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Preamble
The NYU College of Dentistry (NYUCD) Academy of Distinguished Educators is a group of
faculty members committed to elevating the quality of teaching and learning at the College. The
Academy promotes innovation, experimentation, and evaluation of methods used for instruction
and assessment and encourages approaches that are reasonable and evidence-based.
Past efforts of the Academy have focused on engaging and enabling faculty members to translate
their teaching experiences to scholarship. This paper is part of the Academy’s “think-tank”
function in which conditions, policies, and practices at the College are examined and
contextualized with suggestions to guide policy makers.
The process of topic selection comes from within the Academy or at the request of the leadership
of the College. Academy members elect to participate on a topic specific working committee.
Committee members reference the literature and offer suggestions that are reasonable and
evidence-based, in a working draft. After the draft paper is developed, it is shared with
communities of interest in an iterative process, where feedback and comments are received and
incorporated. This paper was distributed to the general membership of the Academy, members of
faculty council, and of the Executive Management Council---a group of deans and other leaderadministrators from the Colleges of Dentistry and Nursing. Editorial decisions were made by
consent of the committee.

Introduction
What is evaluation? The dictionary definition is judgment of the value or condition of (someone
or something) in a careful and thoughtful way. So why do we need evaluations in education?
Perhaps the best answer lies in the idea that we constantly strive to be better and need guidance
(from feedback) to achieve our goals.
It is important for organizations to have regular “performance evaluations.” This entails looking
back and appraising positive and negative events to enhance the function of the organization.
Evaluation of the educational curriculum is important and necessary at all levels of academia.
The monitoring of programs and faculty is imperative to assure the adequacy of teaching and
learning environments for students.
The most frequent sources of data to document faculty teaching effectiveness include peer
review, self-evaluation, administrative evaluation, and student evaluation. However, how do we
know the most effective way to evaluate? It is common practice to ask students to participate in
course evaluations. Yet there is often confusion among students as to what a “course evaluation”
really entails. Then there is the question of the accuracy of results. How can we assure
participation that yields meaningful outcomes?
This paper summarizes a review of the evidence concerning evaluation of teaching effectiveness
in higher education and offers suggestions to guide practice.
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Evidence from the Literature
Annual evaluations to assess the function of the organization (including curriculum, programs,
and faculty) are common in academic institutions.1 Monitoring teaching effectiveness reflects the
institution’s commitment to continual improvement.2
Despite thousands of publications over the past 90 years on the assessment of teaching
effectiveness, confusion remains.3 Unfortunately, many of the instruments used in faculty
evaluation systems are “homemade,” and, therefore, suspect in their validity and reliability.4
Faculty tend to agree that the student evaluations weigh heavily in administrative decision
making.5 However, reliance on student ratings alone to measure teaching effectiveness is not
adequate.3 Valid inferences (i.e., judgments or interpretations from assessment) may rely on
convergence from several different approaches, including student ratings, peer observation ,and
self-assessment. Without additional evidence, student ratings alone can lead to incorrect
inferences and unfair decisions.6
There are advantages and disadvantages in using surveys completed by students to evaluate
faculty teaching effectiveness. From an institutional perspective, the datasets can be used in the
process of promotion and tenure as well as to guide faculty members toward improved
pedagogical performance.7 Rater surveys provide direct feedback to the faculty and minimize
bias compared to one-time outside reviews. Surveys are anonymous---a clear benefit considering
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) concerns and the potential for bias.
Administratively, these tools are efficient and easy to implement. Operational advantages include
low cost, rapid turnaround, and ease of scale revision. These benefits are magnified when
surveys are delivered online.8 There are, however, concerns involving reliability and validity of
these tools.
A number of confounders have been identified that distort evaluation results. Course evaluations
are affected by the expected grade (students rated instructors better before they knew their
grades). “Easy A” graders are essentially assured they will receive good evaluations. Instructor’s
gender, class size, and the physical environment (including ambience of the classroom)7,9 also
distort evaluation results Mandatory courses had lower student ratings than courses where there
was a choice involved (e.g., electives). Larger classes tended to have lower student evaluation
scores.10 Courses with higher workloads also had lower student rating scores.4 Moreover,
students who attended lectures in person rated lecturers significantly higher than those who
viewed podcasts of them. This phenomenon occurred regardless of students’ year in [medical]
school, the rated faculty member’s degree, or the student’s class grade or rank.10
Student rater evaluations reflect attitudinal perspectives and are not a performance measurement
system for teaching or learning outcomes. There is a low to moderate correlation between
student ratings of instruction and student achievement. The relationship between evaluations and
teaching effectiveness is not clear, since grades are a confounder. There are, however, reports
that support the use of student rater evaluation. One suggests that teachers whose students do
well in achievement measures receive higher instructional ratings than teachers whose students
do poorly, and there is a strong tendency for students to rate most highly those teachers from
whom they learned the most.11 Others after many years of research concluded that, when
appropriately measured, student rater evaluations are reliable and stable and could be relatively
unaffected by a variety of potential biases such as grading leniency, class size, workload, and
prior subject interest.9 Several reports, including the Advisory Committee on Educational
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Outcome Assessment, have proposed that assessor training may be the “missing link” in
improving assessment quality.12

Discussion
Surveys are limited in providing feedback toward self-improvement in teaching skills and
performance as they tend to focus on shortcomings rather than solutions. Summative evaluations
are most commonly administered at the end of the semester or degree program and thus could be
argued to be more suited to meeting the needs of the organization over those of the faculty
member.
Effective evaluation entails the use of scientifically sound and practically feasible measurement
instruments and processes. The conditions of administration should be controlled to minimize
bias. Students are often not qualified to rate a professor’s knowledge and content expertise,
teaching methods, use of technology, course materials, assessment instruments, and grading
practices.13 These limitations may be addressed through evaluations by peers. Regardless, each
evaluation tool should be tested for reliability and validated. Evaluation also involves faculty's
reflection on the evaluation results (preferably with colleagues) followed by tailor-made
individual enhancement trajectories. In questionnaires completed by faculty in response to
student rater evaluations, it appears that these evaluations can have a negative effect on morale
and job satisfaction, and overall had a counterproductive [redundant] effect.5 When this paper
was reviewed by communities of interest at NYUCD, concerns were expressed by several
stakeholders regarding the use of student rater evaluations for promotion and tenure decisions.
Acceptance of feedback is influenced by a recipient’s belief that the feedback is (1) credible, (2)
accurate, (3) offered in a nonthreatening manner, and (4) from someone whom the recipient
trusts. Although there is little empirical evidence to support the proposition that reflective
practice improves the quality of teaching, faculty members who demonstrate higher levels of
reflection had, on average, higher increases in student evaluations of teaching year to year.13 This
finding supports the concept that reflective practice increases teaching quality. A small-tomedium size effect between improvements in teaching (based on consecutive student rater
evaluations) and consultative feedback interventions was reported. Importantly, teaching
performance is most positively affected by the learning climate of the educational program.14
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Suggestions
• Environment: Control and Safety
Even before the process begins, faculty members should be included. What are their
questions and concerns? Once criteria, methods, and evaluation processes are established,
faculty members should be informed before being evaluated. This information should be
available and accessible to all faculty members. Faculty members should feel safe knowing
that the evaluation process and the datasets are temporal and instructive, not fixed or
punitive. The emphasis should be on building constructive alliances for giving and receiving
feedback, rather than assessing job performance.

• Process and Tools
Evaluation process should be recast in terms of an improvement process: student rater
evaluations contextualized in a holistic process that pools data from multiple sources to
enhance validity, including peer evaluation, self-evaluation, and student evaluation of
teaching. The role of faculty members has shifted from that of an instructor to a facilitator,
mentor, or coach. Some faculty members function as curators of learning environments.
Others are involved in the development of learning environments. These learning
environments often include active and interactive experiences that may be virtual and
asynchronous. As education has shifted focus from teaching to learning, it makes sense to
link both course and faculty evaluations to other assessments demonstrating student
outcomes and progression toward competence.
Results of evaluation delivered in a timely fashion at multiple consecutive points give the
object of evaluation opportunities to receive and reflect on feedback and potentially
adjust/modify practices toward improvement. These results may be presented (in conjunction
with other sources of feedback) by a supportive peer or mentor, guiding reflection and
assisting/directing faculty members to develop a personalized improvement plan.
Instruments need to be validated and updated for their continuous use in various contexts as
well as for specific groups, embedded in a system of feedback, support, and learning.
The forms or tools used should be clear in their purpose and intention. The test construction
process should include considerations for reliability, internal consistency, and validity. The
conditions for evaluation must identify and minimize confounders and sources of bias. Areas
evaluated by students should be limited to those where a student is qualified to judge.
If institutions do not have the resources/expertise to develop reliable psychometric
measurement tools, available validated resources can be used. For example, the System for
Evaluation of Teaching Qualities (SETQ) was developed to evaluate feedback and enhance
teaching performance of individual faculty. The SETQ instruments were initially modeled on
the Stanford Faculty Development Program (SFDP26)15 instruments developed in the United
States. Additionally, there are validated tools/questionnaires to evaluate clinical teachers.16, 17
However, a systematic review concluded that the available instruments should be used
carefully, as some still lacked consistency and reliability.18
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• Testing and Research Opportunities
There are problems with current methods for evaluation and there will likely be problems
with new methods employed. Therefore, in conjunction with evaluations, there should be
ongoing efforts to test the test. Considering our large group sizes and the enormity of the task
of evaluating so many objects (e.g., courses, instructors), this could be an opportunity for
research to inform and guide best practices. Such research could include experiments in
survey design and alternate modalities (e.g. focus groups, expert panels, essays, etc.) using
qualitative methods.
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Conclusions
There are no perfect tools for course or faculty evaluations. Even best practice models
acknowledge difficulties in implementation, administration, and precision as well as doubt in
interpreting results. However, being more mindful of elements of construction, design, and
conditions for implementation with regard to reliability, accuracy, and bias while continually
testing the process and tools should, with time, result in meaningful inferences. We hope that we
can start the process afresh with clear intentions and a shared understanding of what is being
evaluated.
As higher education has moved to focus on learning outcomes, perhaps course and faculty
evaluations should be connected with assessment of learning. And, if so, our radar should now be
directed at these assessments: Are they meaningful, reliable, valid measures of student’s
knowledge, skills, and achievement? Without processes to evaluate the tests, it is impossible to
know what the totality of the educational program (including assessments, grades, evaluations,
among others) really means in terms of students’ progression toward competence and the
effectiveness of the learning environment.
Finally, a cautionary note about student evaluations: An improperly designed process and/or
tools may result in a dumbing down of standards as teachers chase favorable student ratings,
resulting in the “easy A.” True learning takes hard work, which may not always be the most
enjoyable experience for students. Raising the bar can be unpopular and difficult for a faculty
member if the culture places too much value on students’ impressions.
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