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Introduction

What sources of assessment information are used?
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Sources of Assessment Information
Student Evaluations of Teaching: All structured collection of student evaluative feedback about a course.

Peer Observations of Teaching:Having peer faculty or university administrators sit in on an instructor’s course 
and provide feedback (often through written reports and sometimes verbal feedback in a face-to-face meeting).

Teaching Portfolios: Having instructors self-report how they teach, sometimes providing references to the 
research literature about the evidence for the success of the instructional methods they are using.

Research-based assessments: Typically involving pre/post-testing through the use of MC conceptual inventories.

Student Performance on Exams, Quizzes, or Homework: Using students’ performance on exams, quizzes or 
homework and taking this performance as an indicator of the success of instruction.

Systematic Formative Assessment: Gathering a sampling of students’ performance on an in-class task as an 
indicator of teaching effectiveness (e.g. having students submit votes, walking around the room and observing the 
solutions of multiple groups).

Informal Formative Assessment: All other forms of formative assessment, such as verbal comments in class or 
office hours, the look of confusion in students’ eyes, whether or not students are awake, or whether or not students 
are asking questions.

Informal Post-course Feedback from Students: Spontaneous informal comments from student(s) semesters or 
years after the student(s) have left the class with feedback on the course or the instructor.
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How do faculty evaluate assessment practices ?
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�Institutions primarily rely on student evaluations of teaching (particularly the 
quantitative measures) to determine teaching effectiveness.
�Faculty primarily rely on  systematic and informal formative assessment as well as 

students’ performance on exams, quizzes, and homework to determine teaching 
effectiveness.
�Faculty and institutions use almost non-overlapping methods to evaluate teaching.
�Neither faculty nor institutions make much use of standardized measures of student 

learning.
�Even though information from SETs is made available to faculty, very few faculty find 

this information useful (those that do focus on long-answer student comments).
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"I am not very clever about that. I 
mean I basically just look at how 
they do on the exams, and I have to 
admit that it - I don’t see them doing 
better on exams. But I haven’t done 
it very well" (PNBT5, L178).

“I guess a lot of it comes from when I’m walking 
around and talking to the students during the class. 
You know, you kind of have the - you kind of can 
get the feeling whether they’re getting it or not 
from that exercise, like from the questions they 
ask you and, you know, what you see them 
doing. And you listen to their conversations with 
each other” (PUBT2, L352). 

"Okay, they do look at student evaluations, 
some; they look at that. Partly I think that 
they are very impressed, because all my 
students come and see me and I always have 
an office full of students. And they know that 
the students seem to care about me, and more 
of that than anything else. But the student 
evaluations is probably the major thing that 
they do" (PNGD2, L289).

“In the rewards program, not 
so supportive, to achieve 
tenure or promotion, you 
basically have to document 
that you’re not a poor 
teacher. So even though the 
paperwork reads, you need 
documented excellence in 
teaching, it’s just not true I 
don’t think" (PNBH4, L148).

“I mean the college, when you 
come up for tenure, cares a lot 
about what students have to 
say about whether they liked 
you or not. And have a whole 
another discussion about 
whether that’s a reasonable 
way to evaluate teaching, 
which I think is a crazy way 
to evaluate teaching” 
(PUBT2, L382). 

� Faculty seem to have more confidence in their own assessment practices than they 
do in the assessment practices of the institution.
� Of the 30 faculty who discussed institutional assessment, one third said their 

institution uses only one measure of teaching effectiveness.  SETs were reported to 
be the most common single source that institutions relied upon (8/10).
� An additional 15 faculty described their institutions as only relying on two 

assessment measures for judging teaching effectiveness.  The most common 
combination of two assessment measures for institutions was SETs paired with peer 
observations (12/15).  
� Our preliminary findings suggest that even institutions that use multiple measures 

tend to give significant (or sole) prominence to SETs over other sources.

Results Results

Implications for PER

Summary of Results
1. Faculty and institutions use almost non-overlapping methods to evaluate teaching.
2. Faculty do not believe that the methods used by institutions are valid.
3. Neither faculty nor institutions make much use of standardized measures of student learning (e.g., 

existing conceptual inventories).
4. Significant fraction of faculty are already engaging in forms of formative assessment.

Both faculty and institutions could benefit from broadening the assessment sources that they use to 
determine teaching effectiveness—specifically through the use of nationally-normed assessments that 
would allow for inter-institutional and across classroom comparisons. 

Change agents could work to pressure university administrators to diversify the metrics used to 
assess teaching effectiveness—at least utilizing some measures of student learning (i.e. scholarship of 
teaching and learning projects, or standardized assessment measures).

The PER community can lend a moderating voice encouraging the coordinated use of formative 
assessment and standardized research-based summative assessments in determining teaching 
effectiveness.

Many faculty seek out and value formative assessment sources—this may be a powerful lever for change 
agents.  Faculty find what students do and say in class as compelling evidence of teaching and 
learning.

Strong assessment practices are broadly recognized as integral to effective instruction [1].  With the 
current national emphasis on accountability in higher education [2], we suggest PER contributes to the 
conversation. The purpose of this project is to present faculty perspectives about the methods that both 
they as instructors and their institutions use to evaluate teaching effectiveness based on a set of 35 
interviews conducted with faculty familiar with Peer Instruction [3]. 

RELEVANT FOR EDUCATIONAL CHANGE: Changing assessment methods is viewed as an important 
step in promoting the use of more innovative, research-based instructional strategies (RBIS) [4]—an 
important lever for instigating instructional change.  However, we argue that evaluation methods can also 
play an important role in encouraging (or discouraging) the continued  use of RBIS.  Specifically, the 
assessment methods used by institutions and instructors will influence instructors’ determinations about 
whether their use of RBIS is working or worth the effort .  In this way, assessment practices influence 
judgments about the relative advantage and compatibility [5] of educational innovations, and thus 
the continuation or discontinuation of RBIS use. 

COMMENTS ON STUDENT EVALUATIONS OF TEACHING (SETs): There is a large body of 
literature and considerable disagreement about the value of SETs.  Some researchers argue that SETs are 
valid because they are correlated with student achievement [6, 7]. Others argue that the SETs are merely 
popularity contests and that the use of SETs is a barrier to more effective teaching, since faculty are 
hesitant to be more challenging due to fears of lower SETs [8, 9]. There is almost universal agreement, 
however, that assessment of something as complicated, nuanced, and important as teaching 
effectiveness should be made using multiple methods [e.g., 4, 7, 10].

The researchers holistically assessed whether the interviewee felt positively or negatively about how well they are 
able to evaluate their own teaching effectiveness. Similarly, the researchers holistically assessed whether the 
interviewee felt positively or negatively about how well they think their institutions are able to evaluate teaching 
effectiveness.


