Copyright © 2018, New Forums Press, Inc., P.O. Box 876, Stillwater, OK 74076. All Rights Reserved.

Start Spreading the News: Use Multiple Sources of
Evidence to Evaluate Teaching*

By Ronald A. Berk

These are their stories.
Ka Chung!

LAW & ORDER: Student Ratings of Instruction
In the higher education system, the learning environment is supported by two separate,
yet mega-important, groups: the professors who find value in SRIs and those who do not.

Introduction

Student ratings have “grit” (Duckworth, 2016),
as much as any inanimate object could possibly
have. They have sustained blunt-force trauma over
and over again, but remain on top of the heap as the
dominant approach to evaluate teaching. They pro-
vide outrage-ready headlines to academicians. The
topic serves as clickbait for Inside Higher Ed, The
Chronicle of Higher Education, higher education
journals, listservs, and blogs (http://studentevalu-
ationsareworthless.blogspot.com/), and fodder for
critics and doom and gloom naysayers shouting to
impeach student ratings. Linse (2017) identified
50 of these articles over the past decade, most of
which were negative and unsupported by research
evidence. In recent years, aspersions of “worthless-
ness” have become commonplace (Barre, 2015a,
2015b; Berrett, 2015; Boring, Ottoboni, & Stark,
2016; Braga, Paccagnella, & Pellizzari, 2014; Burt,
2015; Gooblar, 2017; Kamenetz, 2014; Nilson,
2012; Quintana, 2017; Schuman, 2014; Sproule &
Valsan, 2009; Stroebe, 2016; Uttl, White, & Gon-
zalez, 2017).

(SIDEBAR: Despite my reputation for writing on
scholarly topics with scrupulous impartiality and
unfettered fairness, student ratings can cause un-

*This article is dedicated to the memory of my dear friend, Mike Theall,
PhD, whose contributions to the teaching evaluation literature significantly
advanced research and improved practices with student ratings. As a past
president of the Professional and Organization Development Network in
Higher Education, he is greatly missed for his leadership, intellect, integrity,
compassion, generosity, and fantastic sense of humor. I hope the contents
and humor herein will honor him.

wanted fettering. I will try to control my fettering.
We now resume this introduction with the lyrics to
“New York, New York.”)

Start spreading the news: Student ratings are
not leaving today or anytime soon. However, as the
title of this article indicates, student ratings are not
the only option to provide evidence in the evaluation
of teaching. There is a broad range of alternatives
to consider beyond student ratings in the delicate
decision-making processes to improve teaching
and determine the promotion and tenure of faculty.
Yet, despite the constant barrage of attacks on the
integrity, reliability, and validity of student ratings,
their use in higher education is at an all-time high.

So what do student ratings actually contribute
to decisions about teaching and faculty? Should
they be abandoned? Should you focus on the other
options? This article examines student ratings and
14 alternatives to guide your plans to evaluate
teaching in your department. Let’s start with a brief
review of ...

Student Ratings

The student rating scale has been the primary
measure of teaching effectiveness for more than
three-quarters of a century. Currently, student rat-
ings are “always used” as a major source of informa-
tion to evaluate teaching performance by 94.2% of
four-year liberal arts colleges in the U.S. (Miller &
Seldin, 2014). In fact, they have been the universal
performance barometer in colleges and universities
worldwide. Perceptible barometric changes occur in
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this meteorological metaphor as students exercise
their critical role in the teaching-learning feedback
system. Their input in formative and summative
decision making has been recommended on an
international level (Griffin & Cook, 2009; Strategy
Group, 2011; Surgenor, 2011).

Research Evidence

More has been written on this topic in higher
education than any other. To date, there are nearly
3,000 references to student ratings (Benton & Cashin,
2014), with the first journal article published 95
years ago (Freyd, 1923). There is more research on
and experience with student ratings than all of the
other measures of teaching effectiveness combined
(Berk, 2006, 2013d, 2018). That is tankers of re-
search. If you need to be brought up to speed quickly
with the research on student ratings, check out these
readily available reviews (Benton & Cashin, 2012,
2014; Gravestock & Gregor-Greenleaf, 2008; Hativa,
2014a, 2014b; Kite, 2012). (NOTE: For a parody of
the history of student ratings, see Berk, 2013d.)

With student ratings at the top of the leader-
board accompanied by an impressive volume of
scholarly products and practices in academia, you
would think that they would be the ideal tool to
evaluate teaching. So ...

What’s the Problem?

There are four major limitations to using
ONLY student ratings for decision making: (1) stu-
dents’ limited qualifications as raters, (2) technical
inadequacy and bias, (3) misuse of scales and mis-
interpretation of ratings, and (4) inadequate source
of evidence for decision making. Let’s examine the
significance of these limitations.

Students’ limited qualifications as raters. As
informative as student ratings can be, there are
numerous behaviors and skills that define teaching
that students are not qualified to rate, such as
a professor’s knowledge and content expertise,
learning outcomes, teaching methods, course
design and organization, use of technology, quality
of course materials, assessment instruments, and
grading practices (Ali & Sell, 1998; Benton & Li,
2017; Calderon, Gabbin, & Green, 1996; Cashin,
1989; Cohen & McKeachie,1980; Coren, 2001;
d’Apollonia & Abrami, 1997; Green, Calderon,
& Reider, 1998; Hoyt & Pallett, 1999; Keig &
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Waggoner, 1994; Marsh, 2007; Ory & Ryan, 2001;
Svinicki & McKeachie, 2014; Theall, n.d.).

What’s left that students can legitimately
rate? They can provide feedback at a certain level
in most of those areas, but it will take peers and
other qualified professionals to rate those skills in
depth. There are so many teaching behaviors to
measure. Students should answer only those items
that are directly within their purview of expertise
and behaviors they have observed or experienced
throughout the course.

“Why is that so important?” Good question.
In employment decisions, a certain validity stan-
dard (or criterion) must be met for the scale being
used: Each measure should be completed by those
individuals (students, instructor, other faculty,
administrators, or employers) who are in the best
position to provide the most accurate information;
otherwise, that information, in this case, rating scale
scores, may be invalid or biased.

Technical inadequacy of ratings and bias. Stu-
dent rating scales are constantly being criticized on
technical grounds. Most home-grown forms, espe-
cially, do not meet basic psychometric specifications
for employment decisions (AERA, APA, & NCME
Joint Committee on Standards, 2014; U.S. EEOC,
2010) compared to those developed commercially
(Berrett, 2015; Uttl et al., 2017; Wieman, 2015).
The validity of the ratings has been challenged by
Nilson (2012) and Uttl et al. (2017) in three areas:
(1) weak relationship between student ratings and
learning, (2) sources of bias in the ratings, includ-
ing professor’s charisma, physical attractiveness,
personality, gender, age, race/ethnicity, rank, and
class length (also see Addison & Stowell, 2012;
Basow & Martin, 2012; Benton & Ryalls, 2016;
Boring, 2017; Boring et al., 2016; Li & Benton,
2017; Linse, 2017; Macnell, Driscoll, & Hunt, 2014;
Marsh, 2007; Pennamon, 2017; Ryalls, Benton, Li,
& Barr, 2016; Spooren, Brockx, & Mortelmans,
2013; Theall, n.d.; Theall & Franklin, 2001), and (3)
inaccuracy of the ratings, particularly in the context
of online administrations.

In reviewing the validity studies of the 1970s
and 1980s compared to the more recent wave of
research findings, Nilson (2012) concluded that
evidence substantiating the validity of student rat-
ings had diminished significantly, which they didn’t,
especially in relation to achievement (Berk, 2016).



Their validity does not hinge on their relationship to
student learning. She stated that their usefulness in
decisions about faculty should be reexamined. Uttl
et al’s. (2017) meta-analysis of those multisection
validity studies led the researchers to recommend
that institutions should abandon student ratings
as a measure of teaching effectiveness. The latest
unflinching scrutiny of their analyses by Ryalls,
Benton, and Li (2016) repudiated most of their
conclusions.

Despite these attacks on the technical sound-
ness of student ratings, they have garnered signifi-
cant support. At present, a consensus of experts on
student ratings agrees that properly-constructed
scales, whether home-grown or commercial, used
and interpreted appropriately, are far superior
technically in their reliability and validity to all
proposed alternative measures based on the vast
psychometric research that has accumulated over
several decades (Arreola, 2007; Benton & Cashin,
2012, 2014; Benton & Ryalls, 2016; Benton & Li,
2017; Berk, 2006, 2013c, 2013d, 2018; Hativa,
2014a, 2014b; Seldin, 2006; Theall, n.d.; Theall,
Abrami, & Mets, 2001).

Misuse of scales and misinterpretation of rat-
ings. Although guidelines, instructions, and manu-
als usually accompany student rating scales, they
are still administered at many institutions under
uncontrolled, unstandardized, and/or inappropri-
ate conditions which can significantly decrease the
response rate and render the answers invalid (Berk,
2006, 2013d). The numerous procedures available
to maximize response rate for both face-to-face
(f2f) and online administrations are often ignored
(Berk, 2006, 2012, 2013a, 2013d). Even worse are
the misinterpretations of the ratings for instructional
changes and administrators’ decisions about faculty
(Boysen, Kelly, Raesly, & Casner, 2013; Linse,
2017). The latter are frequently based on the mean-
ingless, trivial ranked differences in mean ratings
(Berk, 2006, 2013d; Boysen, 2015a, 2015b) and
the misuse of global ratings (Berk, 2013b). Both
administrators and faculty need to be Mirandized
on the proper use and interpretation of ratings for
the decisions being made in their institution (see
Berk, 2006; Linse, 2017).

Inadequate source of evidence for decision
making. Based on these reported limitations and
weaknesses, student ratings can provide only one

portion of the information needed to infer teaching
effectiveness. Unfortunately, that is pretty much all
that is available at most colleges and universities.
When those ratings alone are used for decision-
making, the decisions will usually be based on
incomplete and biased evidence.

Without additional evidence of teaching ef-
fectiveness, student ratings can lead to incorrect,
unfair, and evil career decisions about faculty that
can affect their contract renewal, annual salary
increase, merit pay, professional development,
and promotion and tenure (Wines & Lau, 2006).
Administrators’ pushing to use only student rat-
ings for these decisions continues unabated. Even
discriminatory practices based on age, gender, race,
ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, and other
protected classes may occur, knowingly or unknow-
ingly, because of how these scales are used (U.S.
EEOC, 2010).

Conclusion. The preceding limitations, weak-
nesses, and critical issues related to student ratings
should be considered in the process to evaluate
teaching. Put most simply, student ratings from
well-constructed scales are a necessary, but not
sufficient, source of evidence to evaluate teaching
comprehensively.

If you or someone you know has serious
reservations with the value assigned to student rat-
ings in the last statement, you can now vent your
outrage below:

OUTRAGE VENT: Hold this box up to your
mouth and express your outrage in the
area in parentheses below in a loud and
clear voice. Okay? Go.

(Scream Your Outrage HERE)

Okay. That’s enough. You drooled on the
box. That was unnecessary. You should be
ashamed of yourself. Stop already. Calm
down. Thank you for your input and saliva
DNA sample.

Multiple Sources of Evidence

Since the 1990s, the practice of augmenting
student ratings with other data sources of teaching
effectiveness has been gaining traction in com-
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munity colleges, liberal arts colleges, universities,
medical schools/colleges (Berk, 2005, 2006; Ca-
nale, Herdklotz, & Wild, 2012; Tobin, Mandernach,
& Taylor, 2015), and other institutions. Such sources
can serve to broaden and deepen the evidence base
used to evaluate courses and the quality of teaching
(Arreola, 2007; Benton & Cashin, 2012; Benton &
Li, 2017; Benton & Ryalls, 2016; Berk, 2005, 2006,
2013d, 2018; Berk, Naumann, & Appling, 2004;
Braskamp & Ory, 1994; Cashin, 2003; Gravestock
& Gregor-Greenleaf, 2008; Hoyt & Pallett, 1999;
Knapper & Cranton, 2001; Ory, 2001; Seldin, 2006;
Theall & Feldman, 2007; Theall & Franklin, 1990).

In fact, several comprehensive models of
“faculty evaluation” that include multiple sources
of evidence have been proposed (Arreola, 2007;
Berk, 2006, 2009b, 2013d, 2018; Braskamp & Ory,
1994; Centra, 1993; Canale, Herdklotz, & Wild,
2012; Gravestock & Gregor-Greenleaf, 2008; Tobin
et al., 2015). Some models attach greater weight
to student and peer ratings and less weight to self,
administrator, alumni ratings, and other sources.
For online courses, Tobin et al. (2015) recommends
also adding a variety of data analytics. All of these
models can be used to arrive at formative and sum-
mative decisions.

15 Sources

What are the options? After scouring the lit-
erature, I dug up 15 potential sources of evidence
of teaching effectiveness. These put student ratings
into a broader context. The major categories of
sources include students, instructor, other faculty,
administrator, and employer. All of the sources ap-
ply to f2f, online, and blended/ hybrid courses. Here
is a list of those sources:

STUDENTS

1. Student End-of-Course Ratings

2. Student Midterm Feedback

3. Student Exit and Alumni Ratings

4. Student Outcome Measures
INSTRUCTOR

5. Self-Ratings

6. Teaching Scholarship

7. Teaching Awards
OTHER FACULTY

8. Peer Classroom Observations,

9. Peer Review of Course Materials

10. External Expert Ratings
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11. Mentor’s Advice

12. Video Classroom Review

13. Teaching/Course Portfolio Review
ADMINISTRATOR

14. Administrator Ratings
EMPLOYER

15. Employer Ratings

Berk (2005, 2006, 2018) critically examined
the value and contribution of these sources for
measuring teaching effectiveness. The remainder of
this article is a CliffsNotes® update and extension
of the conclusions from those reviews based on the
current state of research and practice. It provides
practical guidelines to follow in the selection of
specific sources of evidence for each type of deci-
sion and recommendations on how to proceed in
your department.

How Do You Select the Right Source?

Triangulation. So far, what one simple conclu-
sion can be drawn? “This is really boring! Get to
the point.” Wait! There must be some legitimate
conclusion. “Oh. There is no perfect source of evi-
dence.” Bingo! Every source is different in form
and substance from all of the other sources and can
supply unique information. However, all sources
are also fallible, usually in ways distinct from each
other. For example, the unreliability and biases of
peer observation ratings are not the same as those
of student ratings; student ratings have other weak-
nesses (Marsh, 2007; Nilson, 2012).

So, what should you do? Since no single
source of evidence can get the job done, draw from
three or more different sources. The strengths of
each source can compensate for weaknesses of the
other sources, thereby converging on a decision
about teaching effectiveness that is more accurate
and reliable than one based on any single source
(Appling, Naumann, & Berk, 2001). This notion
of triangulation is derived from a compensatory
model of decision making.

Given the complexity of measuring the act
of teaching in a real-time classroom environment,
online virtual class, or hybrid-time class, it is rea-
sonable to expect that multiple sources can provide
a more accurate, reliable, and comprehensive pic-
ture of teaching effectiveness than just one source.
However, the decision maker should integrate the
information from only those sources for which



validity evidence is available. The quality of the
sources chosen should be beyond reproach.

Complementary multiple sources. At present,
there is a paucity of empirical evidence to support
the use of any particular combination of sources
(e.g., Barnett, Matthews, & Jackson, 2003; Stalmei-
jeretal., 2010; Stehle, Spinath, & Kadmon, 2012).
However, there is evidence on the relationships
between student ratings and several other measures
that supports their complementarity (SYLLABLE
ALERT: 6 syllables? Are you kidding me?).

Benton and Cashin’s (2012) research review
reported the relationships between student ratings
and ratings from observers, self, alumni, and ad-
ministrators, which were low to moderate. Here are
the actual validity coefficients with student ratings:
trained external observers (.50 with global ratings),
self (.30—.45), alumni (.54-.80)], administrators
(.47—-.62; .39 with global ratings). Those correla-
tions indicate there are a lot of new information and
insights on teaching to be gained by tapping those
additional sources of evidence.

Beyond student ratings, is it worth the extra
effort, time, cost, and aggravation to develop the
additional measures mentioned previously? Are you
squirming, queasy, or shuddering at the prospect of
undertaking that initiative? Those side effects are
normal. This is not for the faint of heart. Consider
what you have to gain in the decisions you make.

As you build your instruments, it should be-
come clear that they are intended to measure differ-
ent teaching behaviors that contribute to teaching
effectiveness. Each measure should cover a separate
chunk of behaviors that are complementary, not
redundant; however, some overlap of behaviors
may be justified for corroboration. Every single tool
should contribute significant, new information not
measured by existing instruments to complete the
puzzle that defines teaching effectiveness.

Matching Sources of Evidence to the
Decision

Consider all 15 sources of evidence currently
available based on my previous reviews and bottom
line recommendations according to the research and
experiences of others (Berk, 2005, 2006, 2009b,
2013d, 2018). The decision should drive the choices
of evidence. Think carefully about the decision
regarding the timeframe, conditions, information

needed, and the faculty about whom the decision
will be made. Which sources seem to be most
appropriate for your decisions? Pick the highest
quality sources for the specific decision. Prioritize
the sources before you begin the task of collecting
the evidence, which may involve the design and
construction of new measures.

Currently, in addition to chair and dean ratings
(68-79%), the most widely used sources for sum-
mative decisions in liberal arts colleges are student
end-of-course ratings (94.2%), self-ratings (67.6%),
peer classroom observation (60.4%), and peer re-
view of course materials (52.5%) (Miller & Seldin,
2014). You can pick the pieces to assemble your
collection of sources appropriate for your faculty.
To jump-start your selection of sources, here are
my top picks, based on the literature, for formative,
summative, and program decisions:

Formative Decisions (instructor improves and
shapes the quality of teaching)

» Student end-of-course ratings

* Student midterm feedback

* Peer classroom observation

* Peer review of course materials

* Self-ratings

* Video classroom review

* Mentor’s advice

* External expert ratings
Summative Decisions (administrator s annual re-
view for contract renewal and merit pay)

» Student end-of-course ratings

* Self-ratings

» Teaching scholarship

* Peer classroom observation (report written

expressly for summative decision)

* Peer review of course materials (report

written expressly for summative decision)

* Mentor’s review (progress report written

expressly for summative decision)
Summative Decisions (committee s review for pro-
motion and tenure)

* Teaching/course portfolio review (across

several years’ courses)
Program Decisions (faculty review of curriculum,
admissions & graduation requirements, & program
effectiveness)

* Student end-of-course ratings

* Student exit and alumni ratings

* Student outcome measures
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* Employer ratings

You probably noticed one particular source
among the potential 15 that was conspicuously
omitted from most of my recommended sources:
learning outcome measures. Suffice it to say, for
now, isolating students’ course achievement at one
point in time or their gains over time that are at-
tributable directly to teaching is nearly impossible
(Berk, 2014, 2016; Everson, 2017). The complexity
increases considerably when attempting to compare
faculty who teach different courses with different
measures. It would be extremely difficult to defend
student performance as a valid source of evidence of
teaching effectiveness for any individual decision.

The multiple sources that were recommended
previously for each decision can be configured into
the 360° multisource feedback (MSF) model of as-
sessment (Berk, 2006, 2009a, 2009b) or another
model for accreditation documentation of teaching
evaluation. The sources for each decision may be
added gradually to the model. Building the model
is an ongoing process custom-tailored for each
department or institution.

Final Recommendations
for Practice

So now that you’ve seen my picks, which
sources are you going to choose? So many sources,
so little time! Which sources do you already have?
What is the quality of your measures used to provide
evidence of teaching effectiveness? Are all faculty
stakeholders involved in the current process?

You’re probably totally flummoxed by now.
You may have some questions and certainly a
few decisions to make. The first question may be
“Where do I begin?”’ As you take the plunge into the
process of designing a teaching evaluation program,
I offer the following tips:

1. Assemble a small faculty ad hoc committee.
Handpick appropriate “teachers” for your com-
mittee members, including at least one professor
with expertise in measurement and evaluation.
Add a couple students to provide their perspec-
tives on the items they will be answering. Work
will be involved.

2. Map the outcomes for the semester (or quarter)
and year. Discuss a plan of attack. What are the
highest priorities? Consider whether accredita-
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3.

4.

5.

6.

tion review is on the horizon or somewhere else.
That could change the priorities.
Start with student ratings. Consider the content
and quality of your current scale and determine
whether it needs a minor or major tune-up for
the decisions being made (Berk, 2010; Boysen,
2016). Decide what has to be done and who
will do it.
Review the other sources of evidence with your
faculty to decide the next steps. As you consider
these sources in the gene pool of ideas, a few may
prove fertile in your department. All stakehold-
ers must be involved in these decisions. Don’t
be disheartened by the inevitable pushback.
Just take this one step at a time. After you
have spent a little time scratching your head and
wondering what to do, decide which sources
your faculty will embrace to reflect best prac-
tices in teaching? Weigh the pluses and minuses
of the different sources. Prepare options for your
faculty.
Decide which combination of sources is best
for your faculty. Identify which sources should
be used—although prepared differently—for
both formative and summative decisions, such
as self and peer ratings, and which sources
should be used for one type of decision but
not the other, such as administrator ratings and
teaching portfolio.
Design a detailed plan to build those sources,
one at a time, gradually, to create an evaluation
model for each decision (see Berk, 2009b).

Consultant Recommendation: If
you’re not sure how to proceed, talk
to Farmers® Insurance. They know a
thing or two because they've seen a
thing or two. THEY ARE FARMERS®.
Bum Bee Dee Bum, Bum Bum Bum.
We now resume Recommendation 6
already in progress.

Delegate responsibility for and ownership of
the various tasks involved. Faculty must make
a professional commitment to “put it on the
line,” not just tip-toe near it. (REMEMBER:
Administrators do not have time for these steps.
They just need the data that faculty has agreed
to use for decision making.)



Whatever combination of sources you choose
to use, take the time and make an effort to design
the scales, administer the scales, and report the
results appropriately. Compared to what you are
now using to make decisions, the new combination
may turn ordinary sources into anything but. The
accuracy of faculty evaluation decisions depends
on the integrity of the process and the validity and
reliability of the multiple sources of evidence you
collect. Multiple sources are the uber-solution to
evaluate teaching.

Tackling this endeavor may seem like a Si-
syphean task (GREEK FLASHBACK: Sisyphus is
remembered for pushing a Buick Regal up a moun-
tain, only to have it roll back and smoosh him into a
pancake). Like the Buick, you will probably receive
pushback from some faculty, but keep in mind that
you are not alone in this process. Your faculty and
administrators are all vested. The measures that
result should not have the earmarks of cobbled-to-
gether, made-by-committee products. The faculty’s
careers depend on those products. Solicit their input
at every decision step of this journey.

You have the opportunity to make a brand new
start of your faculty evaluation program. If you can
make it in your institution, you can make it any-
where. Whatever package of sources your faculty
produces, celebrate that accomplishment with ap-
propriate pomp and circumstance or, at minimum,
an upturned barrel of Gatorade®.
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