. Schools often have their own formulation of
topics or dimensions in the SET list, schools vary greatly in the extent of items they use and in the
way they include or exclude topics. Nevertheless, the table indicates that overall opinions are very
often included. Also, teacher quality is prominently present in de SETs next to course quality.
Quality of assessment is less included and student commitment even less.

In the overall opinion, some school specifically use the word ‘satisfaction’. One school explicitly
avoids this word because they find it not suitable to measure quality (NER).
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Some schools use a large number of questions to tap the topics in their SETs (e.g. FQB6, LKH7,
and TCP8), others use a very limited set of questions (e.g. NER9).

Some additional topics mentioned by schools are:
-

Communication between the professor and the students and among the students (PLG)

-

Open questions (what was good, what could be improved, usefulness toward the learning
success, motivation, engagement (teacher and student) (WAZ)

-

Open questions for free comments (UBQ)

-

Ratings regarding the TA support (OHK)

Multiple and single ratings
The majority of schools uses multiple ratings, especially when SETs are used to assess teacher
quality. Still, around 28% of the survey respondents indicates that they use single ratings (e.g.
YXU, JNE, SDO, WAZ). If multiple dimensions are taken into considerations, these may involve
materials used, instructional skills, and professional knowledge. In single ratings a general course
score for student satisfaction may be used.

SET timing
The moment of administering student evaluations of teaching varies somewhat according to the
data in our sample. Most of them indicate administering SETs after the last lecture of a course and
before the exam (44%) or after completion of each course (43%). Of the latter, only few wait until
after the final exam (TXA, NIJ, and VAR). Most SETs are delivered online, for example by email
(FQB) or through the online educational system (OHK).

Also, additional midterm delivery of evaluations is mentioned (INE, JNE, and UBQ: Teaching
Analysis Poll). None of the schools in the sample wait with administering SETs until the end of

6

FQB – Dimensions measured. Instructor: motivations and engagement skills, instructor preparation and class organization,
availability to address questions from students. Course: clearness of information on intended learning outcomes, objective
achievement, clearness of assessment criteria, respect of assessment criteria, usefulness of assignments to improve learning,
feedback on progress, contribution to communication and team work skills development, contribution to analytical and
computational skills development, resources contribution to learning. Other: level of difficulty and pace of the course,
workload.
7 LKH - Balancing expectations, Feedback on teaching (activities, teacher’s commitment, academic advice and support),
Collegiality among students, Syllabus (content of the course), Use of educational technology, Student involvement and
workload.
8 TCP - Learning resources, Organisation and management, Personal and career development, Equality and diversity, Overall
experience, Student support services, Assessment and feedback, Personal tutor’ Supervision, Progress, Responsibilities,
Motivations (National Student Survey).
9 NER – In questionnaire: pedagogical quality, structure/material, clarity of objectives, achieved results, overall score.
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each academic year. A few schools indicate that the SETs are administered not after each course,
but at the end of each term of a programme (JNE, JMF, REV, and SDO).

In some school’s evaluation systems are open for a longer period of time. Evaluation system may
open near the end of the semester and remains open until two weeks after the end of the semester
(YXU), may open 3 weeks before the end of term and close shortly after the final examination for
the course (DUBLIN), or the surveys can be filled in until all exams have passed (QFM).

Mandatory or voluntary
In a large majority of the schools SET participation is not mandatory, but in around 20% of the
schools in our sample participation is mandatory for students (e.g. FQM, NIJ, CTY, VAR, REV,
TXA, OHK, JMZ, and NER). In some cases, the mandatory character is only for specified courses
(e.g. NER: only courses with 12 hours of teaching or more).

Sometimes the mandatory character of SETs is questioned: “The SETs are administered as
mandatory evaluations. This is how ever discussed very intensively as there is a tendency for
students to give very harsh comments to teachers and administration” (JMZ).

Response rates per definition are high for mandatory evaluations, but not always 110%. One
respondent reported a response rate for their mandatory courses of 95% for younger students and
less for older students (NER).

Non-mandatory evaluations are in fact also anonymous.

Incentives for participation
The majority of schools report that they have no incentive system for filling out the evaluation.
About 20% does use an incentive system. An incentive may be that students can see their grade
online earlier (INE) or only until they have completed the evaluation (NIJ). In some cases students
not receive a grade if they do not fill in the SET (NER, YXU). Another incentive used, is the
opportunity to enrol in a course (one hour) earlier (SDO,) or receive an automatic email (PLG).

Standardised or personalised
Most schools use a standardised version of SET (70%), a minority of schools report that questions
are not identical for all courses (e.g. FQM, JNI, QUB, WTY, SCP). Teachers in some school are
allowed to personalise their evaluations (e.g. HID, NIJ, JNE, ERA, WTY, PGL, KPZ, WZS, JIM,
and QFM) but only in very few schools’ teachers can remove or add questions (NIJ, JNE).
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Tools
Respondents report using various tools to carry out course evaluations. Some schools mention
tools especially built for evaluations such as Blue (KPZ, JIM), Evaluation Kit (WTY), EvaSys (JNI)
or a system adapted for evaluation, such as Blackboard (FQM) or Qualtrics (ERA, FQB, SCP,
QFM).
Schools also use online systems, sometimes in combination with the above, which are self-built or
integrated into their student information system (FQM, NIJ, SDO, JNE, QUB, PLG, HID, INE, FQB,
YXU, and NER).
Surprisingly, a fair number of respondents indicate they use paper evaluations (JNI, PGL, TXA),
sometimes supplemented with Qualtrics (VAR) or an own tool (JMF), or use a printed form, filled
out manually in the classroom and later put together in an excel sheet (WAZ).

Involvement of students
In the survey, explicit involvement of students in the process of evaluation is mentioned only by
about 15% of the schools. The involvement can take different forms and ranges from simply
informing students about actions taken to involving students is several discussions, meetings and
committees. Involvement can be ad hoc or structural. Some examples:
-

Students of the next provided course are informed about the results of this evaluation and also
about all the actions that were taken resulting from the evaluations (MJI).

-

Offering space for some kind of a discussion with the students (WZS, REN, AVW, LKH, JMZ,
MJI, JIM).

-

Students are an important group in our Follow-up commission of each degree (JMF).

-

Teachers are advised to put aside 20-30 minutes for students to fill out the evaluations, but
also subsequently orally discuss it with the teacher (JMZ).

-

Student representatives sometimes seek the contact with the faculty if problems arise in a
course, e.g. in meetings with the Round Table (JNI).

-

Discussions with lecturer, focus groups, Teaching Analysis Poll, evaluations organised by the
Student Union (UBQ).

-

Student representatives participate in monthly meetings (committees) with professors and
academic office. Students were also present at an EQUIS evaluation process, and their
comments are being considered in the plan revision of the institution. At the end of the full
course, students are asked to fill out an evaluation of the entire program. There is regular
informal communication with the course coordinator, in an open-door manner, that also
involves sharing assessments of the course (WAZ).
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SET analyses and reports
All respondents indicate that they systematically analyse and report evaluation results. To indicate
who is involved in the creation of the report and what the content of reports are, some examples
are depicted in the next table (table 8).

Table 8: Examples of evaluation report content and creators.
Institute
QUB

JNI

UBQ

CTY
FQM
INE
FQB

Creator
Department of
Learning and
Educational
Innovation
Not specified

Quality
Development
Services
Educational Affairs
Program's Office
Office of Academic
specific department

VAR

Office of the Deputy
Vice-Chancellor
Education and
Students

TXA

YXU

Senior Academic
Deans
Staff from the
Teaching Office
Dean's Office

JNE

Not specified

PLG

JMF

Direction of the
Academic
Department
A designated
individual within
each unit
Unit of Quality

WAZ

Not specified

NER

Département de
Marketing

LKH

Not specified

NIJ

SCP

Content
Not specified

Descriptive statistics about the answers are collected and put together. For
example the average grade, box plots with selected quantiles and the
number of completed evaluations.
Detailed and aggregated results and comparison of results

Summary and analysis of the answers
List of marks and file of comments
Not specified
Reports are sent with individual evaluations and the general average for
the school in that semester, in all criteria
Results are collated and provided back to faculties for feedback on each
course and overall program effectiveness and suitability. These are also
fed into reviews of teaching effectiveness for staffing and work planning,
promotions committees etc. Reports are provided to the Federal
Department of Education and Training as required for National for
benchmarking and reporting requirements
Not specified
Not specified
Standard reports are generated and distributed to the academic
departments who then distribute results with faculty
The reports analyse performance on a set number of criteria and give
feedback on teaching and content
There is no formal report but the Direction of the Academic Department
checks out the teachers evaluations before staffing next semester's
courses
Not specified

Preparation of reports about SETS and send them to the Managers of the
university
Broad reports for coordination of the course for a comparative view of
courses, teachers, as well as an assessment of the number of answers for
each course
Annual reports are made, per department, per programme. In the report,
percentages per category (4-5, 3-4, 2-3, 1-2) are presented. No
specifications are made: they (dean) does not want to compare
departments. The information is not widely available, at least not what
measures or consequences are. This info is only available for department
heads (annual reviews).
Report related to course evaluations: cover letter submitted to the course
coordinator and the board of studies (what went well/less well/changes
planned/changes adopted beforehand related to ILOs, content, activities,
educational technology, course organisation)
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Table 9: Follow up actions taken resulting from outcomes of evaluations.
Institute
VAR

SDO
UBQ
INE
JNE
OHK

JMZ

FQB

NER
AVZ
HKL
LKH

UBQ
LKH

JIM

ERA

HPC

Follow up actions
Academics receive feedback and are encouraged to review their subject based upon student
comments. Additionally, academic committees at each school may review this content and the
coordinator advised to make changes based upon the feedback. All courses are updated on the
web at www.handbook.uts.edu.au by a certain deadline (October). Then individual subject outline
content is reviewed and made available on a blackboard system for students before classes
commence the following year
Any changes are described in the syllabi of each course
Coaching of faculty members in order to improve their teaching
If the results of evaluations are below expectation which we require our faculty to meet, the result
would be submitted to faculty meeting
Blackboard is used as the student communication for changes/improvements etc.
There are standard procedures when receiving abnormal ratings. The procedures include but not
limited to collect students’ further comments and report to the faculty dean, talking with the
instructors etc.
The course evaluations are sent to each Head of Department and each Study Board. The HOD
can use course evaluations in their yearly conversation with faculty. The Study Boards are obliged
to discuss the evaluations and take action in order to improve the course – i.e. by replacing the
teacher, making adjustments to the structure of the curriculum, to change/develop content, the
pedagogy of the course, course material or exam.
8. The results on each course are communicated to the respective instructor. In case of bad
ratings, a meeting between the Academic Director and the instructor occurs.
9. The results on each course are communicated to the Scientific Council to serve as input for
career decisions.
10. The results on each course serve as input for another process – Course Quality and
Assurance of learning (CQAL), an annual in-depth, peer-led scrutiny of a subset of InstructorCourse pairs, which is critical for ensuring the key quality parameters at the school, with
particular focus on the assurance of learning. CQAL also takes into account other inputs such
as feedback by instructors, students performance results, course materials, etc.
On programme level: school decides what is to be done if courses are good enough
If further action is required, the program director contacts the teacher; faculty member concerned
will take measures
The evaluations are being filed in a teacher’s folder
The teacher has to discuss the evaluations with at least on another person (for 2 reasons: no teacher
should deal alone with negative consequences of the evaluations, and; for dissemination of the best
practices)
Teacher award – prize for excellent teaching
Codes green, yellow and red are given to teachers/courses. RED (If the indicator is red, the
lecturer must submit a covering letter of ⅓-one page in length to the course coordinator and the
board of studies which accounts for: 1 What worked well in relation to the intended learning
outcomes of the course, content, the type of examination and assessment strategy, the teaching
and learning activities, the media types used in the teaching (including educational IT when
relevant)’ the course organisation/form; 2 What worked less well; 3 What changes are planned if
the course is to be offered again; 4 What has been done to live up to any advice, wishes and
requirements voiced by the board of studies in connection with previous evaluations. The director
of studies is responsible for further follow-ups, including notifying the head of department.).
YELLOW (the director of studies discusses this with the lecturer/course co-ordinator and puts the
course on an observation list, so that repeat yellow indicators will require further discussion,
analysis and possible initiatives). GREEN (no further action required)
at the beginning of the next course, lecturers are approached by the quality assurance
departments what changes have been adopted in regards with points of improvements stated in
the evaluations
The departments follow up the results from the evaluations and have the responsibility for possible
measures, in which the dean is usually closely involved. The dean gives feedback from the results
of the course evaluations to the students every semester in the dean’s letter, published through
their LMS. The course responsible are encouraged to present a short summary of the results from
the course evaluation next time the course is given.
The results are purely informative and should serve as a point of start for improvements
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Feedback of SET results
In most cases, the evaluation reports are fed back both to teaching faculty and staff and
management. In some cases, teachers have access to the online system for their own courses
(NER).

SET is anonymous in that teachers do not know which student has filled in the

questionnaire. But, students can be identified if deemed necessary. Next to this, there is a
feedback to teachers on an aggregate level (report).

Several universities adhere to the policy of transparency and openness and their course
evaluations are being published: HKL, REN, AVW, MJI, UBQ, JIM, TCP, BUX. In some of these
universities, teachers decide about publication (AVZ, DOS).

Feedback to students is reported in few cases (JNI, VAR, UBQ, YXU) as is feedback to an
Examination Board (QUB, FQB). A single school mentions feedback to the Federal Government
(VAR).

Follow-up actions
Several follow up on actions can be taken resulting from the outcomes of evaluations (e.g. teacher
improve their courses, teacher effectiveness is assessed, students get informed before the
beginning of the course about changes that have been carried out since the last academic year or
in case of bad ratings). Several schools have extensive procedures in place. Table 9 provides
examples of follow up actions.

Course improvement: support for teachers
A support system for teachers to improve their courses is provided by several schools. Table 11
provides examples of support facilities and activities.

Measuring teaching effectiveness
Of the respondents over 90% say that their SETs are used to assess teacher quality. Only two
school indicate SETs are not used for teacher quality assessment (SDO, SCP).

School indicate SETs are an important method to measure teaching effectiveness (e.g. NER).
Some elaborate on how their SET data are used in this way, for example: “The course evaluations
are sent to each Head of Department and each Study Board. The HOD can use course evaluations in
their yearly conversation with faculty. The Study Boards are obliged to discuss the evaluations and take
action in order to improve the course – i.e. by replacing the teacher, making adjustments to the structure
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of the curriculum, to change/develop content, the pedagogy of the course, course material or exam.”
(JMZ)

Table 11: Examples of support for teachers to improve their course.
Institute
QUB
VAR

UBQ
CTY
SCP
JMF
NIJ
JNI

WAZ

FQB

TXA
INE
YXU
JNE
NER
LKH

Support facility
In place to help the teacher
Extensive support for academics to assist them in improving learning and teaching techniques, or
in adopting new methodologies and technologies. A Learning Futures site is publicly available as
well as a dedicated LX.Lab training and development program and also a range of development
scholarships to support new ideas around teaching and learning
Comprehensive offerings of CEDAR (Competence Center for Educational Development and
Research in Higher Education) and HDZ (Centre for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education)
Deans discuss with the Faculty member through individual consultation
Discussions with Associate Dean, not handled by own advisors directly
Educational and training courses for the teachers
Mock-up Class & Feedback
On an individual level, it includes: teaching guidance, teaching shadowing, coaching. Further,
there exist workshops, for example on: dealing with large groups, examinations, explorative
learning, teaching portfolio
Regular evaluations of external stakeholders (e.g. government, EFMD, University boards) generate
guidelines for teaching activity revision regularly. Evaluations are discussed in professor
committees and guidelines are approved in management committees. Professors are invited to
recycle their teaching capabilities in pieces of training such as Harvard Case Methods Courses
Counselling from the academic directors of each program, and a quality assurance process, which
covers each course tri-annually, which is a peer evaluation review. All materials of the course are
analysed and reviewed by a colleague in same area, and when needed, some recommendations
are provided
Teaching and Learning department
A forum for faculty to share new teaching methods, the forum is held once a year
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning brown bag. Faculty Development Committee
Workshops, peer support and intervention
Most courses are taught by a team of teachers. This has an effect on the assessment of a course.
Each year, the best 10 teachers receive an award
Experience workshops for the departments – sharing best practices, overcoming educational
challenges, etc. (LKH)

Rating criteria
In assessing teacher quality, rating criteria may be used by schools ((e.g. ‘a minimal score of 3.5
on a 5-point scale is required’). Half of the respondents indicate that they indeed use such a
criterion (e.g. FQM, NIJ, CTY, VAR, JNE, QUB JMF, INE, and PLG). Some use a scale from 1 to
5 (FQM, NER) or a scale from 1 to10 (JMF). In some cases, the scores are made (semi) public
and are entered on an evaluation site (JNE) or are combined with research work to assess faculty
(CTY).

Earlier, we saw that if SETs are used to assess teacher quality, the majority of schools uses
multiple ratings. Still, around 28% of the survey respondents indicates that they use single ratings
(e.g. YXU, JNE, SDO, WAZ).
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Several consequences can follow when criteria for faculty effectiveness and quality are not met.
The following list of consequences come to the fore in our sample:
-

Depending on the moment and on the teacher: results are for information only; lecturer is
required to amend content, instruction or assessment method; lecturer is required to follow
additional training; lecturer is put under observation; lecturer is relieved from lecturing (JMF)

-

Discussion with the lecturer, coaching, and additional training. Support from other lecturers if
there is a continuous need for improvement. In some cases re-arrangement of course
responsibility (UBQ)

-

Teachers are invited to discuss with the Dean of their faculty and amendment can be brought
to the content of the class or teaching methods. A lecturer is not relieved from lecturing. (CTY)

-

If needed, the lecturer is asked to meet with a representative of the faculty. Further
consequences vary (JNI)

-

If required criteria are not met, another lecturer can be appointed to do the course the following
semester. Lecturer might indeed be relieved from lecturing at the end of his contract but no
"formal" consequence (no letter nor official mail including evaluations) (PLG)

-

The lecturer is required to amend content, instruction or assessment method; lecturer is put
under observation; lecturer is relieved from lecturing (FQM)

-

Low evaluations are considered after at least 2/3 times. If the low evaluations continue, there
is counselling and lecturer is advised to amend content/instruction or assessment methods.
The results are taken into consideration in the promotion process. In ultimate cases, the
lecturer may be relieved from lecturing, or will be given different course(s) (FQB)

-

Department head decides what is to be done with the teacher and the course (NER).

-

Results are reviewed by the head of school and in some cases will be for information only.
Where results are anomalous or sustained problems are found, a lecturer is required to amend
content, instruction or assessment method as part of their annual work plan review. The
lecturer may be recommended or required to follow additional training. In cases where ongoing
problems have emerged the lecturer may be put under observation or through continued low
scores and performance the lecturer will be relieved from lecturing. (VAR)

-

The lecturer is put under observation. Program coordination discusses the assessment for
revision and definition of a plan to improve quality (WAZ)

-

Usually put on performance management with set goals agreed to (JNE)

In almost all examples, consequences follow the same line, depending on the seriousness and
prolongations of the teaching inadequacies: from amending content, instruction or assessment
method; to requirements to follow additional training; to putting the lecturer under observation, and
finally; relieving the lecturer from teaching.
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Alternatives for teacher quality assessment
Additional or alternative methods to assess teacher quality are explicitly mentioned by several
respondents. The alternatives that are mentioned are:
-

Prior qualifications of faculty (education, training, certificates) (FQM, YXU, CTY, UBQ, JNE,
WAZ, PLG)

-

Passes by a committee in the form of a public tender required for all professors that are
recruited (WAZ)

-

Annual interviews with faculty (FQM, JNI, YXU, CTY, VAR, JNE, JMF

-

Semester interviews with representative students (JMF)

-

Peer reviews and supervision (JMZ)

-

Evaluations given by teachers for fellow teachers to share best practices and provide
constructive feedback (WZS)

-

Student, course and programme evaluations filled out by teachers (AVZ)

-

Reports of faculty’s their own evaluation of the course, provided to the board (ERA)

-

Course Quality and Assurance of learning (CQAL) evaluation. CQAL is an annual in-depth,
peer-led scrutiny of a subset of Instructor-Course pairs, to ensure key quality parameters at
the school, with particular focus on the assurance of learning. CQAL also takes into account
other inputs such as feedback by instructors, students’ performance results, and course
materials (FQB)

-

Assurance of Learning of AACSB (OHK)

The alternatives mentioned above can roughly be divided in: prior requirements, interview results
from stakeholders, peer reviews, and teacher self-evaluation.
None of the schools in the sample mention observational methods (such as classroom observation
methods like Behaviourally Anchored Rating Scales (BARS) or The Framework for Teaching (FfT).

SET and quality assurance
About half of the schools in our sample indicate that SETs are part of their quality system, and may
be part of procedures that follow a Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle. Examples of descriptions of these
procedures are in table 11.
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SET for performance management
When asked if, and how, SETs are used as instruments for performance management of
instructional staff, we see that SET data are mostly used for quality assurance (44%). SET data
are somewhat less, but about equally, used for appointments, promotion and tenure (22%, 25%
and 25% respectively). Often, SETs serve all of these performance management functions.
Table 11: Descriptions of SETs as part of quality assurance procedures.
Institute
VAR
JNE
UBQ
CTY

FQB

JMF
KLG

OHK

JMZ

DSY

Process
Annual performance reviews which require assessment of outcomes agreed over the year
Entered into the annual accreditation revues
Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle
The AOL, the assurance of learning committee sets learning goals and evaluate how well students
reached these. The AOL communicate the results to the Faculty members at the Professors'
meeting
SETs are central in Quality Assurance processes. They are the “voice of the customer”. SETs are
considered in the quality assurance process and they are considered in the promotion process.
Individual counselling is provided.
We need data for improving
Quality assurance system to ensure that students attain the highest learning outcomes possible.
Data are used to maximise added value of international student population, to investigate added
value of new communication techniques, to investigate most effective assessment methods to
promote learning.
In the QA processes the purpose of the Teaching Evaluation is for collecting students’ feedback for
the course to see how effective the teachings are. It is critical, but not the whole. The most
important step is how to use those ratings and how to improve
SETs are very important in relation to the quality assurance processes. Programmes are also
evaluated every third year – an evaluation of the entire programme – as a peer-review. The
programme is evaluated on a broad number of dimensions such as student evaluations,
completion time, drop outs, employability of candidates, and exchange agreements. The
programme is evaluated by the external stakeholders (other universities, companies) and internal
stakeholders (other programme managers). The QA is very important as this is evaluated by a
national accreditation institution
The PDCA cycle is followed to: formulate the learning outcomes and the design and assessment of
the curriculum; implementing the curriculum component; check the course evaluation and advice, if
any, from the Board of Studies, and; adapt in accordance with possible advice from the Board of
Studies
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