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Evaluations Research project
Literature review
(informing our analysis of the questionnaire data as well as planning for the upcoming interviews)
The literature demonstrates that the subject of student evaluations of teaching is one of the most widely investigated topics in higher education research. The concept of student evaluations of teaching and the debates about the merits of these processes can be traced back as early as the 1920s (D’Apollonia & Abrami, 1997; McKeachie, 1990; Menges & Mathis, 1988; Millman,1981; Smock& Crooks, 1973). However, earlier scholarship focussed on matters of validity and reliability, both of the instrument and of student evaluators (Beran, Violati & Kline, 2007; McKeachie, 1990).More recently, there is also a growing body of scholarship that examines the impact of evaluation data on the teaching and learning process for all involved.
Contextual factors have contributed to current scrutiny of the relationship between student evaluations and performance improvement. A key trend that has been widely identified in the literature is the proliferation of quality initiatives that are impinging on university teaching and which elevate student feedback to a new level of importance in measuring and rewarding tertiary teaching performance (Arthur, 2009; Moore & Kuol, 2005). In this climate it becomes increasingly important to ensure that the teaching and learning potential of student feedback does not become subsumed in the quality agenda. Instead, processes need to be explored which can enable the developmental possibilities of student evaluations to flourish alongside the quality initiatives.  The backdrop of intensive quality initiatives must also be remembered when exploring academics’ conceptions of student evaluations and their response to feedback. It may be that the quality framework is in itself a stimulus for negative perceptions, bearing in mind that academia is an environment “in which independent action and academic freedom is fiercely protected” (Moore & Kuol, 2005, p. 58).
This review critically outlines the main research trends and findings in the literature on appraisals in order to locate the current study and argue for its particular emphasis. The present study investigates the impact of teachers’ perceptions of the student evaluations system on teacher thinking and behaviours at all stages of the teaching and learning cycle. For this reason the literature is collated according to the different stages when the evaluations process may influence teacher thinking, practice, reflection, professional development and subsequent changes or modifications. The categories selected are thinking and planning, teaching (and assessing) and receiving student feedback, responding to and interpreting feedback, and using student feedback to inform teaching improvements.
Thinking and planning courses and teaching approaches

Validity and reliability

The considerable research on the validity and the reliability of the student evaluation process and instruments (Beran, Violato  & Kline, 2007) is not the focus of the present study, but some of the main themes need to be documented as teacher perceptions of the student evaluation instrument and process are likely to be influenced by their beliefs about its validity and reliability. As noted by Costin, Greenough and Menges (1971) the “uses to which the student rating results are put depend heavily on faculty confidence in their meanings” (p.529). The perceptions uncovered here are considerably varied and range from strong support (McKeachie, 1990) to a belief that student ratings are reasonably valid (Beran & Rokosh, 2009).
Other studies summarise a raft of teachers’ perceptions about the potential unreliability of student evaluation data, although much of this is based on reported opinion rather than empirical evidence. Alemoni (1981) synthesises some of the common teachers’ concerns that have been reported in the literature. These include the view that students lack the maturity to evaluate the quality of teaching and that their limited subject knowledge impedes their capacity to pass judgement. A further concern reported is that students are not in a position to assess the effectiveness of the teaching until a passage of time has elapsed. Other misgivings relate to the idea that irrelevant variables influence students’ perceptions of the merits of a course and the teaching; these include factors such as the difficulty of a course, the grading habits of the teacher and the more general popularity of the teacher.
Teacher attitudes
Other research studies have countered the widely reported view that tertiary teachers are hostile towards evaluations. Schmelkin, Spencer and Gellman(1997) concluded that teachers’ attitudes to the overall usefulness of student evaluations were positive, while Nasser and Fresko (2002) found that the teachers in their study were “mildly positive” about student evaluations. Braskamp and Ory (1994) also refute many of the common concerns about the problems associated with student evaluations and the notion of a more positive faculty outlook is supported by the studies of Penny and Coe (2004) and Beran and Rokosh (2009).
While these reports of relatively positive attitudes towards student evaluations appear to contradict the common reported academic hostility towards the instruments, Beran and Rokosh (2009) remind us that the acceptance of the student evaluation scheme does not correlate with perceptions of their usefulness to enhance teaching, or with actual usage of the instrument for teaching changes. These authors speculate that “since instructors find ratings to be of little practical value, their seemingly positive attitudes regarding student ratings actually reflects a neutral view point or a passive acceptance of the ratings in general” (2009, p.183). Similarly, Smith (2008) notes that there is “little published evidence that they [evaluations] are systematically used for developing and improving their teaching (p.518). Gauging the terrain between intellectual acceptance of student evaluations of teaching and tertiary teachers’ actual use of appraisals to inform teaching development will be one of the questions that the current study needs to probe. As Ory and Ryan (2001) contend, unless we can understand this failure to use evaluations to inform teaching and develop processes that help to remedy this, the student evaluations process will be little more than a ritual that both teachers and students participate in because it is compulsory.
Concerns about institutional uses of evaluations
One of the initial premises of the present study was that there may be a tension between  institutional requirements and uses of student evaluation processes and their potential to inform teaching improvement. This tension is reported on or speculated about in some of the literature. Costin, Greenough and Menges (1971) suggest that “faculty confidence” in appraisals is linked to their use and that undiscerning use of appraisals instruments by institutions may undermine academics’ faith in their meaningfulness. McKeachie (1997), who argues persuasively that student ratings need to be respected, suggests that “the problem lies neither in the ratings nor in the correctness but rather in the lack of sophistication of personnel committees who use the ratings” (p. 1218). Penny and Coe (2004) argue that academic suspicion about student evaluations is linked to the perception that they are primarily used as a quality monitoring instrument. This perception is heightened by the fact that student evaluations are generally not part of an integrated system of consultation and support which would reinforce their teaching and learning potential.
However, some writers speculate that the uses of student evaluation for formative development may be constrained by possible mistrust “because it is intended to serve both formative and summative purposes” (Beran & Rokosh, p. 182, 2009). A similar finding is reported by Edstrom (2002) who argues that the use of the same instrument for audit and developmental purposes undermines the potential usefulness of student evaluations as a tool to improve teaching. The study of Nasser and Fresko (2002), in an institution where evaluation had originally been used only for formative purposes, revealed that few faculty members were in favour of results being sent to administrators. The tension between institutional and developmental purposes of student evaluations is the hypothesis underlying the study of Arthur (2009) who argues that centrally administered audit -focussed evaluation systems appear to undermine academics’ sense of professional autonomy and willingness to use them to enhance their teaching. Moore and Kuol (2005) note that mistrust of organisational use of  evaluations is a factor contributing to the negative perceptions that some academics have of appraisal and that it is important to acknowledge the shift to the ‘balance of power within tertiary institutions’ if student evaluations can influence academics’ rewards and career progression. Writing in the context of the Irish tertiary sector, where compulsory student evaluations have not previously been the norm, they suggest that this shift of authority to students “may indeed be the reason why so many arguments against their introduction have reached both public and scholarly arenas” (p. 59).
Argument for multiple sources of evaluation
While there seems to be moderate acceptance of the use of student evaluations (Beran & Rokosh, 2009), this is often passive and does not readily translate into re-evaluation of, or substantial changes to, teaching. As Hendry, Lyon and Henderson-Smart (2007) observe, the original meaning of feedback which derives from the Sciences as an “automatic modification of a process or a system by its effects” cannot be assumed in the context of student evaluations of teaching (p. 143). One possible explanation for the limited use of student evaluations to inform teaching may be the widely voiced perception that student evaluations of teaching should be seen and interpreted within the context of other sources of evaluation such as peer and self review. For example, Braskamp and Ory (1994) found that most faculty see student evaluations as one important indicator of teaching quality, while Penny and Coe’s study showed that faculty want student evaluation findings to be allied with other forms of feedback such as that of peers and self-evaluation, a result endorsed by Ballyntyne, Borthwick and Parker (2000). Interest in other complementary sources of evaluation may also be associated with one recurrent truism in academia: the perception that students are not in a position to make judgements about the quality of some aspects of teaching, such as specialist knowledge (Aleamoni, 1981).

Receiving feedback
Responding to feedback
While academics’ views about student evaluation have been fairly widely reported, although not always supported by evidence, little attention has been given to the emotions generated when reading student feedback and the impact that this may have on academics’ subsequent reading and use of feedback to inform changes in their teaching. It has been noted in this review that little attention has been devoted to the terrain between a reported, if often reluctant or half-hearted, acquiescence to student evaluations and the relatively limited actual use of student feedback for teaching improvement (Beran & Rokosh, 2009; Nasser & Fresko,2002; Schmelkin, Spenser & Gellman, 1997). One part of this issue could be the subjective emotional responses that academics undergo when reading student feedback which may in turn colour or limit its usefulness for professional development and performance improvement. This gap in the literature has been noted in some more recent literature on student evaluations which have started to explore the feelings generated on reading student feedback. Moore and Kuol (2005) suggest that this is a significant lacuna in the literature as “the individual reaction to performance feedback that has a more direct bearing on any subsequent efforts to improve, sustain, enhance or develop performance in the future” (2005, p. 61). Moore and Kuol (2005) conclude that their preliminary findings confirmed a link between feedback reaction and subsequent performance enhancement. Some of their interesting findings include that while 44% of academics’ largely positive responses correlated with students’ largely positive comments, 27% of the surveyed academics focussed on negative information from largely positive comments. There was also a surprising gap between academics’ expectations of their student responses and what the students actually said. Fifteen academics of the 21 in the study reported being surprised by students’ feedback, with slightly more being surprised by negative than positive comments (6 were surprised by positive feedback, while 9 were surprised by negative feedback.)
Moore and Kuol’s study is a significant one for the current research because of the shared focus on lecturers’ perceptions, in their case primarily on “feedback reaction”. The present study is interested in the emotional dimension of lecturers’ responses to performance feedback, but is investigating this aspect as one of the many factors potentially shaping lecturers’ perceptions and use of student evaluation data. There are also some questions about the potential transferability of Moore and Kuol’s findings. As the authors themselves note, the study was a small scale exploratory study which did not include “face to face” encounters. Furthermore, the study was conducted in a very different context, one in which student evaluations of teaching have not been the norm.
Another small scale study into lecturers’ responses to student feedback was conducted by Arthur (2009). Arthur comments that while there is evidence that emotions play a part in student learning, little attention has been given to the emotions of lecturers in the process of developing skills, particularly to the significance of “their affective response to student evaluations” (Arthur, 2009, p. 444). Their study, which was based on semi-structured interviews with eight university lecturers, takes up the challenge issued by Moore and Kuol (2005) for more face to face encounters to explore the affective aspect of lecturers’ responses to student feedback. A key conceptual framework for Arthur (2009) is the perception that the students’ evaluations process sits at the interface of performativity and professionalism and that this coexistence has important implications for the way academics respond to and act on student evaluations of teaching. Arthur (2009) found that “all the interviewees expressed emotional responses to student feedback” (p. 449). They found that this was particularly true for academics receiving negative student feedback in the early stages of their career, but even more seasoned academics demonstrated sharp emotional responses to critical feedback. As Arthur observes, these emotional reactions are related to the strong link between the personal and the professional in a teacher’s work.
The current study across three institutions includes an interview component in which the researchers will try to elicit "rich discussion about teachers’ emotional and pragmatic responses to student feedback" (Moore & Kuol, 2005) and extends the interview process conducted on a small scale by Arthur (2009).
Teaching and learning beliefs and responding to feedback

Teachers’ emotional responses to student feedback may not be the only intervening factor between teachers’ acquiescence to the notion of student evaluations and their limited use of the feedback to inform teaching improvements. Teachers’ receptivity to, and use of, student evaluation feedback may also be influenced by their teaching and learning beliefs, including conceptions about the nature of knowledge and their views of power relationships in the teaching and learning context. This connection has not been explored much in the evaluations literature, but a study by Hendry et al (2007) specifically investigated this possible relationship. Participants in this study were teachers on a problem-based medical programme at the University of Sydney. All lecturers and presenters in this programme over a two year period were asked to anonymously complete an Approaches to Teaching Inventory and an Approach to Feedback Inventory. Results suggest that the types of changes teachers made to their courses aligned with their conceptual views. The study indicates that teachers with an approach that was student-focussed and who saw learning as involving strong conceptual change were more responsive to feedback and more positive about strategies for improving their teaching. By contrast, those teachers who were strong on an information-transmission approach found interpreting feedback difficult. The authors argue that education of academic teachers to improve their use of student feedback needs to be integrated into a wider “systematic programme of teacher education that focuses on teachers’ conceptions, approaches and supports observation of exemplary practice” (Hendry et al, 2000, p. 145).
Use of feedback for professional development

Affective and conceptual factors, as well as values and beliefs, may be part of the picture when trying to account for the unsatisfactory translation of student feedback on teaching into changes that tertiary teachers make to their practice. Emotions and teacher beliefs may engender reluctance to engage with student feedback which may be exacerbated by an inability to interpret student feedback or inadequate understanding of how to modify practice in response to student evaluations.
Interpreting student feedback

A number of studies indicate that the potential usefulness of student evaluations for teacher development is stymied by the fact that the evaluations process is often an isolated exercise and institutions generally provide very little guidance to staff in relation to the interpreting of student evaluations (Arthur, 2009). Penny and Coe (2004) cite the findings of Cohen’s 1981 review which argued that students’ ratings on their own were not enough to facilitate teaching improvements and that they needed to be supplemented by a consultation process. Penny and Coe (2004) outline key elements that they believe should be part of a consultation process. They propose that consultation with teachers around student evaluations and possible teaching improvements works best when other sources of evaluation are incorporated into the discussion. Specifically, they highlight the usefulness of incorporating self ratings and peer feedback on teaching into the consultations. The importance of reading student evaluations in the context of multiple sources of evidence is extended by Smith (2008) who develop the “Four Quadrant “ approach to evaluation, with the quadrants being self reflection, peer review, student learning and student experience. Smith (2008) contends that this ‘quadrangulation’ corresponds to the use of triangulation in research which means “to gather data on a phenomenon from a variety of angles or perspectives or sources to give a better more accurate picture of the thing you are studying” (p. 528). Likewise, drawing on multiple sources in the context of teaching evaluation can make feedback both “more believable and more empowering for academics “(Smith, 2008, p. 528).
Smith (2008) also proposes that an interpretative guidance system could help to combat the weak correlation between student evaluations and subsequent improvements to teaching. Smith (2008) observes “there is little published evidence that they are systematically used by staff for developing and improving their teaching” (p. 518). His study outlines the development of interpretative guidelines as one part of a “five-phase programme linking evaluation and staff development” (p. 520).
Support for teachers in using student feedback to enhance teaching
In their discussion of research conducted on lecturers’ attitudes to student evaluations at a large Canadian university, Beran and Rokosh (2009) found that “over half agreed or strongly agreed that the feedback provided by the student ratings instrument is useful", yet, "only a few instructors reported having made any substantial modification to individual aspects of instruction as a result of student feedback” (p. 182) In trying to account for this disparity the authors concur with Centra (1993) that the most significant impediment to teaching improvement is that teachers do not know how to make the appropriate changes to their practice. In order to convert student evaluations into an integral and normal element of professional development, appropriate institutional systems need to be put in place. Ballyntyne, Borthwick and Packer (2000) report on a project developed at Queensland University of Technology in which selected academic staff and students were surveyed about what they considered to be priorities for academic development. Groups consisting of both staff and students then collaborated to design developmental booklets that responded to these views. One of the very attractive aspects of this project was the collaboration of staff and students, as evaluations processes are generally characterised by a gulf between reports of student learning experiences and teachers’ reception of this information. It is possible that this chasm, whether perceived or real, may help to explain the levels of animosity that both sides may feel towards the evaluation process.

As already mentioned, Smith (2008) proposes a detailed model for integrating student evaluations and academic development. Smith argues that for institutional purposes, managers generally focus on aggregate data, but improvements that really enhance the students’ learning experience need to happen at the individual level. This is supported by the comments of Penny and Coe (2004) who argue that supporting consultation needs to be context and person specific. Smith’s five phase model includes evaluations, interpretive guidance, compiling of reports that indicate common patterns in evaluations of teacher performance and subsequent invitation to appropriate professional development. Professional development includes introduction to the “4Q” evaluation framework within the context of learning communities, use of an action learning approach and workshops, as well as individual consultancies. The model aims to move practitioners towards “increasingly independent engagement, in the scholarship of teaching" (Boyer, 1990). Smith’s model offers a comprehensive model for optimising learning from the student evaluations process and translating the findings into enhancement of practice. The inclusion of the concept of a community of learning also has the additional advantage of promoting cultural change around teaching through foregrounding teaching–related conversations. However, as Smith observes, the integrated and comprehensive nature of this model needs both institutional support and extensive resourcing, but it is probably the only kind of approach that can transform student evaluations from a ritualistic process to an informative source for teaching enhancement. Furthermore, in order to promote serious uptake of the developmental opportunities, it is likely that institutions need to provide incentives and rewards for evidence of teaching improvement (Nasser & Fresko, 2002).
The models of Ballantyne et al (2006) and Smith (2008) both provide academic staff members with a degree of personal agency in the interpretation of evaluations results and associated professional de elopement. Ownership is arguably a key component for any system that is designed to integrate student evaluations and professional development more effectively. As Arthur (2009) suggests, academics are “less likely to act on the findings of student feedback if it is collected and analysed centrally (for performativity purposes) because this divorces the findings from the context of teaching and learning (Richardson, 2005). Arthur suggests that a “performativity culture” reduces academics’ sense of control and influence, and lecturers are more likely to see student evaluations as an imposed ritual. According to the typology he developed, academics in this culture are more likely to respond to negative evaluations with a ‘blame the students’ reaction. This is because, Arthur contends, that a performativity culture removes academics from agency for their own teaching. By contrast, in cultures which emphasise academic professionalism, Arthur suggests that academics are more likely to modify aspects of their practice (“tame”) or re-evaluate it. Discussions about interpretation of, and appropriate support for, subsequent development must therefore be conducted within the broader framework of the institutional use of evaluations data. The question of ownership or perceived ownership of the student evaluations process emerges from the literature review as another telling question for the current research study to explore.
Note: Some key questions from the literature that may inform interview design:

· The gap between teacher’s acceptance of the student evaluation process and its actual use to inform practice (what is going on?)

· Would the use of multiple sources of teaching evaluation help teachers to respond more usefully to student feedback?

· What is the role of teacher emotions in colouring their response to student evaluations?

· What impact do teaching and learning beliefs have on the reading of student evaluations and their use to inform teaching?

· What interpretation guidance and support would help teachers to translate student feedback into improvement on teaching practices?

· What institutional support and incentives would encourage teachers to use student evaluations to enhance future practice?

· How are teachers’ perceptions of student evaluation affected by a perception that they do not have any ownership of the student evaluation process?
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