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Abstract

It is believed that students’ perception of how they are taught is essential in evaluating teachers for faculty
development and personnel decision-making purposes. Thus, student evaluation of teaching, or SET, is a staple in
educational institutions, especially in colleges and universities. There are, however, questions about the reliability and
fairness of such practice. Many factors are perceived to influence student ratings of their teachers’ performance, and
grading is a persistent concern. As results of such evaluations are commonly used for administrative decisions, such as
for faculty promotions or salary adjustments, teachers are tempted to modify their behavior to obtain favorable ratings. It
is therefore suggested that student evaluation of teaching be handled with care in terms of formulation and administration,
and be used in conjunction with other methods in order to have a valid and reliable evaluation of teachers’ performance.

Keywords: teacher evaluation, student evaluation of teaching, evaluation of teaching performance, SET

1. Introduction

Studies about school effectiveness have shown that the most influential factor in the achievement of
learners is the teaching quality, well ahead of curriculum, evaluation, and educational management
(Hargreaves, 2014). No wonder then that student evaluation of teaching, or SET, is a common feature in
tertiary institutions (Biggs & Tang, 2007).

As students are considered primary stakeholders in colleges and universities, their evaluation of how
they are taught is seen as an important source of information in directing teacher development and decision-
making involving teachers. Ideally, SET should be conducted to improve teaching quality. SET can help
teachers understand how students perceive their teaching (Hattie, 2009), and that understanding can help them
make adjustments in their teaching accordingly. In reality, however, results of SET are most of the time used
for personnel decision-making in terms of salary, tenure, contract renewal, promotions, and awards (Biggs &
Tang, 2007).

The evaluation usually comes in the form of a survey using a questionnaire administered either in
person or online. Usually, SET instruments are written and formatted in a way that can be used in any
department in order to compare teachers using a quantitative scale, for example from 1 to 5, with 1 as highly
unsatisfactory and 5 as highly satisfactory. This quantitative approach is common because it offers
“administrative convenience” (Biggs & Tang, 2007), especially in institutions with large teacher populations.
Individual student responses can be manually keyed in computers or answer sheets can be fed in computerized
readers. Quantitative results can be then easily computed using readily available statistical programs.

While SET has been helpful for administrators to make personnel decisions, its formative influence
on teaching quality still remains to be seen. In Marsh’s study (2007) of 195 teachers in over 13 years, results
of SET have shown no significant impact on teacher development. It is rather strange, if not sad, that the
opinion of those who are the direct recipients of the act of teaching seems to be considered so lightly, if
considered at all. Hattie (2009) noted that SET appears useless for teachers because teachers do not learn
anything significant from these supposedly valuable evaluations. This situation begs the question: Why not?

The reason for this seeming lack of teacher development as a result of SET is probably due to
contentious issues about the reliability and validity of such an evaluation method. It is fair to say that teachers
have the right not to follow what they believe is questionable. What can they learn from an evaluation that
they think is not valid and reliable?
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If you look at the more common reality of the use of SET, i.e. personnel decision-making, teachers’
concerns regarding the reliability and validity of this approach put the whole teacher evaluation system in
question.

2. Concerns about SET

Several studies have indicated that SET is reliable and valid (De Jong & Westershof, 2001;
Greenwald, 1997; Marsh, 2007; Marsh & Roche, 1997;0verall & Marsh, 1980) However, it has not stopped
many educators and researchers to question such claims.

According to Stark and Freishtat (2014) and Braga, Paccagnella, and Pellizzari (2014), SET ratings
do not truly determine teaching effectiveness as they are significantly related to factors that have nothing to
do with teaching, such as race, gender, physical traits, etc. Crumbley and Fliedner (2002) noted that SET
questionnaires focus on how students perceive teachers rather than on student learning or achievement. Biggs
and Tang (2007) also claimed that SET seems to assess teacher “charisma” as they are not designed to
measure teaching performance based on changes in student learning but rather evaluate teacher
characteristics. Kornell and Hausman (2016) also posited that students may not be fair judges of teaching
effectiveness as they have the tendency to focus on teachers’ traits. Crumbley and Fliedner (2002) contended
that such evaluation design can be prone to distortion as teachers may alter their behavior so as to influence
student perceptions. Pounder (2007) believed that teachers may be tempted to influence SET in different ways
since the results can have significant impacts on their tenure, salary, promotions, among others.

Biggs and Tang (2007) also pointed out that SET questionnaires contain items that assume that the
mode of teaching of all courses is lecture, with items like “speak clearly” or “hands out clear lecture notes”.
This assumption puts teachers who use different modes of teaching at a disadvantage.

Furthermore, there are factors that have been identified to have an influence on SET results. Koh
and Tan (1997) noted that a smaller class size, a large number of evaluation answers, conducting the
evaluation at the later part of the week, and higher-level subjects are all related to good SET ratings. The
investigation of Badri, Abdualla, Kamali, and Dodeen (2006) revealed that expected and actual grades, course
level, class size, course timing, student gender, and course subject have significant effects on SET results.
Heckert, Latier, Ringwald, and Silvey’s (2006) study also shows students’ interest in course content, expected
grades, satisfaction with the time of day (of the class) and gender of the teacher significantly relate to teaching
performance. Boring, Ottoboni, and Stark (2016) found that SET ratings are influenced by students’ grade
expectations and instructors’ gender, i.e. male instructors are rated more highly than female ones. Aleamoni
and Hexner (1980) on the other hand contended that SET scores can be affected by instructions on the
evaluation. They noted that students gave high ratings to teachers when told that the evaluation would be for
personnel purposes, e.g. tenure or salary decisions. However, when told that the evaluation would be for
teachers' personal use, e.g. course improvement, the students gave less favorable ratings.

2.1 SET and Grades

The most consistent concern raised by educators, which is supported by research, is the relationship
between SET results and student grades. Although Marsh and Roche (1997, 2000) assured that grades do not
significantly influence students’ evaluations of their teachers, a number of studies claim otherwise.
Greenwald and Gilmore (1997) asserted that the positive relationship between SET scores and expected
grades has been proven by experimental studies that involved grade manipulation. The investigations of
Abrami, Dickens, Perry, and Leventhal (1980); Addison, Best, and Warrington (2006); Badri et al. (2006);
Ducette and Kenney (1982); Griffin, Hilton, Plummer, and Barret 2014); Marsh and Roche (1997); McKeachi
(1997) show that grades have a significant positive relationship with SET ratings, i.e. teachers who give high
grades receive good ratings.

When Marsh and Roche (1997) investigated student evaluation and their grades, they found that
students obtained better grades from those considered as “good” teachers than from those “poor” ones. They
posited that the high grades could indicate that students really learned well, or that those grades were reflective
of lenient grading. D’ Apollonia and Abrami (1997) shared the same view: students may believe that a teacher
is effective when they do well in exams, or they may give high evaluations as a reward to teachers who give
them good grades.
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Marsh (1983); Marsh and Roche (1997) offered three explanations for SET ratings and grade
relationship. First, grades really reflect what students learn, i.e. good grades mean that students have learned
well. Second, the relationship can be deceiving due to the influence of some factors such as poor interest in a
course, previous learning experience, class size and level of the course. Finally, it is the leniency, not the
grades, that affects SET ratings, which means teachers who grade students more than they deserve are
appreciated by students with better-than-deserved SET ratings.

Greenwald and Gilmore (1997) theorized the following to explain the relationship between grades
and SET ratings: good grades and high ratings are results of effective teaching; the over-all learning
motivation of students affects their grades and their evaluation of their teachers; the motivation of students
towards specific courses affect their grades and their evaluation; students believe that their grades reflect the
quality of the course and their own academic capability; and, students’ good ratings are an expression of
gratitude for good grades. They also put forward the attribution theory to explain why some teachers receive
low SET ratings: when students get high grades, they credit it as their personal achievement, but they put the
blame on their teachers when they receive poor grades. They contend, however, that students’ evaluation of
their teachers is mostly based on not what they have achieved or learned from them.

Griffin et al. (2014) seemed to back up Marsh and Roche’s (1997, 2000) contention. Their research
findings indicate that students’ grades are moderately correlated to SET ratings. However, the correlation had
a large variance and was not applicable to individual teachers and courses.

However, several studies point to the influence of grading on SET ratings. Ducette and Kenney
(1982) found that teachers who give good grades receive higher SET ratings than those who give lower
grades. Moreover, they noted that expected grades are significantly related to course difficulty, course
effectiveness, and teacher effectiveness. These findings indicate that students give better SET scores to
teachers from whom they expect to get good grades with the belief that those teachers are more effective than
others. On the other hand, students who believe that they would get low grades tend to think that the course
is too hard and too demanding. But instead of taking responsibility, they attribute their expectation of poor
grades to the course and the teacher, which means evaluating the course and the respective teacher poorly,
too.

Selsby and Sterle (2015) found that students’ perceived grades and their perceived variance between
what they expected at the beginning and at the end of a course influence their evaluation of their teachers
significantly. Those who expected high grades and perceived little or no difference in their final grades rate
their teachers better than those who perceived their final grades to be much lower than their expected grades
at the onset of the course.

Abrami et al.’s (1980) experiments show that teachers may obtain varying evaluation scores if they
use varying standards in giving grades.

Such correlational studies indicating the influence of grades on SET ratings are further supported by
surveys. Al-Issa and Sulieman (2007) noted that many of the students they surveyed admitted that they rated
their teachers based on their expected grades in those teachers’ courses. Crumbley, Henry, and Kratchman’s
(2001) survey also revealed that about 4 out of 10 students tried to find out the grading behavior of teachers
to help them decide which teacher to study with, i.e. choosing the lenient ones.

2.2 SET and Teacher Behavior

Because of the fear that students will give them poor SET ratings, teachers can be tempted to alter
their teaching and grading methods to gain favorable evaluations (Crumbley et al., 2001). Such action is, of
course, understandable due to the high stakes of SETs in terms of promotion, tenure, or salary adjustment.

Redding (1998) noted that many teachers provide easy courses and administer easy tests so as to be
rated favorably by their students. Thus, Redding believes that there are teachers who inflate grades to get
good SET ratings and also to avoid student complaints about grades.

Crumbley and Fliedner (2002) believed that teachers have the power to influence students'
evaluation of their performance. In their survey, about 40% of school administrators responded that they were
aware of teachers who behaved in such a way that would get them high SET ratings. The administrators knew
that those teachers graded leniently and gave easy coursework.
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To influence student evaluation, teachers actually may not have to give the final grade. They can
simply make students believe that they will get high grades. Expecting high grades can cause students to give
their teachers high SET ratings (McPherson, 2006).

3. So What Should Be Done?

SET can be a valuable tool in teacher evaluation, but because of various biasing factors, they have
to be used with care. Abrami, D’Apollonia, and Cohen (1990) ; Stark and Freishtat (2014) warned school
administrators to be cautious in interpreting and generalizing SET results. Biggs and Tang (2007) did not
warn only about SET result interpretation but also about the process of administering and formulating SET
questionnaires. They believed that SET should be organized by departments and not by faculty or school
administration. Moreover, they recommended improvements in questionnaires by making sure that they are
constructed in a way that supports “constructive alignment”, for example,

e whether students are clear about the intended learning outcomes,
what standards they have to reach to attain the various grades, and
that the teaching-learning activities in their experience really help them to achieve their intended
learning outcomes.

Teacher evaluation, whether for the purpose of faculty development or personnel decision-making,
will always be questioned if it is founded only on SET. To make the evaluation more reliable and fair, it
should not be based solely on SET. Emery, Kramer, and Tian (2003); Koh and Tan (2007) ; Kornell and
Hausman (2016) ; Stark and Freishtat (2014); Toch (2008) recommended that evaluators gather data for
teacher evaluation from various sources. Data from such sources can then be triangulated to obtain a clearer
picture of a teacher’s performance.

Biggs and Tang (2007) believed that teachers should be given an opportunity to address the criteria
set for teacher evaluation. This can be done by compiling a portfolio that should contain a teacher’s teaching
philosophy with a discussion on how such philosophy is implemented in teaching-learning situations. Lesson
plans, materials, samples of student work, and evaluations in respective courses should be included in the
portfolio to serve as proof. Evaluators can then analyze the portfolio to determine a teacher’s performance
based on those teacher evaluation criteria.

Aside from teaching portfolios, Emery et al (2003) recommended the use of students’ achievements
and peer evaluations. Centra (1987); Mckeachie (1997); Stevens (1987) suggested the following as sources
of teacher evaluation information: class observation, portfolios, student interviews, and videotaping of
classes. Mckeachie (1997) further suggested the use of written comments from students and teachers' self-
evaluation. Koh and Tan (2007) proposed supplemental teacher evaluation tools such as class observation by
internal and/or external evaluators, portfolio analysis, teacher self-evaluation, graduate and peer evaluation,
and assessment of student achievement. Kornell and Hausman (2016) also believed that evaluations by
“expert teachers” and an objective assessment of what students have really learned after finishing a particular
subject should be employed together with SET to truly determine teaching effectiveness.

4. Conclusion

Student evaluation of teaching is considered an integral and vital part of the teacher evaluation
process in tertiary education. SET rating results may provide useful information for teacher development and
for personnel decision. However, empirical studies have continued to question its value that Spooren, Brockx,
and Mortelmans (2013) meta-evaluation concludes SET is “fragile”.

Questions about the credibility of SET results obviously devalue SET in terms of teacher
development. How can teachers be guided on what and how to improve if the evaluation is dubious? What’s
more, how can teachers be encouraged to improve if they do not trust the evaluation?

Undeniably, personnel decision-making based on SET is definitely impacted by SET’s fragility as
well. Perceptions of bias and incompetence on the part of administrators are inevitable. Furthermore, the
culture of SET as a popularity contest can surely tempt even the most idealistic teachers to work on their
popularity as well in order to get favorable personnel decisions.
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Questions and concerns about SET definitely point to one thing: SET should not be the sole basis
for faculty development and personel decision-making. Yes, SET is a valuable tool in teacher evaluation.
However, school administrators should exercise caution in using SET ratings when making decisions
regarding tenure, promotions, and salary, as well as when implementing faculty development actions.
Moreover, they should not depend only on SET; they should make use of other methods in collecting
information about teachers’ performance. Class observations, alumni and peer evaluation, video-recording of
classes, self-evaluation, student interviews and written comments, student achievement, and portfolios can
provide more data about teaching performance. Triangulation of data from such sources, including SET, can
produce fair and reliable teacher evaluation.
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