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Introduction

Improving teaching quality is not the only motive that every educational institute may
have. Rather, many writers on teacher evaluation (e.g. Duke, 1995; Ingvarson, 2001;
McLaughlin and Pfeiffer, 1988; Shinkfield and Stufflebeam, 1995; Stronge, 1995) concur
that the basic purpose of teacher evaluation is to guarantee teaching quality or ensure that stu-
dents are well taught. As Coble and Piscatelli (2002) and Goldrick (2002) note, teaching
quality has the greatest impact on students’ achievement. Therefore, educational institutions
assure teaching quality by evaluating basic teaching competence and ensuring that the right
people are promoted to better positions (Gibbs, 1995). Taking this into account, Shinkfield
and Stufflebeam (1995) critique that this can create tension in a workplace; teachers whose
teaching quality is not of a high standard will be under pressure as this might impact on their
professional development. In order to achieve the purposes of teacher evaluation, the existing
mechanisms of quality assurance need to be improved and developed in order to create mean-
ingful evaluation of teaching. This will contribute to improvement in various aspects of
teaching, extensive implementation of professional development, and consequently help raise
student achievement.

Evaluation

In educational research, evaluation is considered as a method of acquiring information
and processing the evidence needed to determine the student’s level of learning and the effec-
tiveness of the teaching (Daresh and Playko, 1995; Wanzare, 2002). However, many educa-
tors have a similar view that evaluation entails more interesting issues. According to Nunan
and Lamb (1996), evaluation involves deciding what aspects in relation to teaching practice
should be changed. It is a system of feedback that gives some of the information necessary to
determine where improvement is needed. Likewise, Rea-Dickens and Germaine (1998) view
evaluation as an intrinsic part of teaching and learning. From this general perspective, evalua-
tion provides a wealth of information for the future direction of classroom practice. Nisbet
(1987), in agreement with this, adds that evaluation makes a substantial contribution to the
understanding and proper consideration of education change and development.
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Students as sources of evaluation of teaching guality

Basically, students’ views on teachers’ performance and learning outcomes are con-
sidered the major source for evaluating teaching. Ellington (1993) underlines that a critical
study of learning outcomes can be of great assistance in the process of teacher evaluation
when an instructional system or a course has clearly defined objectives or learning outcomes.
According to Tucker and Stronge (2000), it is also important to note that the patterns of gain
or decline in student achievement over time can be very useful for teacher evaluation as such
patterns increase reliability from a statistical viewpoint and credibility from the teacher’s per-
spective. Having had similar views regarding the significance of student achievement data,
however, Allen (1999) gave a note of caution in using such data because of the variety of
other factors that may affect student performance in tests.

Students play an important role in teacher evaluation since they are the most directly
affected by the quality of teaching (Marsh, 1984). They are the only individuals who regu-
larly observe teachers in action. This view is supported by Wilkerson et al. (2000), who note
that obtaining feedback from students regarding their experiences with and their opinions of
an instructional system is one of the most common approaches to evaluation. On account of
this, it is very likely that students are in a position to discriminate between teacher perform-
ance and their own learning as well as they are able to evaluate specific aspects of classroom
teaching (Arreola, 1995). However, Peterson et al. (2000) make a claim that students cannot
respond to things they have no experience in. Brinko (1993), in agreement with this point,
adds that students’ feedback should be combined with advice from a faculty development
specialist in order to help teachers improve teaching effectively.

Student rating questionnaires

Student evaluation of teaching is an integral part of higher education practice; student
ratings of teaching effectiveness are the most commonly used method (Braskamp and Ory,
1994; Cohen, 1981; Feldman, 1988; Marsh, 1987) and are widely validated by students, fac-
ulty, and administrators (Centra, 1979). In the UK, student feedback questionnaires are
widely used for the purpose of quality assurance of modules and programmes. Quantitative
data obtained is also used for formative purposes: as supporting evidence in external teaching
quality assessment, in cases made by individuals for promotion on the grounds of teaching
excellence, and recently in portfolios of evidence of teaching competence for teacher accredi-
tation (Coffey and Gibbs, 2001; Milman, 2002). Information from student evaluation, there-
fore, serves as a guide for potential changes in course materials and delivery methods
(Shelvin et al., 2000).
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In the USA, information from student evaluations of teaching can be used for deci-
sions about conditions of employment such as salary and promotion (Shelvin et al., ibid.). In
Canada, for instance, 94% of universities use student rating questionnaires alone or in con-
junction with some other methods to evaluate teaching (Saroyan and Amundsen, 2001). In
Thailand, the evaluation of teaching is a mixture of the practice employed in the UK and the
USA. The information obtained from student ratings is useful for the improvement and devel-
opment of learning and teaching practice, and the decision making of academic administra-
tors about promotion and salary increase (The Ministry of Education, 2004).

Factors affecting student ratings

Several extraneous factors may influence the results of student rating questionnaires
(Greenwald and Gillmore, 1997). The attractiveness of the teacher frequently influences stu-
dent ratings. Accordingly, the term ‘halo effect’ (as cited in Watkins and Durvasula, 2003) is
used to describe the tendency of raters to attribute positive characteristics to attractive people.
This effect can also be negative; an unfavorable general impression will lead to low ratings,
even in areas where performance is strong. Students may give better ratings to more attractive
teachers (Watkins and Durvasula, ibid.). Because of this effect, student ratings make less dif-
ferentiation between ‘strengths’ and ‘weaknesses’ than is desirable.

Another interesting issue is proposed regarding teachers’ leniency. Most researchers
(Abrami et al., 1990; Arreola, 1995; d’Appolonia and Abrami, 1997; Greenwald and Gill-
more; 1997) agree that teachers’ leniency in grading may produce some prejudice in student
ratings. Different abilities of students to rate effectively indicate another interesting factor
affecting student ratings. Marsh and Dunkin (1992) assert that grades or student achievement
and ratings have a small, but consistent and positive relationship. Students who learn more
will receive higher grades and will be motivated to give higher ratings. However, Newport
(1996) argues that students who obtain higher grades are unnecessarily more qualified raters
than those who receive lower grades and that senior-level students are not essentially more
qualified raters than university freshmen (ibid.).

Husbands (1998) remarks that reasons for taking course and previous attitude, includ-
ing interest in a particular course, do in fact correlate slightly with student ratings of teaching.
Interestingly, alumni still give the same ratings of teaching as they did when being students
(McKeachie, 1996). Class size can be another factor which relates to the effectiveness of stu-
dent ratings. From the study of Centra (1979), very small classes, those fewer than 15 stu-
dents, are most highly rated while classes with 50-100 students receive the lowest ratings.
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Reliability and validity of student ratings

According to Marsh and Roche (1997), student evaluations are reliable if they yield
consistent patterns and stable results over time. There are three types of reliability which re-
late to student ratings. First, inter-rater reliability refers to agreement of all student ratings of
one instructor. It provides the most common and appropriate indication of the reliability of
student rating forms. Second, test-retest reliability refers to whether or not an instructor re-
ceives similar ratings every semester. Third is generalisability which reflects teaching effec-
tiveness in general, not just in a particular course.

Validity is the degree to which a test actually measures what it is supposed to meas-
ure. The validity of student ratings indicates to what extent the rating items measure certain
aspects of teaching effectiveness (Scriven, 1993). On account of this, Marsh (1984) claims
that student evaluation is the only indicator of teaching effectiveness because the validity of
student ratings has been thoroughly and rigorously established. There are three basic types of
validity inherent in student ratings: content validity, construct validity, and criterion validity.
Content validity incorporates estimates of the extent to which the content of rating scales re-
late to what it is designed to measure. Regarding construct validity, student ratings should
correspond with the specific scales chosen to represent teaching eftectiveness. Criterion va-
lidity represents performance in relation to particular task objectives.

Interestingly, a different viewpoint about student ratings of teaching is proposed by
Darling-Hammond et al. (1983). While having an agreement on a high degree of reliability of
student ratings, they remark that questions of validity and bias remain. Their point is sup-
ported by many studies, such as those of Abrami et al. (1990), Cohen (1983), Marsh et al.
(1979), which indicate that student evaluations are a valid means of assessing student satis-
faction. Dowell and Neal (1983), on the other hand, remark that student ratings are inaccurate
indicators of student learning; they can only be best regarded as indices of ‘consumer satis-
Jaction’ rather than teaching effectiveness.

Therefore, according to Nuhfer (2003), student ratings should not be the only criteria
for rating teaching effectiveness. Another interesting objection is that student ratings cannot
be considered valid because students are incapable of evaluating good teaching; student
evaluation represents nothing more than a popularity contest (The Center for Teaching and
Learning, 1994). Despite criticisms regarding validity and bias, to some extent, student rat-
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ings are reliable and valid to justify the effectiveness of teaching and to be one of several
sources of information for administrative purposes.

Achieving efficiency in the evaluation of teaching

It is extremely important that explicit criteria for evaluating teaching be established
and communicated to everyone involved in this practice. In agreement with Rea-Dickins and
Germaine (1998), specific criteria help focus on particular aspects of teaching and lessen
bias, with the result that quality of objectivity and constructive ideas for improving teaching
and developing courses will be obtained. This taken into account, it is possible that the dean,
department chairs, and academic administrators play a role in formulating the evaluation cri-
teria in matters of systematic evaluation of teaching to guarantee quality of teaching practice.
Additionally, the relative weight and a broad range of data sources may be explained and pe-
riodically discussed among teacher colleagues. Once the evaluation is well performed under
the standardised criteria, it will help strengthen the system of quality assurance of teaching
excellence.

It is most important to carefully construct an evaluation tool for the benefit of teach-
ing and course improvements. Also, a current evaluation form has to be examined and im-
proved regularly in order to ensure that it can profitably gather the most useful information
according to the purpose of evaluation. Moreover, a great change for the better in evaluation
procedure could be achieved if the evaluation of teaching is carried out comprehensively and
systematically. In the Thai university context, the evaluation is usually carried out at the end
of courses. The evaluation of teaching is only used for summative purpose as it is likely to
focus on judgements about the effectiveness of teaching, but less so for the formative purpose
in terms of constantly improving teaching. If the evaluation of teaching were also carried out
mid-semester, teachers could consider early feedback as constructive criticism and use it for
making improvements during the current semester (Ballantyne et al., 2000; Cuseo, 2000). In
this way, teachers can see whether their teaching methods best contribute to students’ under-
standing and whether there is any improvement in teaching strategies by comparing with
summative feedback at the end of semester.

With regard to the procedure of collecting feedback, students should be reminded that
evaluating teaching is an opportunity for them to provide meaningful information that could
improve teaching quality and courses for them and future students. As specific comments and
suggestions are considered valuable for improving teaching quality and course weaknesses,
students should be encouraged and instructed how to give lengthy and useful responses to
open questions. With a guarantee of anonymity, students will be more confident to provide
the real feedback on teachers’ teaching performance (Cuseo, 2000).
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It is a fact that subjectivity regarding students’ feedback on teaching is inevitable;
however, it can be controlled and reduced by having more careful consideration of data over
a range of teaching performance and over a period of time. In appropriate ways, effective
evaluation of teaching should be broadened by including multiple sources of data (e.g. class
observation by teacher colleagues and academic administrators, teachers’ self-evaluation, in-
terviews with current students and alumni) as supplements to students’ rating feedback and
written comments. Once feedback on teaching performance is derived from various sources,
accurate data of teaching performance and a more acceptable level of reliability can be
achieved as well as a fairer and more reasonable evaluation system can be developed
(Arreola, 1995).
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