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REPORT
John Gershman shared the included policy brief produced by a colleague’s student titled,
“Student Evaluations of Teaching: An Enemy in Disguise” that relates to recent conversations
on the matter.
The university is engaged in looking at Course evaluations from two angles:
1. An ad-hoc University wide committee on redesigning student evaluations has been
created with a focus on people with expertise on metrics and survey design. Ethan
Youngerman is the C-FSC representative on that committee. That committee's focus is,
as we understand it, to focus solely on the design of student evaluations.
2. The Senate's Academic Affairs Committee is establishing a sub-committee that will
explore best practices in the evaluation of teaching (portfolios, peer observation, etc) to
make a recommendation regarding the best way(s) to evaluate teaching with respect to
reappointment, promotion, and tenure. That sub-committee has yet to meet.
We will also seek the findings of the internal study related to bias in course evaluations and will
share anything we are given with the council.
Members of the Ed Policy Committee are scheduled to meet with reps from SSC on November
11, 2019 and we can report about that conversation verbally at the meeting.
We are working to schedule a meeting with NJ Knoll Finn and her team. Some of the items for
conversation include:
- Update on the pilot version of the spring admits. Sharing additional questions.
- Rollout of Academic Engagement and Gradebook data in NYU Classes
- Questions regarding data sharing agreements with Starfish (the back end software for
NYUConnect)
Other council members should advise if there are additional matters they wish is to raise in that
meeting.

Respectfully submitted,
Scott Illingworth

STUDENT EVALUATIONS OF TEACHING: AN ENEMY IN DISGUISE
The Limitations of SETs in Assessing Instructor Performance
Background
One of the major factors contributing to the
disparities in tenure, promotion, and pay decisions
among teachers is the over-reliance on student
evaluations of teaching (SETs) as measures of an
instructor's effectiveness [31, 46]. Research has
shown that SETs are flawed tools of measurement
as they are highly subjective and susceptible to bias
[39, 41].

What are Student Evaluations of Teaching?
The feedback students provide at the end of a course.
Usually presented in the forms of surveys or
questionnaires, they are used to evaluate a student's
learning and how beneficial they found the course.

What do SETs measure?
Teaching evaluations are poor indicators of teacher
quality as the results are usually the outcomes of
students' preferences. For example, classes with
lighter workloads and higher grading distributions
are more likely to get higher scores [22, 29, 37].
Evaluations are also higher when students feel
engaged in the course, thus non-elective courses
and quantitative courses score much lower [8, 10, 15,
18, 22, 28, 44, 45].
Additionally, disciplinary differences are present as
natural sciences usually have the lowest scores
while humanities courses have the highest [21, 22,
29, 39, 44, 45, 48]. Therefore, evaluations are based
more on course-specific characteristics than they
are on instructor quality and performance.

Bias in SETs have material consequences for those who are
negatively affected, such as job security, pay increases and
opportunities for promotion.

Are SETs Effective Tools
of Measurement?
SETs are not practical measures of teacher
effectiveness as they are primarily focused on
reliability; they show whether different students
give their instructor similar evaluations [41].
However, SETs are not valid measures of whether
an instructor helped or hindered a student's
learning. Controlled randomized
experiments measuring how valuable SETs are at
assessing instructor efficiency actually found that
SET ratings are negatively associated with direct
measures of effectiveness [41, 44].
What SETs do measure are the following:
Students' perceptions of how well they will do
in the course [22, 37, 41]
How much they enjoyed the material [22, 41, 44]
Their personal biases towards their instructor
[31, 41]
These are not adequate measures of how well an
instructor guided a student's comprehension of the
course material.
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Gender-Based Discrepancies in
Evaluation Results
Men are more likely to be perceived as more
accurate in their teaching, competent, organized
and professional compared to their female
counterparts [1, 4, 5, 6, 11, 18, 27, 28, 34, 36, 37, 40,
42].
In online teaching environments, students are
more likely to offer lower evaluations if they
perceive the instructor to be a woman [11, 27].
In a study conducted using SETs and course
evaluations, the results found that men who were
native-English speakers were most likely of
getting the highest scores on their evaluations in
every subject area except Engineering [20].
Gender of the student affects how they evaluate
their instructors as male students rate their male
instructors higher and their female instructors
lower, while the opposite is true for female
students [5, 6, 12, 13, 14, 20, 23, 28, 35].

Identity-Based Biases
Faculty of color and faculty with accents get
lower scores compared to their white
counterparts. One study shows that Black and
other non-white faculty received the lowest mean
scores across various evaluation items of course
quality, overall value and overall teaching ability
(38). Faculty with accents and Asian last names
receive lower SET and Rate My Professor ratings
as well(20, 43).
Experimental evidence on biases towards
LGBTQIA+ faculty found that students were more
likely to rate gay and lesbian faculty who were
strong lecturers lower than lecturers with an
unspecified orientation, though they also rated
gay and lesbian faculty who were weak lecturers
more moderately (2, 19).
The research on the possibility of sexuality and
racial bias in SETs is limited because these
populations are severely underrepresented in
academia (3). In order to improve this research,
there needs to be a concerted effort to hire and
support LGBTQIA+ faculty and faculty of color.

Role of Stereotypes in Evaluations

Implications

Women and men appear to be evaluated on their
compliance, or lack thereof, to gender stereotypes
[47]. Women are evaluated higher if they exhibit
traits associated with femininity, such as warmth and
compassion [7, 16, 25, 36]. Men, on the other hand, are
judged on their perceived intellectual and teaching
capabilities [6, 9, 10, 26]. In addition, students expect
more subjective treatment from female instructors
and react negatively when those expectations are not
satisfied [17, 33]. Thus, whether or not an instructor
confirms to their prescribed gender roles has a
stronger effect on their evaluation scores than their
actual performance.

The reliance on SETs as accurate measures of
teacher effectiveness has significant
ramifications for who benefits and who does not
[39, 41, 46]. As women and faculty of color are
less likely to get high scores on evaluations they
receive from students, they are less likely to reap
benefits such as higher pay and promotional
opportunities compared to their white, male
counterparts. For example, in Political Science,
disparities such as these result in fewer women
being represented at each stage, from the
graduate level to faculty and professional levels
[3]. These discrepancies lead to tangible
consequences that result in the lack of women
and people of color in higher positions.
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Recommendations for Improvement of Teaching Evaluations
Addressing Student Bias

Reformatting Survey Questions

Directly addressing the gender bias students
carry is one way to decrease the
discrepancies in evaluation results between
male and female instructors [24, 32].
Research has been conducted to test
whether or not informing students of the
potential for gender biases has any effect on
the evaluation results of teachers and the
results are compelling. Evaluation scores for
female instructors increased by as much as
half a point on a five-point scale [32].
However, research on this topic is fairly new
and limited in scope.

The design of the tools used to collect SETs
have a significant affect on the presence of
gender bias in the results. By making
alterations, these tools can be mitigate the
inequalities between male and female
instructors. In a study published in the
American Sociological Review, reducing the
number of scale points from 10 to 6 helped
shrink the gender gaps in teachers'
performance evaluations [34]. In a separate
study, eliminating global survey questions and
including multidimensional items also limit the
bias present in SETs [38].

Figure 2: SET Results by Experimental Condition

A study conducted at Iowa State University by Fan et al. found that students who were informed of potential bias rated their female
instructors higher than those who did not receive such information [32].

Measuring Course Satisfaction

Utilizing Peer Evaluations

Students are in a good position to observe and
evaluate aspects of the course outside of the instructor.
Student-centered evaluations can be predictive of how
effective the course is overall. SETs measure criteria
like workload and course enjoyment [22, 37, 41, 44]. By
formatting survey questions to include the pace of the
class and whether or not the course will have any
value in their future careers, this tool can be more
useful and forecast what improvements the instructor
can make.

Using faculty members to be a part of the evaluation
process for instructors could present a more holistic
approach to measuring teaching effectiveness (41).
Unlike SETs, faculty can have a broader perspective on
what is and is not effective in the classroom.. However,
the potential for racial and gender based bias is still
present. Faculty who are observing should know of
these potential biases and take steps to mitigate them,
such as taking an implicit bias test or a multicultural
competency course.

For more information and research on teaching evaluations, please visit https://www.rebeccakreitzer.com/bias/
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