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ABSTRACT

This article describes the process of designing a SET (student evaluation of teaching)
instrument that is mapped against good practices in undergraduate education. Research
has shown that teachers can significantly impact student learning. But how do teachers
(and academic administrators) know when their teaching is effective? How do they go
about acquiring feedback on their teaching? SET instruments have been widely utilized by
universities and colleges as a form of summative and formative evaluation. Researchers—
after reviewing fifty years of literature— say that there is little reason to doubt that SET
can provide valid and useful information for both faculty members and administrators.
The evidence suggests that students can make valid and reliable judgments about
classroom teaching performance if asked the right questions. But there is no known
instrument universally accepted by colleges and universities. In other words, each
institution of learning has to develop its own contextually appropriate instrument, so that
it is compatible with institutional needs and is aligned with good practices in teaching and
learning. The description in this article is based on the experience and data collected by
an action research project team tasked with developing a universally accepted
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several discussion forums.
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INTRODUCTION

The evaluation of teacher effectiveness has become essential in higher education and a widely used
approach is through student feedback or ratings (Tagomori & Bishop, 1994; Murray, 2005; Pounder, 2007),
often referred to in this domain of research as student evaluation of teaching or SET. Historically, the use
of student evaluation was supported by three different stakeholders for distinct reasons: first, students
who wanted to have a say in the quality of teaching; second, administrators who were concerned with
accountability and tracking of faculty development; and third, faculty members who wanted their salary,
promotion and tenure evaluations to depend on something other than the number of publications alone
(Clark, 1993, cited in Koh & Tan, 1997; Murray, 2005). Whoever the stakeholder, SET instruments are
fundamentally intended as a proxy for direct measurement of student learning. Measuring student
learning, as educators have discovered, is not as simple as it sounds. Limited by the technical difficulties,
SET instruments are a systematic attempt to do the next best thing by assessing teacher or course
characteristics believed to contribute to student learning as observed by students (Murray, 2005).

SET can also be used for providing feedback to teachers for improvement, guiding teacher training
and development, assessing teacher performance for administrative reasons, or even giving assurance of
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effective classroom instruction to students (Bosetti, 1994, cited in Koh & Tan, 1997; Murray, 2005). Murray
(2005) also pointed out that student evaluation of teaching can lead to improved teaching, particularly
when student feedback is accompanied by expert consultation. The data from SET instruments can also
help colleges and universities to improve areas such as student achievement and planning allocation of
available funds for educational materials and development programs (Ngware & Ndirangu, 2005).

However, the quality of SET data can be severely compromised if the instrument is not designed
properly in the first place. Tagomori and Bishop (1994), for example, have found severe design flaws in the
numerous SET instruments that they analyzed. As the significance and the stakes are often high in relation
to usage of SET data, the exercise of designing robust SET instruments has become all the more important.

Problem Statement

Much of the research done on student evaluation of teaching has focused on the issue of reliability
and validity (Cashin, 1995; McKeachie & Kaplan, 1996; Murray, 2005; Tagomori & Bishop, 1994), but the
literature is limited when it relates to the process of designing a contextually appropriate instrument
compatible with institutional needs and aligned with research-based good practices in teaching and
learning. This is what a group of academics in a private college in Malaysia found when faced with the
challenge of revamping the institution’s highly influential SET form. The description in this article is based
on the experience and data collected by the core project team.

Literature Review

Research has shown that teachers can significantly impact student learning (Sanders & Rivers, 1996).
But how do teachers (and academic administrators) know when their teaching is effective? How do they go
about acquiring feedback on their teaching? SET instruments have been widely utilized by universities and
colleges as a form of summative and formative feedback. McKeachie and Kaplan (1996), after reviewing
fifty years of research literature, say that there is little reason to doubt that SET can provide valid and
useful information for both faculty members and administrators. This has been found to be particularly so
when students are asked the right questions (Tagomori & Bishop, 1994). In general, student rating tends to
be statistically reliable, valid and relatively free from bias compared to any other data used including
colleagues’ ratings and administrators’ ratings (Cashin, 1995). It has also been argued that students can
provide meaningful feedback because students spend more instructional time with the teacher than
anyone else and the students have a deep and unique understanding of how the course’s or teacher’s
characteristics affect them (Tagomori & Bishop, 1994).

Perhaps more importantly, meaningful feedback from students provides valuable opportunities for
improvement. For example, an analysis by Murray (2005) of data collected via three types of research—
faculty opinion surveys, field experiments, and longitudinal comparisons—suggests that student feedback
on teaching can help teachers make improvements. These improvements can become more significant if
the feedback is accompanied with consultation by a teaching and learning expert.

However, the use of student evaluations of teaching is not without limitations. It fails to take into
account extraneous influences that affect ratings but which are beyond the educator’s control such as class
size, student academic motivation, course/disciplinary difficulty, gender bias, rank of teacher, age of
teacher and student expectation with regard to grade (Koh & Tan, 1997; Pounder, 2007; Worthington,
2002, cited in Rowley, 2003). Some faculty members have argued that SET can lead to grade inflation and
lowering of academic standards (Murray, 2005). And yet others have argued and demonstrated that
students are not qualified to judge specific aspects commonly evaluated in SET instruments such as the
appropriateness of the instructor’s objectives, the relevance of assignments or readings, the degree to
which the subject content is balanced and up-to-date, and the degree to which grading standards are
unduly lax or severe (Cashin, 1996). In spite of its limitations, as mentioned earlier, SET can still provide
relatively useful information whether for summative or formative purpose.

As for the process of designing SET instruments, Tagomori and Bishop (1994) provided some key
guidelines. They suggested that the process must involve these three elements: first, describing or defining
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the characteristics of effective teaching; second, phrasing the questions by mapping against those
characteristics; and third, selecting the most appropriate responses and scaling to each question. They also
warned that the design and development process is long and requires careful planning and formulation. In
addition, Rowley (2003) proposed five factors that require attention when designing a SET instrument. They
are: balancing between questions on teaching, support, resources and learning; designing questions that do
not assume a specific mode of delivery; promoting independent learning; reflecting student learning
experience that could provide comments on their own learning experience; as well as protecting anonymity
of the students to enable their honest feedback. However, none of these authors provide a processual or
change process guideline in designing a SET instrument.

METHOD

The project team relied on action research methods (McNiff & Whitehead, 2002) to guide the SET
instrument design process. The action research process was ideal for this project as there was a very
specific focus to solve a real-world issue. It also allowed for a reflective as well as an active process of
progressive problem solving led by individuals working with others in a community of practice to improve
the instrument used to attain student ratings on teaching. The objective and challenges for the community
of practice are detailed in the case report.

Different formats of community of practice discussion meetings and focus groups were held to
collect data, which were then used as a platform for action, primarily working toward developing iterations
of a SET instrument. The working draft SET instrument was then shared with all academic staff to elicit
feedback during several sessions of focus groups and over email. After incorporating the feedback, the final
draft was submitted to the institution’s senior management group for review.

Case Report

The project duration was about eight months, beginning with developing a better understanding
through a literature review related to SET instrument development and best practices in teaching and
learning, and eventually culminating in completing the task of designing a new SET instrument to be
proposed to and reviewed by the institution’s senior management team. The members of the community
of practice met regularly, usually every fortnight with actionable tasks being completed in between
meetings. Participation in the community was usually above and beyond the member’s usual work
responsibilities.

Background and Project Objectives

More information has been produced in the last 30 years than in the previous 5,000 years combined
(Lyman & Varian, 2004; Wurman, 1989). As the world’s information-base continue to grow, both nations
and organizations today are seeking those individuals—Peter Drucker calls them knowledge workers—who
can make sense and make use of existing knowledge, and use it as springboard to pursue and create new
knowledge. Unfortunately, the classrooms of today are all too often focused on knowledge transmission
with not enough time spent on creating learning conditions that promote deep learning (Herrington &
Oliver, 2000; Marton & Saljo, 1976; Resnick, 1987; Whitehead, 1929). Education systems around the world
are responding to this need for change. Singapore, for example, has overhauled its education system so
that its students can be better prepared to be knowledge workers. Malaysia is also embarking on this
change, as planned and documented in its National Higher Education Action Plan 2007-2010 (Ministry of
Higher Education, 2007a) and National Higher Education Strategic Plan (Ministry of Higher Education,
2007b).

One of the seven thrusts of Malaysia’s National Higher Education Strategic Plan (Ministry of Higher
Education, 2007b) is to improve teaching and learning through greater active and problem-based learning
pedagogies. Similarly, internal and external quality audit entities are more geared toward advancing more
diverse pedagogies in the classroom. These forces for change reinforced as well as sped up the institution’s
transition toward implementing a teaching and learning strategy that has a greater emphasis on active
learning orientations. With this came the immediate need to create a new SET instrument.
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At this point, the institution was using an existing SET instrument that had several issues. First, the
questions in the instrument lacked balance as much of the focus was on the teacher’s actions at the
expense of aspects directly related to the learning experience and support of learning. Second, the
questions had a strong leaning toward the lecture mode as the main mode of delivery. Third, it provided
limited opportunities to better understand the student’s reflection of their own learning experience.

The newly designed SET instrument hence needed a balance between questions on teaching, the
learning experience, and learning support to provide more meaningful data on the teaching and student
learning experience. In practical terms, the new instrument should not focus on lecture-based pedagogies
at the expense of active learning pedagogies. Numerous academic staff had felt somewhat limited by the
framing of the existing SET instrument. Much of this thinking was consistent with recommendations made
by Tagomori and Bishop (1994) and Rowley (2003). In addition, there was also an implicit and explicit
recognition by the members of this community of practice that not all the teaching staff would be
immediately ready to be rated based on active learning practices as many (including students) were still
used to the lecture mode. In other words, the instrument should positively challenge the learning culture at
the institution, functioning as an impetus as well as a bridging tool to advance toward more active and
problem-based learning orientations.

The Design Process

1. Setting up a cross-disciplinary task-oriented voluntary team or community of practice. As the
purpose became clearer to the college teaching staff, the momentum began to build for voluntary
participation in a more task-oriented community of practice. The initial community that focused on
discussion had a fluid membership of about 15 academic staff. When the needs of the community became
more task oriented (i.e., let’s begin designing the instrument), an appeal was made to ensure a steady
commitment by participating members, and ideally for the community to be represented by each of the
five faculties at the college. On both accounts, the appeals were fulfilled as the number of the community
reduced and stabilized to about eight people. Among this group was also a member from the institution’s
senior management team who agreed to communicate the findings and progress to the college principal.
Another member was the campus teaching and learning director. The diverse composition of this
community was critical to facilitate the change process that would come with revamping a high-stakes SET
instrument.

2. Reviewing SET research literature, samples and question banks. As members of the community
were mostly not experts on SET, a survey of the field and in-depth discussions were essential. A summary of
the research literature is presented in the literature review earlier in this article. Numerous samples and
questions banks were also acquired for review and critiqued. One question bank that was particularly
helpful was downloaded from Syracuse University’s teaching and learning support center (Center for
Support of Teaching and Learning, 2007). It is worth noting that the site also contains numerous other
helpful SET-related resources. It was while reviewing this body of knowledge that it became quite clear that
the community needed to describe or define the characteristics of effective teaching and learning.

3. Describing characteristics of effective teaching and learning in order to “ask the right questions.”
Tagomori and Bishop (1994) suggested this as a key step as it provides the foundation and framework on
which the SET instrument can be built. A number of studies were reviewed—all of them extremely
informative (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000; Bain, 2004; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005)—but Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) Seven principles for good practice in
undergraduate education seemed to fit the institutional needs quite nicely. These principles encouraged
student and instructor contact, cooperation and collaboration among students, and greater involvement in
active learning approaches. Educators were also asked to give prompt and meaningful feedback, emphasize
time on task, communicate high expectations and respect diverse talents and ways of learning of their
students. For the purpose of guiding the design of the SET instrument, the seven principles were concise
and straightforward, and in many ways provided a simple unifying platform to achieve for both teachers
and students. Most important, the principles were in alignment with the institution’s emerging teaching
and learning strategy.
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4. Developing SET questions. Questions were mapped or matched with the “seven principles” and
were logically grouped according to the following dimensions: student reflection, course evaluation, and
teaching and learning evaluation. This part—including using the different dimensions to strike some
balance between questions on teaching, support, resources, and student learning—is also consistent with
recommendations made by Tagomori and Bishop (1994) and Rowley (2003). The student self-reflection
dimension was to encourage students to think about their own responsibility before giving feedback on
teaching. It would also enable correlation analyses to be performed against the teaching and learning
ratings (e.g., what kind of feedback did students in the course who behaved conscientiously give in relation
to teaching or learning ratings?). As for the course evaluation dimension, the primary aim was to provide an
indicator of the overall health of the course in terms of its syllabus and the learning experience. With
respect to teaching and learning evaluation items, questions were formed with three considerations in
mind: to align each item with Chickering and Gamson’s good practices, to encourage active learning and
not to discourage other approaches of teaching and learning aside from the lecture method. At a later
point, hygiene factors were added. Please refer to Table 1 for a summary of the sample design that is
indicative of the priorities set out for this particular institution.

5. Inviting academic staff to review and critique the working draft. All academic staff were invited
to give feedback, either via focus groups or email. In total, some 40 percent of the staff provided input into
the development of the final draft — with a large portion doing so during open focus group discussions
facilitated by members of the community of practice. Four focus groups were scheduled, and with
attendance averaging in the teens, many discussions were quite vibrant. Written feedback was also
requested from the participants to provide a completely anonymous platform for candid and constructive
critiques. Based on the cumulative feedback, adjustments were made before the final SET form was
presented to the senior management group. It is important to note that this exercise along with the
involvement of a grassroots-driven community of practice helped create a greater sense of ownership and
empowerment — both important in any change management process.

Table 1 Distribution of SET items based on Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) Seven principles for good
practice in undergraduate education

Number of
question
Dimension Sample questions related to
this
dimension*

| participated and asked questions during class activities.
| came to class having completed reading assignments, 6
homework, or other activities assigned to me.

In this class, | had to remember and recall information such
as theories, facts, formulas, etc. [Memorizing]

In this class, | learnt to break down different ideas, theories,
methods, experiences, cases, etc. to smaller parts for

Student reflection
on responsibility**

H * %
G further evaluation. [Analyzing] >
In this class, | learnt to make choices after evaluating
different ideas, theories, methods, experiences, cases, etc.
[Making judgments]
Teaching and learning evaluation:
> finaifls 4 The lecturer was willing to assist us in this subject.
The lecturer was available for consultation at scheduled 5
Engagement .
times.
Principle 2: The lecturer organized class/group discussions which )
Cooperation contributed to my learning.
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Number of
question
Dimension Sample questions related to
this
dimension*
The lecturer encouraged us to ask questions during class
interactions.
Principle 3: Active The lecturer helped us to learn to identify problems and ;
learning explore different explanations/solutions.
The lecturer encouraged us to relate the theories to
practical situations.
Principle 4: Prompt  The lecturer advised us on how to allocate time in )
feedback completing assignments/projects, class activities, etc.
Principle 5: Time The lecturer advised us on how to allocate time in )
management completing assignments/projects, class activities, etc.
The lecturer discussed with us the challenging aspects of
Principle 6: High the coursework/topics of this subject 3
expectations The lecturer encouraged us to constantly improve the

quality of our work.
Principle 7: Diverse
talents and ways of  The lecturer used different activities to encourage learning. 2
learning
The lecturer’s explanations were clear.
Hygiene factors The lecturer was available for consultation at scheduled 5
times.

* Does not add up to the final total of 28 items as some questions overlap
** These dimensions were also influenced by the works of Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates’s Student success in
college: Creating conditions that matter (2005)

Lessons Learned and Limitations

The lessons learned and realizations of limitations were directly influenced by the intense
participation of the community of practice members along with focus group sessions involving many of the
institution’s academic staff. Involving individuals with different professional responsibilities and expertise in
this process created a productive environment to recognize realistic conditions for the effective design of a
new SET instrument. In many ways, the following is a summary of their input.

SET instruments, no matter how well designed, have inherent limitations. It is dependent on the
quality of the students’ response (e.g., Were they honest? Did they understand the question? How did they
complete the 28 items in less than 2 minutes?). In addition, as discussed in the literature review,
extraneous influences such as gender- bias and syllabus requirements can significantly affect the way
students provide feedback. In this regard, institutions of learning should never rely on students ratings
alone to evaluate teaching (Murray, 2005). For a more comprehensive discussion about this, please refer to
Cashin (1995, 1996).

SET instruments are only tools. SET instruments are only as effective and useful as educators,
administrators and students allow them to be. For example, research has shown that teaching performance
can be improved when student feedback is accompanied by expert consultation (Cashin, 1995; Murray,
2005). Yet, many institutions do not provide such support, using SET data only for administrative purposes.
In another example, if a dean is concerned that the SET form is not relevant enough to the faculty’s
discipline, it should be suggested that the respective faculty consider developing an instrument to
complement the campus-wide SET form. In fact, Purvanova (2002) would recommend such an action as
different disciplines may have different evaluation needs.

There must be a commitment to allocating adequate resources and support to develop a SET
instrument. Perhaps this is stating the obvious, but there must be explicit recognition of this. For example,
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there may be a real temptation to create a SET instrument by borrowing, adopting or adapting from other
institutions. But if the SET instrument is critical to the college’s administrative system, the development
process must be contextualized — taking into consideration key drivers such as the college mission and the
professional development opportunities that should come following an evaluation. In other words, creating
a SET instrument will necessitate significant time and resources (Tagomori & Bishop, 1994).

This project did not seek students’ feedback. Should it have, considering the increasing focus on
greater student engagement, student learning and learner-centered pedagogies? In retrospect, involving
students would have added great value to the development process.

CONCLUSION

Research indicates that effective teaching is a complex, multidimensional process and this should be
reflected in the design of SET instruments. As such, institutions and individuals tasked with designing a SET
instrument should expect it to be a deliberate and long process that needs to be carefully formulated. The
design process involves five key things. Firstly, an empowered and dedicated cross-disciplinary team.
Secondly, a clear purpose and understanding of where an institution is and where it wants to be,
particularly with regard to its teaching and learning culture. The SET initiative must be aligned with this
mission. Thirdly, an in-depth review of the SET and teaching and learning literature. The first three items set
up the fourth aspect recommended by Tagomori and Bishop (1994) and Rowley (2003): describe and
define the characteristics of effective teaching; phrase and map the SET questions applying to those
characteristics; and try to strike a balance between questions on teaching, support, resources and learning.
And finally, involve the necessary stakeholders including teachers, administrators and students. Recognize
that it is a change process (Fullan, 2001), and that intense feelings will likely surface particularly in
institutions that place significant importance on its SET data. Getting necessary stakeholders involved early
will create a greater sense of ownership and empowerment and should bode well for the next phases: the
validation and the implementation process.

Note: An earlier version of this paper was presented at a conference and several discussion forums.
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