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Abstract

In contemporary higher education, teachers work within a web of evaluations
in which they are appraised, watched and assessed. Student evaluations of
teaching (SET) is one method of assessing teaching and course quality.
Although SET had a mainly formative character, they also quickly became an
important instrument in faculty personnel decisions. Whereas the first
standardized student evaluation procedures were introduced at some American
and Canadian universities in the 1920’s, SET were - much later — almost
silently introduced in European universities. On top of that, SET-studies from
the ‘old’ continent are rather rare.

This paper adds a summary of the first Flemish contribution to the SET-
literature. We report on the state of the art of the SET-research literature which
serves as the theoretical framework. Then, we discuss the construction and
validation of the SET37-questionnaire for students’ evaluations of teaching at
the University of Antwerp. We continue with three topics concerning the
influence of possible biasing factors on SET-results, i.e. acquiescence, various
student-, teacher- and course characteristics, and the issue of non-response.
Using structural equations modeling we found no evidence for acquiescence.
At the student level, significant relationships exist between SET-scores and
course grade, class attendance and students’ age . At the course/teacher level,
teachers’ rank had a significant relationship with SET-scores. Course grade,
program level, and the number of course evaluations a student was asked to
complete, are significant predictors for participation. The implications for both
further research and practical implications concerning the use of SET are
discussed.
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Introduction

Whereas SET in the early days had a mainly formative character, in the 1970s
they quickly became an important instrument in faculty personnel decisions as
well (Galbraith, Merrill, Kline, 2011). And more recently, SET-procedures are
included as a key mechanism in internal quality assurance processes to prove
an institution’s performance in accounting and auditing practices (Johnson,
2000). The main purpose of SET is thus threefold: 1) improving teaching
quality, 2) appraisal exercises (tenure/promotion decisions) and 3) institutional
accountability (demonstrating adequate procedures for ensuring teaching
quality) (Kember, Leung & Kwan, 2002).

This triple use, and the unresolved tension between them, makes the use of
SET very delicate (Penny, 2003). On the one hand, most teachers are
convinced of the usefulness of SET as an instrument for feedback on their
teaching (Balam & Shannon, 2010). On the other hand, it is argued that
nowadays the principal purpose of SET lies in its use as a measure for quality
monitoring and administrative policy-making and mapping whether or not
teachers reach a certain required standard in their teaching practice (Chen &
Hoshower, 2003; Penny & Coe, 2004). Evaluation for accountability, rather
than improvement, seems to have become the principal goal of SET, which
reflects the shift from ‘professionalism’ to ‘performativity’ in the managerial
approach that currently reigns in almost all institutions for higher education
(Arthur, 2009). This sometimes results in teacher’s practices aimed at
increasing SET-scores rather than improving instruction (Simpson & Siguaw,
2000). The ‘tyranny’ of the evaluation form may even lead to grading leniency
and, as a consequence, grade inflation (Langbein, 2008; Oleinik, 2009). At the
same time, many valuable thoughts and suggestions of the students for the
improvement of teaching remain untouched.

Whereas the first systematic and standardized student evaluation procedures
were introduced at some North American and Canadian universities in the
1920’s (Marsh, 1987), SET were almost silently introduced in European
universities. SET-studies from the ‘old’ continent are rather rare. In Flanders
(the Dutch speaking part in Belgium), for instance, standardized SET
procedures were implemented as a result of the quality audits, organized by the
Flemish Interuniversity Council (VLIR/VIaamse Interuniversitaire Raad) since
the early 1990’s. Although, more than 20 years later, only few Flemish studies
on the use and validity of SET are available, in almost all Flemish universities
and university colleges, SET-reports form part of teachers’ personnel files.
When looking at the recent SET-literature, it is clear that SET remain a hot, yet
delicate topic in both higher education and educational research. Many
stakeholders are not convinced of the usefulness and validity of SET. This has,
among others, much to do with the fact that SET research did not succeed in
providing clear and unambiguous answers to several critical aspects concerning
the validity of SET (Kulik, 2001). The recent literature mainly focuses on four
main themes which are crucial for the validity and the relevance of SET, i.e. 1)
the psychometric value of the SET-instruments, 2) the validity and reliability of
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student opinions, 3) SET-procedures and their context, and 4) SET and its
contribution to the improvement of teaching.

Regarding the SET-instruments, a common understanding and a conceptual
framework concerning the concept of effective teaching, upon which SET-
instruments should be grounded, still does not exist (Onwuegbuzie, Daniel &
Collins, 2009). Many SET-instruments that are used for administrative
decision-making, remain to be ad hoc instruments that were not tested at all,
although thoroughly validated SET-instruments are available (Richardson,
2005).

Concerning the reliability and validity of student opinions, the main topic in
the SET-literature still tackles the so called ‘bias’-question, i.e. to what extent
are SET-scores influenced by student-, teacher-, and course characteristics that
are unrelated to good or effective teaching (Centra & Gaubatz, 2000)?
Unfortunately, the sometimes contradictory findings concerning the (strength
of the) relationships between SET on the one hand, and student, course, and
teacher characteristics on the other, do not promote a conclusive idea of
possibly biasing factors that affect SET. This has much to do with the number
of controlling variables included in these studies, the way these variables are
measured, the various research techniques applied, and the characteristics of
the samples in these studies. It then is very difficult to make valuable
statements concerning the generalizability of the results (Beran & Violato,
2005).

With respect to SET-procedures and their context, it seems that students are in
general willing to participate in SET-procedures, although they think that
teachers and institutions make no or only little use of SET-results (Spencer &
Schmelkin, 2002). Teachers generally agree with SET for both demonstrating
the quality of education at institutions and personnel decisions (Beran &
Rokosh, 2009), but indeed make little use of SET for the improvement of
teaching (Nasser & Fresko, 2002). On top of that, responding to SET appears
to be harder than many stakeholders assumed (Arthur, 2009; Moore & Kuol,
2005). It is therefore important that SET is done with great caution and that
teachers can reckon on peers, colleagues and administrators when interpreting
their SET-results. SET-administrators should be trained in both statistics and
educational theory, and should be well posted in the SET literature as well
(Menges, 2000). A well-skilled and integer administrator can remove much of
the teachers’ concerns regarding SET. Online SET have become the norm at
many institutions for higher education (Nulty, 2008). It is suggested that online
SET show similar results compared to paper-based SET, although students take
more time to give comments in an online environment (Leung & Kember,
2005; Liu, 2006). A disadvantage of online SET however appears to be the
lower response rates (Gamliel & Davidovitz, 2005).

The findings concerning SET and the improvement of teaching in the long run
are somewhat surprising, as it is suggested that SET as such do not lead to
better teaching (Kember, Leung & Kwan, 2002; Marsh, 2007). As a
consequence, 1) SET should be embedded in a more holistic approach on the
evaluation of teaching wherein teachers take the matter up and actually reflect
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on the improvement of their teaching in a course, and 2) that, presumed that
teachers actually become more mature and better teachers as they build up
experience, SET should not be the only means to map a teacher’s (progress in)
teaching.

Objectives

The SET-literature is dominated by research in Anglo-Saxon educational
settings. The studies presented in this paper add a first Flemish contribution to
the SET-literature. These studies originate from a research project that aimed at
validating a SET-instrument at the University of Antwerp, a Flemish medium-
sized multidisciplinary university (15,000 students). To provide both decent
student feedback to the teachers and input concerning teaching quality for both
administrative decision-making and institutional accountability purposes, the
Educational Board of the University of Antwerp searched for a well-designed
and thoroughly validated instrument to collect student experiences in courses.
Nevertheless, it appeared that most existing questionnaires were ad-hoc
instruments that used a single-item approach and lacked a theoretical
foundation and/or evidence for its validity and reliability. After succeeding in
designing the SET37-instrument that meets all of these requirements, we
decided to replicate major findings in the existing SET-literature in the Flemish
context (i.e., the relationship between student-, course-, and teacher
characteristics and SET-scores) and to explore some rather undeveloped
themes concerning the validity of SET (i.e., acquiescence in SET and non-
response). In this paper, the main results of each study are summarized and
discussed. The final sections of this paper provide some suggestions for both
further research and practical implications concerning the use of SET.

Flemish studies on SET

The construction and validation of the SET37-questionnnaire

Consistent with the argument that SET-instruments should be based on both
educational theory and thorough validation procedures, an instrument for
students’ evaluation of teaching at the University of Antwerp was constructed
(Spooren, Mortelmans & Denekens, 2007). In a three-step procedure, we
defined 22 dimensions of teaching based on both the educational theory and the
institution’s educational policy plan. These dimensions were cut back to 10
dimensions (10 scales, 31 items) during an empirical validation procedure that
contained (exploratory and confirmatory) factor analysis and various reliability
tests. In the meantime, two new scales were added and the instrument was put
through a re-validation procedure (Mortelmans & Spooren, 2009) (Table 1).
The results of these studies underline the value of the use of scaling techniques
in SET-instruments. In comparison with the single-item approach (which is
used in most SET-instruments), scale-type evaluations measure instructional
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skills (which must be seen as latent constructs) better since they are less
sensitive to social desirability, ambiguous interpretations and accidental
fluctuations of the answers given. On top of that, the internal consistency of
each scale is easily tested by calculating the Cronbach’s alpha statistic. It may
be clear that the construction of valid and reliable SET-scales requires
systematic research, in which both the literature and empirical data should play
an important role. Still, these validation procedures do not seem to take place
in all institutions for higher education yet. This strengthens the arguments of
those who are concerned about the reliability, validity and the usefulness of
SET.

A higher-order factor?

Although there is consensus on the multidimensionality of effective teaching
(i.e., teaching consists of various aspects) and the recommendation that SET-
instruments should capture as much dimensions as possible (especially for
providing more detailed feedback concerning specific aspects of a course),
some authors argued in favor of a one dimensional way of collecting SET by
means of a single, global score (especially for summative purposes). Apodaca
& Grad (2005) showed that SET indeed have a multidimensional structure, but
are compatible with a very strong general underlying factor (that represents a
‘general instructional skill’).

Confirmatory factor analysis on the scales and of the SET37-questionnaire
provides evidence for the existence of such a higher-order factor which
explains much of the variance in seven dimensions (Spooren & Mortelmans,
2006). We called this factor the ‘teacher professionalism’-factor, as it captures
these scales that measure the way a teacher built up, organised and executed
his/her course. If he/she managed to do this professionally, this will be
rewarded by the students as ‘good teaching’ and thus with higher ratings on the
7 scales in the instrument.

This offers a promising perspective towards the use of SET37-questionnaire in
both a formative and a summative way. When using the SET37 as an
instrument for feedback, one could use the results on one or more particular
dimensions when working on the improvement of (teaching) a course. On the
other hand, an overall score, derived from the (weighted if necessary) SET37-
scores on dimensions of which it is known that they belong to an underlying
general factor, could be used for the evaluation of teaching staff.

Acquiescence in SET?

The use of Likert scales in the SET37-questionnaire allows to test for
acquiescence (or ‘yeah-saying’) as a response style which might lead to
incorrect SET-results. After all, if students are very attentive when filling in
course evaluation forms, no substantial effect of acquiescence will be found.
Acquiescence might appear as a consequence of personal considerations (such
as social desirability), motivational aspects (i.e., students who are confronted
with the umpteenth SET-questionnaire), or psychometric shortcomings of SET-
instruments (i.e., vague or too difficult item wordings).
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Using structural equation modeling in two different datasets, we found no
evidence for acquiescence (Spooren, Mortelmans & Thijssen, 2012), since the
correlation between a higher-order factor in the instrument and a ‘sum of
agreements’-variable is rather weak (.10). Because only few studies studied
acquiescence in SET, it remains necessary to control and to correct (if
necessary) for acquiescence when interpreting and using SET-results for both
summative and formative evaluation of teachers and their courses. Designers of
SET-instruments should be well posted in the subject and take into account the
potential risk of acquiescence as a response style in student populations.

Are SET influenced by possibly biasing student, teacher, and course
characteristics?

A preliminary analysis in the aforementioned ‘higher-factor’ study revealed the
existence of a significant and positive association between a students’ course
grade and his/her evaluation of the course (and the teacher). Although there are
many possible explanations for this relationship (Brockx, Spooren &
Mortelmans, 2011; Gump, 2077; Marsh, 1987), one could advocate in favor of
the so called ‘grading leniency’ hypothesis, which suggest that high SET-
scores can be ‘bought’ by giving high grades (and low workload). In this case,
student’s course grade should be considered as a ‘biasing’ variable, as it has
nothing to do with effective teaching. Similar variables are students’ gender,
teachers’ gender, teachers’ sexual orientation, class size et cetera. To find out
which variables at the student level, and the course/teacher level influenced
SET-scores at the University of Antwerp, we conducted a cross-classified
multilevel study with the score on the ‘teacher professionalism’-factor as the
dependent variable (Spooren, 2010). The results show that at the student level,
significant relationships exist between SET-scores and course grade,
examination period, class attendance, and students’ age. The associations
between SET-scores and students’ gender and students’ overall grade were not
significant. At the course/teacher level, it was found that teachers’ rank had a
significant relationship with SET-scores, whereas teachers’ department,
teachers’ age, teacher’s gender, and class size were not correlated with SET-
scores. Still, the models suggest that these variables explain only little variance
in SET-scores (maximum PRV is 6%). Thus, one can hardly speak from
serious bias, since these ‘popular’ and much studied predictors (although
statistically significant) appear to be not important.

A non-response analysis on online SET-data (using multilevel logistic models)
showed that at the student level, course grade, program level, and the number
of course evaluations a student was asked to complete are significant predictors
for participation. Students gender and study domain are not significant
(Spooren & Van Loon, 2012).

Limitations

When we stem from the main research topics in the recent SET-literature, i.e.,

10
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1) the psychometric value of the SET-instrument, 2) the validity and reliability
of student opinions, 3) SET-procedures and their context, and 4) SET and its
contribution to the improvement of teaching, it is clear that the studies
presented in this paper contribute to the topics 1 and 2. On the one hand, we
proved the validity of the SET37-questionnaire for students’ evaluation of
teaching. On the other hand, it was shown that students’ opinions in SET do
not suffer that much from possibly biasing factors such as response styles (i.e.,
acquiescence), student characteristics (e.g., course grade, examination period,
student’s age), course characteristics (i.e., class size), and teacher
characteristics (i.e., teacher’s rank).

Still, these studies have two important limitations which confine their
generalizability since, in general, it can be said that these studies were executed
in a particular setting using a particular instrument. First, we lack a common
theoretical framework concerning effective teaching upon which SET-
instruments can be built. This argument undermines the construct validity of
the SET37-questionnaire itself, since it was ‘only’ based on educational theory
and the educational policy plan of the University of Antwerp. Although the
SET37 went in for various validation procedures, it stems not from a general
(i.e., inter-institutional or international) agreement on the concept of effective
teaching in higher education. Which makes the SET37 nothing more or less
than a well-designed institutional SET-questionnaire. Cross-validation
procedures in other institutions are needed to prove the generalizability of the
instrument in other settings. Second, the results of the bias-studies might be
influenced by the SET-practice at the University of Antwerp. Contrary to some
other institutions, SET are not compulsory for students. Although they are
invited several times to take part in a SET-procedure, they still can decide not
to participate. Self-selection of the respondents can bias the results in SET-
studies such as these presented in this paper. The results are applicable for this
particular institution, and only serve as a useful indicator for SET-research at
other institutions. Moreover, this statement counts for most studies reported in
the SET-literature, which usually do not provide much information on the SET-
procedures and response rates upon which these studies were done.

Suggestions for further research

The results and limitations of the studies presented in this paper provoke some
suggestions for further research.

First, we resume the call of other authors (Onwuegbuzie, Daniel & Collins,
2009; Penny, 2003) with respect to the installation of a common conceptual
framework concerning effective teaching in higher education, which inter alia
supports the construction of SET-instruments. Especially concerning the SET-
matters, it seems very important to draw all stakeholders into this process.
Second, the results of the acquiescence study need to be repeated in other
institutions with other SET-procedures and other SET-instruments. For
instance, does acquiescence appear, due to motivational reasons, in SET-results

11
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from institutions where SET are compulsory?

Third, although much attention was paid to the relationship between SET and
(quite immediate observable) student, teacher, and course characteristics, the
role of contextual factors (i.c., an institution’s SET-practice) should be brought
into play as well.

Fourth, future research should replicate previous findings concerning the
validity of SET-instruments and student opinions (which originally are based
on paper-and-pencil procedures) in online environments, since many
institutions now use electronic media when collecting SET.

Fifth, research is needed concerning the feelings, competences and actual
practices of administrators in SET-procedures. Although they should be
considered key figures in SET-practice (designing and using instruments,
gathering SET-data, reporting and interpreting SET-results, providing
educational advice or personnel advice based on SET-scores), only little is
known about them. For instance, several authors claim that the validity of SET
is challenged by administrators’ psychometric knowledge concerning their
interpretation of SET (Franklin, 2001; Sproule, 2000).

Sixth, with respect to the (possible) self-selection bias question, it would be
interesting to profile those students which do participate in SET, and compare
them with those who decided not to co-operate. In this way, the
representativeness of the respondents for the whole population can be defined
and more insight can be gained in students’ motives to (not) take part in SET.

Practical implications

The studies presented in this paper have some implications for current and
future SET-practice as well.

First, it is shown that SET-questionnaires by prefer consist of multiple
dimensions, wherein each of these dimensions is measured by means of
multiple Likert-type items. This grants a straightforward quality check of the
reliability of SET-scores for each dimension every time a single course is
measured, and is very usable when controlling for response styles, —especially
when using balanced or quasi-balanced scales.

Second, SET-questionnaires should be based on both educational theory and
thorough validation procedures, rather than being ad hoc instruments that were
not tested at all.

Third, gathering SET and interpreting SET-results should be done with great
caution, since bias can occur at many levels and at each step in the SET-
procedure. It is therefore important to regularly search for response styles, and
spurious relationships between SET-scores and variables that having nothing to
do with the quality of (teaching in) a course. Above all, SET-administrators
should be trained in both statistics and educational theory, and should be well
posted in the SET-literature which addressed already many pitfalls concerning
SET-practice. Besides, a well-skilled, well-informed and integer administrator
can remove much of the teachers’ concerns regarding SET.

12
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Fourth, the literature suggests that SET as such do not guarantee the
improvement of teaching. It is therefore important to use SET as only one (and
not the only one) means when mapping teaching quality and to challenge
teachers to reflect on the improvement of their teaching by providing them with
information based on multiple indicators of teaching quality. Another (and
even more important) means for the improvement of teaching is an ongoing
‘thinking together’-culture concerning teaching (a particular course), in which
the teacher, fellow teachers, educational advisors and the students are involved.
This can be done in focus groups, informal meetings, or in the corridor.

Fifth, when using SET for both formative and summative purposes, the code
word is ‘trust’. Teachers should be well-informed about the use and the
importance of the SET-results and be surrounded by peers, colleagues and
administrators when interpreting (and dealing with) their SET-results. One or
two poor SET-reports should not be decisive when judging a teacher’s
performance. On the contrary, teachers should be encouraged to experiment
with teaching methods and course contents, no matter what the SET-
consequences are. Only then SET-results can and certainly will be a very
valuable means for the improvement of teaching.
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