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PROPOSAL FOR REFORMING STUDENT EVALUATIONS OF 
      TEACHING (SET) and PEER EVALUATIONS OF TEACHING (PET)
Mary Biggs and Richard Kamber

Reforming SET

GOALS: 
(1) To produce evaluations that are more comprehensive, valid, and fair – and more useful to both the faculty being evaluated and the faculty and administrators charged with evaluating them. 
    
(2) To counter the well-documented correlation of lenient grading with higher student evaluations and rigorous grading with lower student evaluations.
ESSENTIAL FIRST STEPS:
(1) To articulate an ideal model of faculty performance:  At least in the general sense of identifying desired areas of excellence and broadly describing what constitutes excellence within each area.  Some elements of the model may be adopted institution-wide (e.g., grading to a challenging median in the B minus to C range, a demanding student workload, the administering of a rigorous final exam or summary project, and generating a student perception of having learned).  Other elements may be defined by school or department (e.g., requiring a specified minimum amount of student writing, or minimum number of pages per week of reading).  Therefore, there may be a universal section of the form followed by department- or school-specific sections.

(2)  To delineate the substantive aspects of faculty performance that students are competent to judge:  For example, they may be competent to judge whether they understood the material, whether classes started and ended at the designated times, whether the instructor usually seemed prepared, whether detailed feedback was provided on written assignments, and whether they came away with an impression of having learned.  But they are probably not competent to judge the instructor's level of expertise in the subject, the scholarly quality of the reading material, the fairness of the grading, or the pedagogical quality of the assignments.  

REVISING SET EVALUATION FORMS:

(1)  Ask of the questions and their answer options:



(a)   Is the rating they yield consistent with the ideal model?  E.g., are the questions so worded, and is the number continuum used for answering so weighted, that such elements as a demanding student workload, challenging exams, rigorous grading practices, and having learned will result in the highest ratings?

(b)  Are they likely to invite positive ratings based on elements that are not consistent 
with the model?  E.g., may grading leniently; or being entertaining; or canceling or shortening classes, result in a positive rating?

(c)  May they produce negative ratings based on elements that are not inconsistent with 
the model?  E.g., is it possible that the "boring" class (as distinct from the one where the student did not learn), or the "boring" professor (as distinct from the one who was unprepared for class) could receive a low rating for that reason alone?  

(d) Do they cover all aspects of the ideal model – insofar as students have the knowledge 
to evaluate those aspects – and will high ratings result if the instructor meets the ideal? 
(e)  Do they cover all disapproved behavior, and will low ratings result if the instructor 
engages in that behavior?  E.g., will repeated early class dismissals, lack of preparedness for class, cursory review of student work, light student workload, and lenient grading be disclosed by the questions and result in low ratings? 

(f)  Do any of them request a judgment that students are not qualified to make?

(2)  Delete any questions that invite general or otherwise uninformative answers: E.g., whether the student would recommend the course to a friend, whether the student would take the course again, whether the course is "interesting," whether the instructor is "approachable."  Be the response positive or negative, the student may have reasons that conform to the model or that are its antithesis; one cannot tell from the question. 
(3)  Above all, do not request summative numerical or letter ratings of the course or the instructor.  
(4)  Pilot-test the form and discuss it with faculty and student focus groups.  This is to ensure that the questions are clear and the continuum of answer options is easy to use and results in students giving the answers they intend (be sure, for instance, that one end of the continuum cannot be mistaken for the other).  Also, any vague categorical term such as “often,” “sometimes,” etc., should be defined or else deleted.
(5)  Encourage students to write narrative responses as well, leaving plenty of time and space. 
(6)  Require students to provide background data, including, for example, year of study, major, overall GPA, expected grade in the course, average number of weekly out-of-class hours devoted to the coursework, and number of class absences. 
REVISING THE USAGE OF SET DATA 

(1)  Consider student evaluations only in association with peer evaluations, faculty grading data, students' GPAs and anticipated grades, etc.  Additionally, statistician Valen Johnson proposes the exclusion of a subset of SETs from each class; the proportion of the subset would be determined by the grade distribution, and the effect would be to reward rigorous graders, penalize lenient graders, and ultimately to neutralize the influence of students’ grades on their evaluations (See his Grade Inflation, pp. 245-46.)  
It has even been suggested that a 4-category formula be created to rate faculty based on SET.  From highest-rated to lowest-rated, the categories would be:  (a) rigorous graders/positive SET; 
(b) rigorous graders/negative SET;  (c) lenient graders/positive SET;  (d) lenient graders/negative SET.  This seems easier to recommend than actually to formulate, but even after revision of the form as outlined above, it will be critically important to sever the causal link between high grades and high SET ratings. Faculty must cease to feel systematically intimidated by students when grading.  
(2)  Give heavy weight to students' narrative comments. For example: transcribe all comments, placing each in the context of the information about the student's year, major, GPA, expected course grade, time commitment, and absences.  Read thoroughly and assess all comments when deciding on a faculty member's reappointment, tenure, or promotion.  (This will be labor intensive, but if it cannot be done, then SET should not be used as a factor in those decisions)
(3)  When deciding how much credence to give narrative comments, and how to interpret them, test them against the same criteria that were used to evaluate the questions on the form.  For example, compliments or criticisms regarding the instructor's level of expertise might be dismissed, as would gratitude for high grades; paeans to the instructor's jokes and “enthusiasm” would probably be ignored; and complaints about workload or the difficulty of getting an "A" might count in the instructor's favor.
  (4)  Take into account whether the course is (a) an elective within the major; (b) a required course for the major; (c) a free elective outside the major; (d) a course bearing Liberal Learning credit and taken for that reason; or (e) a non-major course required for the degree.  Relevancy to the major and greater choice tend to correlate with higher approval, so one would expect the 5 course categories above to generate progressively declining ratings.  High ratings in an "e" course, for instance, should perhaps earn "extra credit" and low ratings be discounted.  
(5)  Treat SET primarily as an aid to faculty development rather than as evidence in a career "trial." 
(6)  Once the peer evaluation process has been reformed as outlined below, weigh peer evaluations much more heavily than SET.   

Reforming PET 


Peer evaluations tend to focus on the faculty member's classroom performance on a particular day or series of days.  Classroom performance is crucial, but it is not the only element of teaching.  Also important are the syllabus; design of assignments; attention given to submitted student work; examinations; enrichment and extra-credit activities (when these are offered); quality of use of computing, video, and other nontraditional media; grading standards; and contacts with students outside the classroom (including helpfulness to advisees and whether office hours are appropriately scheduled and strictly observed).  In addition to visiting classes, peer evaluators should:

(1)  Read personal Websites, syllabi, and assignment sheets; assess assignments for their appropriateness, rigor, likely effectiveness, and whatever other qualities are valued.  A random sampling of graded student assignments should be examined to evaluate the faculty member's style of responding to student work (e.g.: a grade only, or comments that may guide improvement?).
(2)  Assess quizzes and exams for their appropriateness to the syllabus, rigor, fairness, and potential for disclosing accurately how much was learned.

(3)  Evaluate special teaching aids: e.g., worksheets and workbooks, multimedia presentations, video- and audiotapes, Internet-based lessons, and choices of guest speakers.

(4)  Most important:  Peer evaluation must be thorough, rigorous, and taken very seriously.  There should be no compromising courtesy or mutual backscratching, as there customarily is now.  Of all our recommendations, this one would probably be the most difficult to implement – but it might be possible if it were clear that unless peer evaluation was credible, SET would continue to be unduly powerful and the effort of revising it undermined or laid waste.

