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What student evaluations are not: Scholarship of Teaching and Learning using
student evaluations
Abstract
In this Editorial, we stay committed to the objective of the Journal of University Teaching and Learning
Practice regarding sharing, evaluating, and developing stronger evidence-based practice papers by
focusing on the topic of national and institutional student evaluations. We create an important theoretical
and practical foundation for authors considering publishing with our Journal on studies that utilise
student surveys as their primary method of data collection. The editorial begins by providing a
comprehensive overview of the history and emergence of student evaluations dating back to medieval
times, we trace the evolution of student evaluations to present day looking at the rationale behind the
induction of such tools. Following this, we discuss the validity of student evaluations through an
exploration of factors such as student satisfaction, the timing of when student surveys are administered,
and the idiosyncrasies regarding paper-based and online evaluations. We then further discuss the
reliability of student evaluations by contextualising what student evaluations do not say and uncover how
various forms of bias can influence the ways student evaluations are both completed and interpreted.
Through this we assert that due to confounding factors of bias that influence the results of student
evaluations, they cannot always be thought of as wholly objective data collection tools. This then leads
into our discussion of the contemporary social contexts within which student evaluations are situated and
how both micro and macro dynamics influence student experiences of teaching and learning, where we
contest that broader external factors experienced by students can skew the ways teaching is both
perceived and evaluated. We conclude our Editorial by critically envisioning a new direction for future
manuscript submissions to our Journal. We assert that although the use of student evaluations as
evidence of teaching practice may be inherently flawed, there nonetheless remains merit in their use
following critical and reflexive engagement throughout the research process. As such, we are hopeful that
our critical review of student evaluation-based scholarship may be utilised to leverage higher quality
research output.

Practitioner Notes
1. Student evaluations are often used as primary tools of data collection to offer significant findings
pertaining to student experiences of teaching, yet studies have shown that data produced in such a
way can have issues with validity, reliability, and bias.

2. Broadly speaking, researchers who utilise evidence drawn from student evaluations of teaching in
their SOTL publications tend to so without critiquing these tools.

3. Although the use of student evaluations as evidence of teaching practice may be flawed, there
remains merit in their use considering that critical and reflexive engagement is observed
throughout the research process.

4. Remaining methodologically reflexive and explicitly acknowledging confounding factors throughout
the data analysis procedure can help to directly address complexities involved as well as enhance
future research trajectories for others.

5. JUTLP invites contributions that deconstruct the ways student surveys are used within SoTL while
exploring ways to respond to these challenges.

Keywords
Student
experience, Scholarship of Learning and Teaching, SoTL, Validity, Reliability
This editorial is available in Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice: https://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol18/
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Introduction
Student experience and teaching evaluation surveys are a veritable norm among higher education
institutions globally. Their role in curriculum evaluation activities is typically embedded in
institutions and local contexts through quality improvement, quality assurance, continuous
improvement, assurance of learning, and/or teacher as action researcher processes. Since their
inception, legislation that mandates specific tools be deployed has been introduced and enforced
(e.g., Bertaccini et al., 2019), with a growing volume of scholarly publications documenting their
use (e.g., Patterson et al., 2020).
The survey tools deployed by teachers and institutions at the end of each study period, and at
nationally signposted times, afford the opportunity to identify and implement improvements in
teaching such as formative feedback and to benchmark and assure attainment of learning outcomes
through summative assessment and feedback. Scriven (1967: cited in Taras, 2005) first distinguished
between formative and summative feedback in the program evaluation context. These terms are
perhaps more familiar to those implementing formative and summative assessments, yet they share
conceptual similarities. Institutionally introduced teaching evaluation surveys were designed to
provide insight to those administering them on the respective attainment of learning for students,
and the quality of teaching and support systems that facilitate such learning (Davies et al., 2010).
However, and with greater frequency, there are calls of critique for these blunt instruments and what
they have been designed to achieve. This Editorial reflects on the affordances of these surveys in
the contemporary context of the scholarship of learning and teaching (SoTL), and does so with a
focus on the types of manuscripts we review, reject, and publish in the Journal.
We receive manuscripts claiming significant findings pertaining to decontextualised and broad
stroke student evaluation and student experience surveys. We find these, at times, are analysed
rigorously to share evidence of innovative teaching practices, some aligned to high quality curricula
and co-curricular activities. However, some manuscripts write descriptively to paint a picture the
data may not support. Such articles may state, for example, differences in mean scores across gender,
or similar, assuming that the raw data differences must be significant. While significance might
exist, the research may also fall short if the analysis draws on a skewed sample, does not engage
with statistical significance, or occupies a context whereby the student population has unique
differences across demographic characteristics. In a good practice example, O’Dea et al. (2018)
highlight that with carefully and targeted analysis, student evaluation with appropriate significance
analysis, data can be used to reshape our understanding of theory and practice.
As the Journal of University Teaching and Learning Practice progresses towards sharing,
evaluating, and developing stronger evidence-based practice papers (see Percy et al., 2021), we see
clarification of national and institutional student evaluations as an area requiring review. The aim of
this Editorial is to create an important theoretical and practical foundation for authors considering
publishing with our Journal on studies that adopt such surveys as their primary method of data
collection. We believe this is a crucial step towards ensuring that the work we publish reflects the
qualitative whole-of-student, institutional, and national contexts within which they are situated. This
also means that we will seek to ensure that manuscripts progressing to review will include accounts
of assessment using appropriate measurement tools and draw on related quantitative validity and
reliability testing to ensure rigour .
We begin this critical Editorial with an account of the history of student evaluation of their learning
and experiences. We explore the way in which evaluation tools seek to measure student learning,
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student experience, and attainment of learning outcomes. We believe that to better understand what
information student evaluations do not provide and their biases, we need to examine the contexts
within which student evaluations are situated. We conclude by exploring what this means in the
context of future manuscript submissions, and how to leverage this critical Editorial of student
evaluation-based scholarship for high quality research output.

Why student evaluations
The rationale for universities producing regular student evaluations of learning has a long history
dating back at least to medieval times. At medieval universities, student guilds had significant input
into decisions taken about the tenure, remuneration, and working conditions of the masters who, at
the time, were usually lawyers, doctors, and theologians (Powell, 1972). Student influence waned
over time but re-emerged in a new form in a few American universities from the 1920s when
systematic attempts to gather and utilise student feedback about quality of teaching were introduced
(Maassen, 1997; Powell, 1972). This practice became increasingly widespread across, then beyond,
the United States of America as the twentieth century progressed.
The global uptake of student evaluations of teaching can be attributed to several key drivers. Higher
education in the latter half of the twentieth century was characterised by a substantial increase in
tertiary enrolments as universities engaged in strategies of ‘massification’ (Dian-Fuh & Yeh, 2012).
The numbers of higher education institutions increased as did staffing. New institutions were being
founded, and new staff were being recruited and appointed across the burgeoning sector. At the
same time, learning and teaching practices were changing rapidly with more sophisticated teaching
pedagogies and technologies becoming available. These significant changes informed universities’
increasingly widespread use of student feedback mechanisms from the 1960s onwards, initially as a
lens through which individual lecturers could reflect on and improve their approaches to learning
and teaching (Barrow & Grant, 2015).
Between the 1960s and 1990s, student feedback became increasingly institutionalised with
universities centralising the tools used to gather feedback from students, making use of the resulting
data to establish ‘quality assurance’ norms and to draw comparisons between perceived levels of
teaching performance. The emphasis shifted from teaching faculty using student feedback to
improve their practice, as shown in the work of Laurillard (2008) with her focus on the teacher as
action-researcher, to utilising it in support of other processes, including applications for tenure or
academic promotion (Barrow & Grant, 2015).
Following a systematic review (n = 1,964 journal articles), Pineda and Steinhardt (2020) identified
the United States of America as being at the forefront of utilising student evaluations of teaching
dating from the 1970s, with German-speaking countries adopting these instruments in the mid1990s, and China and Latin America following in the early 2000s. Why student evaluations of
teaching are used differs depending on different cultural contexts. For example, Pineda and
Steinhardt (2020) discerned that while in the Americas student evaluations of teaching were seen
predominantly as a managerial quality assurance tool, in Chinese and German-speaking countries
there has been a greater emphasis on quality improvement in teaching practice. These researchers
found that while student evaluations of teaching are now used globally, other countries or regions,
including Japan, France, and Scandanavia had insufficient publications available from which to
draw conclusions.
As increasing numbers of universities introduced student evaluations of teaching, governments
began to see how they and their agencies might benefit from regulating the use of these tools to
create sector-wide quality assurance measures which, following ‘massification’, had seen a
substantial increase in the costs involved in its delivery. For example, in the United Kingdom and
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Australia in the 1990s, governments and their agencies began utilising student evaluations of
university teaching as a quality assurance tool, co-opting a practice that had previously been the sole
province of individual institutions (Chalmers & Hunt, 2016). Likewise, in Italy, regularly obtaining
students’ feedback on their courses became the responsibility of universities from 1999 by
ministerial decree and formed part of a wider auditing process (Bertaccini et al., 2019). In a similar
vein, over recent decades the rise of neoliberal agendas in relation to the higher education sector has
seen a rise in the use of national surveys to gather feedback from students about their levels of
satisfaction with their courses. Such surveys include the UK National Student Survey, the Australian
Student Experience Survey, and the Australian Course Experience Questionnaire, with similar
surveys being carried out in Canada, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway,
and the United States of America (Arthur, 2020; Winstone et al., 2021).
In the twenty-first century, the continuing use of student evaluations of teaching is tied to the
extraordinary value to domestic economies of higher education as an export commodity. It is, for
example, the fourth largest export sector in the United States of America and the third largest in
Australia (Ewing, 2021). As Uncles (2018, p. 187) has explained, albeit in a pre-COVID-19 context,
higher education across the globe has become “a terrific success story by most measures of industrial
success” with the “explosion of data capture” enabling higher education institutions, governments,
and other interested parties to take an evidence-based approach to measuring and evaluating the
provision of higher education. Student evaluations of teaching fit within a much wider context within
which data is captured at every stage of study from the application process through to campus heat
maps and learning management system usage to graduation destination data. With many institutions
being focused on providing student-centered educational experiences, the student voice as heard
through evaluations of teaching remains core to evidencing teaching performance despite
controversy around the efficacy of survey tools.
Broadly speaking, researchers who utilise evidence drawn from student evaluations of teaching in
their Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SOTL) publications tend to so in a descriptive way
without necessarily critiquing the tool from which they are citing. Yet studies have shown that the
data produced using these evaluative tools can have issues with validity and reliability. For example,
Arasaratnam-Smith et al. (2021) provide a quality analysis of the qualitative comments attached to
differences in the Australian national student experience survey. This work uses the generic national
quality assurance tool and seeks to add some degree of depth. However, it does not use validity or
reliability measures to identify if the differences projected can be relied upon. This is in contrast
with Downie et al. (2021) who draw on significance testing to compare teacher and student
technology-enhanced learning use. These examples highlight the importance of understanding
historical climates for critical scholarship of teaching and learning that draws on contemporary
survey tools.

How evaluations are not always valid measures
To go past the historical discussion, and into the rigour of student evaluation tools, we move on to
discuss challenges with aggregation, temporal bias, and validity assessments. The lack of effective
tools to measure student perceptions of learning is not a new issue in higher education (Wieman,
2015). Nor is it a new issue in the measurement sciences. Grafton et al. (2010) highlight that for
performance evaluation measures to be effective, they should facilitate future employee and
managerial decisions. In early twenty-first century organisational theory, Luthans (2002) challenged
scholars to build more relevant core theoretical concepts that would lead to best practices. More
recently, a national review of U.S. leadership development programs identified an evidence-practice
gap identified with measurement tools typically developed in the absence of effective theory (Loew
& Wentworth, 2013). Higher education is no exception to the challenges of effective program
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evaluation, with recognised challenges which include the perceived validity of the tools used to
assess and assure quality. For example, Clayson (2020) identifies that student evaluations are not
supporting effective distinguishing of high- and low-quality teaching, particularly when the
questions in the student evaluation form tends to fail the differences between high and low-quality
teaching.
Aggregation is another ‘weakness’ of student evaluations. Kitto et al. (2019) argues generic
aggregation of median values without assessment and adjustment based on sample- or scale-specific
skewness can create less rigorous student evaluations. This is particularly true when the evaluation
modality serves as an administrative quality assurance tool instead of providing meaningful quality
improvement opportunities for teaching faculty. It can be argued that the intention of an evaluative
measure is to understand how the programme went, and what could be improved in subsequent
deliveries. Importantly, there is a distinct lack of engagement in validity measures to assure data
rigour before application. Indeed, the use of quantitative Likert-scales rarely deploy factor analyses,
structural equation modelling, or to examine the validity of the items against their underlying
theoretical concepts. This is essential in the context of a research paper using student evaluations as
primary or secondary data.
Evaluations in higher education contexts are typically used in post-period feedback measures,
instead of mid-period concurrent or feedforward controls. While offering feedback, it neglects the
opportunity to provide concurrent controls to enable learning and experiential improvements for
cohorts within that delivery period. The shift from paper-based evaluation to online evaluation,
coupled with end-of-semester student invitation emails, has a huge impact on student participation
rate. Student participation rates drop dramatically when this process is not being undertaken within
a physical space, perhaps challenged by the concept of joint attention (e.g., Tice et al., 2021). In
addition, Ahmad (2018) identified that response rates are improved through high quality academic
communication. The implications for these discrepancies in participation are important. If a student
evaluation with a low response rate is a primary measure in teaching performance, managerial
decisions may ineffectively assign performance for staff (Luo, 2020). When reflecting on the
researcher implications, authors using these tools to make quantitative relationships between
measures; consideration to the temporal nature of the delivery period and situated nature of students
providing their evaluation is necessary.
As an aside, most student evaluations consist of both quantitative (e.g., scales of measurement) and
qualitative (e.g., comments or suggestions) questions. When the quantitative data is used for research
purposes, there is also benefit in considering the parallel qualitative data collected to help explore
how data points change between deliveries (Palmer et al., 2019) or particular contextual challenges
(see below). This data may also serve as a form of validity assessment, to seek qualitative unpacking
of sentiment and how this aligns (or otherwise) to the underpinning theoretical concepts (Shah &
Pabel, 2020). Bartkowiak-Theron et al. (2020) argues this data is important, and there may be a need
to rethink student evaluations to be more meaningful and support greater alignment between the
concept of ‘teaching quality’ and how it is measured.

What student evaluations do not say reliably
While validity is important, so too is the reliability of student evaluation data. Although student
evaluations of teaching are often used by institutions as neutral, acceptable, and teaching-centric
tools, there are idiosyncratic factors that prevent them from truly being so. While researchers ought
to apply reliability tools (e.g., Cronbach alphas and composite reliability), reliability tests (e.g., splithalf: see Drost, 2011), and ensure appropriate assessments of difference (e.g., Chi-square testing or
t-tests), it is important to undertake more detailed analysis to understand how individual differences
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may affect specific responses. The demographic makeup of both faculty and students in higher
education institutions is increasingly diversified. It is necessary from a reliability perspective to
consider how subjective, pre-conceived notions may influence students’ perceptions of teaching.
Student perceptions of their instructors can have significant influence on how student evaluations of
teaching are completed. There are numerous factors that influence what information students include
in their evaluations. Indeed, as we go onto discuss further, student evaluations contain forms of bias
including, but not limited to race, gender, disability, ethnicity, and religion. These biases may be
implicit or explicit, with implicit bias being far more difficult to detect.
Gender inequity is a prevalent issue in higher education (Allen et al., 2021), and it is not surprising
that it is also a chief factor of bias in student evaluations. Research has found male teachers to receive
significantly higher-rated student evaluations despite female instructors demonstrated to be equally
efficient in their teaching (see Boring, 2016; Mitchell & Martin, 2018). Instructor age and perceived
attractiveness have also been identified as factors affecting student evaluations of teaching such that
students' ratings have been shown to be higher when an instructor is perceived to be attractive and
young (see Sohr-Preseton et al., 2016; Murray et al., 2020; Reinsch et al., 2020). For example,
Reinsch et al. (2020) found young attractive male teachers receive higher rated evaluations as
compared to attractive female teachers. These biases render the concept of teaching effectiveness
difficult to measure with reliability.
It is evident categories of identity may inadvertently influence student evaluations of teaching due
to issues of implicit bias. Moreover, social identity and group membership can affect possible
interpretations of data. Student and faculty intersectionality is further elucidated when considering
race as a significant factor influencing student evaluations of teaching (see Reid, 2010; Smith &
Hawkins, 2011). The limited empirical research investigating instructor race and student evaluation
scores suggest that non-white instructors typically receive lower scores on teaching evaluations
compared to their white counterparts. Race is also found to intersect with gender, with white male
instructors typically outperforming others on student evaluation measures (Murray et al., 2020).
Instructors who are noted by students as having an accent, tend to receive lower evaluations
compared with those who are not noted as having an accent (see Murray et al., 2020). Although
having a foreign accent is not indicative of one’s knowledge, language proficiency, or teaching
efficiency, this trait can influence the teaching evaluations an instructor receives. Again, a challenge
to researchers seeking to analyse and report on reliable and usable research data.
Student populations have unique differences across demographic characteristics. For instance, in
some geographical regions, to critique an instructor’s teaching may not accord with socio-cultural
norms and perceived imbalances of power, leading students from these backgrounds to evade
negative or critical evaluations. Bias in student evaluations can also materialise through factors such
as student interest in the course (Murray et al., 2020), instructor likability (see Clayson, 2021;
Feistauer & Richter, 2018), cultural-linguistic contexts (Al-Issa & Sulieman, 2007), grades received
in the course (Zabaleta, 2007), instructor sexual orientation (Osborne et al., 2007), and affective
factors (Grimes et al., 2017). Additionally, many student evaluations of teaching tend to use Likert
scales and opinion-based questions which often invoke spontaneous responses rather than deep and
thoughtful reflections which can further induce bias in responses (Reinsch et al., 2020).
Our Journal receives manuscripts reporting significant findings from student evaluations of teaching
which are used as evidence of effective teaching practice. The considerations outlined above may
appear to render data collected through student surveys futile (invalid, unreliable). However, useful
insights are possible and such data can be used to evoke critical consideration of research processes.
Indeed, remaining methodologically reflexive and explicitly acknowledging confounding factors
throughout the data analysis procedure can help to directly address complexities such as bias as well
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as enhance future research trajectories for others. As such, we urge authors to be alert to underlying
factors which may negatively impact their data analysis, to remain critical of the many contextual
factors that may be influencing student responses, and to maintain rigour in the presentation of their
data so that their interpretation of results accurately describes what the data suggests. Additionally,
awareness of the ways evaluation design can influence the reliability of data when using student
evaluations as a tool to measure instructor teaching is critical. Awareness of limitations will ensure
any insightful findings are appropriately contextualised and not lost, and provide the basis for
suggesting a way forward for future research endeavours.

Context: What contexts student evaluations are situated within
Carefully situated studies acknowledging and accommodating local and national contexts are rare.
Context, however, is crucial for understanding how we may translate the qualitative description of
any research. In what ways does the specific geographic, temporal, and spatial conditions affect the
ability for others to understand the findings of a study? In an evidence-based practice paper this
question is essential, including for student evaluations. Each student evaluation takes place in a
particular landscape worthy of explication, so that those who read in the future can clearly examine
the potential rigour of that study. To provide an illustrative example, we document an application of
context within this Editorial, situated within the Australian national higher education landscape,
although not all our co-author editors are based there; and within a COVID-19 pandemic landscape.
Over 2020 and 2021, COVID-19 has had a pervasive effect on higher education’s educational,
social, and financial sustainability. The mid-pandemic response returning to campus has seen an
even greater emphasis on teaching as a valued activity, as universities work hard to encourage
students back onto their campuses, to recoup losses. The 2020 Australian national Student
Experience Survey, released by the Social Research Centre (2021), highlights undergraduate student
ratings fell from 78 per cent in 2019 to 69 per cent in 2020, with some of the more established
universities experiencing the largest decline in student ratings, regarding the quality of their entire
educational experience. Thus, student evaluations in higher education carry a new sense of
importance not only to the teacher, but also to the wider institution. Although evaluations have in
the past reflected different personal and contextual factors, as well evolving social practice (Ryan,
2014), evaluations also reflect students’ values about their learning. For example, as a source of
information on how they have been impacted by the dynamics that manifest within learning contexts,
as well as the opportunities they feel they have had to access and engage with their learning and
with others during periods of uncertainty and challenge, emanating from the pandemic.
For example, when face-to-face teaching unexpectedly shifted to an emergency online teaching
context, the transition was universally evaluated negatively (Garris et al., 2020). Although
historically the literature has argued that paper-based evaluations and evaluations of face-to-face
teaching yield higher overall outcomes than those that are administered online (Lin, 2008; Mau,
2012), students’ evaluations of online teaching in the context of COVID-19 were impacted by their
emotional well-being and safety, arising from the shock of the emergency transition. In the context
of the pandemic, student evaluations therefore reflected students’ struggles with the change: the
technology-related anxiety, the decrease in ability to interact with others face-to-face, as well as
students’ perceptions of how effective and confident their teachers were in making the sudden
transition to online learning (Garris et al., 2020). The unexpected and unprecedented change meant
that new important predictors of evaluations surfaced, such as a student’s ability to access the
Internet and use technology at their location, how empathetic and responsive a teacher was to a
student’s situation, how interesting and enjoyable a teacher was able to make the online learning
experience, and how connected and engaged students felt, as a result. At some universities, 2020
saw a move to include technology-based questions in their evaluation tools.
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What has transpired from this context has been a wave of scholarship of learning and teaching in
higher education, centred often exclusively on student experiences of, and responses to, learning
during the pandemic (Crawford, 2021). This has raised the important question of how student
evaluations might be used in ongoing research, to develop a ‘best practice’ framework for future
responses to unexpected, emergency situations that might force sudden changes to teaching and
learning approaches (e.g., Al-Naabi et al., 2021). To add, student evaluations provide a short and
time-specific student perspective, and play a significant role in supporting universities to understand
what is different as universities seek to reimagine and reform their approaches to teaching and
learning. This is beyond the world of lockdowns, Zoom®, MS Teams®, WebEx® and other online
learning platforms. Therefore, using these evaluations to reflect on and disseminate teaching and
learning practices used before and during the pandemic will have its place in identifying what
worked and what might have worked better. But meaningful impact from such research will come
from the ability to use these evaluations to create and share new strategies, innovations and
approaches, to address how we move beyond the pandemic into a more resilient future of higher
education.

Conclusion
In closing, what does it mean to capture student experiences in SoTL research? Student experiences
of teaching and learning are varied and are contingent upon various contextual and subjective
factors. The methods and tools with which we investigate student perspectives must be situated in
the context, and recognise that these elements may influence their validity and reliability. Engaging
in SoTL research requires us to always remain reflexive in relation to our methods, tools, and data
and the ways that these may be shaped by confounding dynamics. Thus, we invite contributions that
recognise the complexities involved in using student surveys as evidence of the quality of teaching,
while thoughtfully addressing these complexities and taken-for-granted understandings from
evaluations of teaching and learning. We encourage critical discussions that provoke meaningful
insights into the ways that student evaluations are used within SoTL, and implore authors to continue
to explore ways to respond to the challenges of using student surveys as primary tools of data
collection.
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