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There is a plethora of research on student evaluations of teaching (SETs) regarding
their validity, susceptibility to bias, practical use and effective implementation.
Given that there is not one study summarising all these domains of research, a
comprehensive overview of SETs was conducted by combining all prior meta-
analyses related to SETs. Eleven meta-analyses were identified, and nine meta-
analyses covering 193 studies were included in the analysis, which yielded a
small-to-medium overall weighted mean effect size (» = .26) between SETs and
the variables studied. Findings suggest that SETs appear to be valid, have practical
use that is largely free from gender bias and are most effective when implemented
with consultation strategies. Research, teaching and policy implications are
discussed.

Keywords: student evaluations of teaching; student achievement; instructor
feedback

Given the near-ubiquitous use of student evaluations of teaching (SETs) in American
institutions of higher education (d’Apollonia and Abrami 1997; Dommeyer et al.
2002; Richardson 2005; Shevlin et al. 2000;), it is no surprise that there have been
much research and debate on SETs. In a commonly cited example, Seldin (1993)
reported that 86% of higher education personnel decisions use SETs as a major crite-
rion, representing a usage increase of 18% since 1984 (Seldin 1984). Faculty and
teaching evaluation by students has sparked more than 80 years of investigation
(Clayson 2009), yielding well over 2000 relevant published articles listed in popular
online databases (Centra 2003). This confirms that SETs are an important area of
research and that more well-wrought investigations are needed to clarify the intense
debates (e.g. Greenwald and Gillmore 1997; Griffin 2004; Marsh 1987; Marsh and
Roche 2000) over their validity, susceptibility to biasing factors, practical use and
effective implementation. Given a tremendous number of SET studies, multiple meta-
analyses have attempted to synthesise these areas of research; however, there is not a
single outlet that combines and summarises all the meta-analyses. This study attempts
to address the aforementioned issues by providing a comprehensive overview of SETs
by combining all prior meta-analyses related to SETs. Particularly, meta-analyses
were identified and examined to ascertain the variables related to SETs (i.e. student
achievement, gender of instructor, feedback/consultation) and the overall impact of
SET ratings with all variables investigated.
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Construct validity

Although most researchers seem to accept the need for some form of instructor eval-
uation in college courses, much debate centers on the validity of SETs. Clayson (2009,
17) noted that these evaluations are based on the idea that ‘students will learn more
from good teachers’, using this association between learning and teaching effective-
ness as justification for SET use by implying their theoretical construct-validity.
Cohen (1981) noted that the complex factors involved in the research on SETs make
it difficult to reach decisive conclusions or strong generalisations about SET validity.
However, he states that researchers in this field generally consider student-learning to
be the most significant gauge for measuring teaching effectiveness. In his extensive
review, Marsh (1987) supported this idea in finding consistent and significant rela-
tionships between student achievement and student ratings of instructors. After nearly
30 years of work on SETs, Marsh (2007b, 339) still upholds the validity of SETs
because ‘the sections that evaluate the teaching as most effective are also the sections
that perform best on standardised final examinations’. Meta-analyses and large-scale
reviews have both supported and questioned the validity of SETs. Cohen (1981, 305)
found that; ‘student ratings of instruction are a valid index of instructional effective-
ness’, while d’Apollonia and Abrami (1997) report that multisection validity studies
support the use of SETs as well as their validity. However, Onwuegbuzie, Daniel, and
Collins (2009, 206) concluded with ‘serious doubt on the score validity of STEs [sic],
particularly in terms of areas of content-related validity and construct-related valid-
ity’, and Pounder (2007) echoed these concerns over the utility and validity of SETs.

Potential biasing variables

Much of the recent research questioning the use of SETs centers around potential bias-
ing variables that could unduly impact SET ratings. One of the most prominent areas
of discussion focuses on the potential for expected grades and an instructor’s grading
practices to influence student ratings of both instruction and course quality (for an
extensive discussion of research on the relationship between grades and SETs, see
Gump 2007). Authors such as Greenwald and Gillmore (1997) promote a grading
leniency hypothesis, although this effort may suffer from experimenter bias (Gump
2007) and methodological issues (Marsh and Roche 2000). These authors argue that
instructors can earn higher SET ratings by following a more lenient grading policy or
‘buying’ better ratings by giving higher grades. Recent research supports this hypoth-
esis as well (Griffin 2004). In contrast, other researchers (Centra 2003; Marsh and
Roche 2000) promote a validity hypothesis, theorising that student ratings reflect
student perceptions of learning and are not significantly influenced by expected course
grade. This hypothesis has been supported by more recent work of sound design and
quality (Remedios and Lieberman 2008). Current research puts this debate into
perspective, as the relationship between student ratings and grades is small (Boysen
2008), with estimates at about a .20 correlation (Marsh and Roche 2000). Although,
based on Cohen’s (1988) correlational effect size guidelines, a .20 correlation falls
between a small (.1)-to-moderate (.3) effect. Subsequently, in a study with a sample
that included approximately 55,000 classes among two-year colleges and four-year
colleges, Centra (2003) found a small correlation of .11 between expected grades and
student ratings. Indeed, Marsh (1987) concluded that the impacts of potential biasing
factors on SETs (e.g. expected grade, course workload) were relatively weak. Given
the level of contradiction and ambiguity in the research on expected grades and grading
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practices as biasing variables affecting SETs (Gump 2007), perhaps the effects of these
variables are quite small, inconsistent or even confounded by other variables. In
summarising a thorough review of research relevant to the grade/SET relationship,
Marsh concludes that ‘evidence from a variety of different studies clearly supports the
validity and student characteristics hypotheses. Whereas a grading-leniency effect may
produce some bias in SETs, support for this suggestion is weak, and the size of such
an effect is likely to be insubstantial’ (2007b, 357, emphasis in original).

Marsh (2007b) suggests that a significant number of studies addressing the impact
of bias on SETSs suffer from methodological flaws and poor operationalisation of bias
among other limitations (c.f. Marsh 1987; Marsh and Dunkin 1997). In this chapter,
he summarises the potential biasing variables considered in the SET literature and
suggests that the relationships between SET scores and potential biasing variables are
relatively small, with only a limited number of studies finding a correlation of .30 or
above, whereas the typical relationships were substantially lower (Marsh and Roche
1997). Furthermore, Marsh and Dunkin (1997) found that prior subject interest was
the variable most strongly correlated with SETs, acknowledging that this variable
impacts some elements of effective teaching as well. Addressing another common
faculty concern over SETSs, course workload was found to be positively (italics added)
correlated with SET scores (Marsh and Roche 2000), although more recent literature
suggests that this relationship is more complex and perhaps curvilinear (Centra 2003).
However, Marsh and Roche report that even potentially biasing perceptions of
expected grades and workload difficulty remained relatively stable over time, as did
correlations between overall ratings, expected grades and workload.

Additional work on biasing variables on SETs has focused on instructor gender or
sex, attractiveness, and nonverbal behaviour, among other factors. For example,
recent studies on gender bias reported that female students rate instructors of the same
sex significantly higher on SETs (Bachen, McLoughlin, and Garcia 1999; Centra and
Gaubatz 2000). Physical attractiveness has been shown to influence SET ratings as
well (Riniolo et al. 2006), although the magnitude of this biasing variable’s impact on
SETs is still debated (Campbell, Gerdes, and Steiner 2005). In an interesting study in
which female undergraduates rated brief videos of instructors lecturing (audio muted),
Ambady and Rosenthal (1993) found that teacher ratings by students observing only
short clips of nonverbal behaviours were closely associated with teacher ratings by
students who had extended interactions with the same instructors. Although a myriad
of other factors may have the potential to moderate the relationship between learning
and SETs, the present study focused on synthesising all published meta-analyses
relevant to SET research.

Consultation strategies

An important caveat to the support of SETs is the question that how they are imple-
mented and used in practice. Many institutions require faculty to use SETs as part of
the evaluation process towards their promotion and tenure. Although commonly used
for administrative purposes, SETs can be used in also other formative ways, especially
in improving quality of teaching. It appears that this is best done by providing feed-
back to course instructors based on the course SET results paired with some forms of
consultation (Marsh 2007b), such as advisory or educational consultation (Penny and
Coe 2004). Subsequently, these forms of consultation may include extended discus-
sions of teaching effectiveness (average of two hours), training or workshops on
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teaching issues and using multiple sources of data collection when discussing teaching
effectiveness (e.g. classroom observations, videotapes of teaching, interviews; Penny
and Coe 2004). Furthermore, academic peers who are held in high regard for excep-
tional teaching are most likely best suited to serve as consultants (Penny and Coe
2004), although just the use of consultation with SETs is beneficial. Menges and
Brinko (1986) conducted a meta-analysis and presented a paper on student ratings and
consultation. They found a larger effect size on future student ratings in studies
combining consultation with student rating feedback (d = 1.10), with .80 being a large
effect size for group comparisons (Cohen 1988). Previous meta-analyses echo similar
findings as well (e.g. Cohen 1980).

Purpose of the study

To date, the authors were unable to find a detailed and thorough examination of all
meta-analyses that have been conducted in the area of SETs. Therefore, we designed
the current study to provide a comprehensive overview of all meta-analyses related to
SETs, which will enable educators, researchers and policy-makers to examine a
wealth of research and understand SET validity, its practical use and effective imple-
mentation synthesised from critical investigation on the topics of interest. Specifi-
cally, each meta-analysis was examined to identify the construct of interest related to
SETs (i.e. student achievement as measured by final exams or final grades, feedback/
consultation, gender of instructor) and analysed to determine the overall relationship
between SET ratings and constructs across all meta-analyses with similar focuses.
Given the enormous amount of research on SETs, the purpose of this study is to
provide a single outlet that summarises all prior meta-analyses related to SETs.

Method
Identification of studies

A thorough review of the literature was conducted to identify all published meta-anal-
yses that address some aspect of student evaluation of teaching. Literature search
procedures included the following databases: ERIC, PsycINFO and Sociological
Abstracts. In order for findings to be most applicable, searches were restricted by
publication date (from 1975 to present) and by language (English language journals
only). The authors followed a systematic and reproducible literature search protocol,
the specific steps and procedures of which were well documented in detail and are
available upon request. First, the appropriate database descriptors were identified
using each database’s thesaurus. The authors used the following search terms (aster-
isks included to account for variations in spelling and pluralisation): ‘student evalua-
tion’,*! ‘teaching* performance’, ‘student evaluation of teaching’, ‘teacher
effectiveness’, ‘teacher effectiveness evaluation’, ‘teacher evaluation’, ‘personnel
evaluation’, ‘literature review*’ and ‘meta analysis’. Second, each article database
was searched using the aforementioned terms in various combinations as keywords,
descriptors, title elements and abstract elements while attempting to limit the results
to articles defined as a meta-analysis or a review in each database record’s title,
descriptor or abstract sections. Lastly, the reference sections of relevant literature
reviews, meta-analyses and seminal articles on SETs were searched for appropriate
meta-analyses.
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Criteria for inclusion of studies

The criteria for being included in this literature review of meta-analyses were as
follows: (1) the meta-analysis must have been published between 1975 and present,
(2) only peer-reviewed, published meta-analysis articles were included, (3) the meta-
analysis must have reported an effect size, and (4) the meta-analysis had to include
some form of college students’ evaluation of teachers. Studies of the following types
were excluded: newsletters, conference presentations, unpublished papers, literature
reviews and books.

Results

Based on the criteria for inclusion in the study, the authors identified 11 meta-anal-
yses related to student evaluation of teaching (see Table 1). Combining all the
meta-analyses, the total number of studies was 233 and included 1330 courses/
sections (Clayson 2009, had 1115 sections). The mean number of studies per meta-
analysis was 21.18 (SD = 12.01). When combining all of the studies included in the
meta-analyses, the earliest publication was in 1936 and the most recent in 2007; the
median year was 1976, the mean year was 1974 (SD = 9.45). The following
variables were examined among the 11 meta-analyses: student evaluation of teach-
ing (n = 11), student achievement (n = 6), feedback/consultation strategies (n = 3),
course ratings (n = 2), instructor expression (n = 1), instructor gender (n = 1) and
lecture content (n = 1).

Meta-analyses can best be understood by their effect sizes. Effect sizes are stan-
dardised numbers used to capture the amount of difference between two groups or the
effect that one variable has on another variable. To help interpret effect sizes, Cohen
(1988) provided guidelines for mean difference effects and correlation effects.
Cohen’s guidelines for correlation effect sizes are as follows: » = .10 is a small effect;
r =30 is a medium effect; and » = .50 or above indicates a large effect. Accordingly,
a large effect (» = .50) indicates that 25% of the variance in one variable is accounted
for by the other variable of interest. Cohen’s (1988) guidelines for the standardised
mean difference between two groups specify the amount of difference in magnitude
between groups, which are small (d = .20), medium (d = .50) and large (d = .80).
Based on these guidelines, a large effect (d = .80) can be interpreted by stating that the
mean of one group is at the 79th percentile relative to the mean of the comparison
group; an effect size of .00 indicates that the mean of a group is at the 50th percentile
relative to the mean of the comparison group (Cohen 1988).

In a meta-analysis with 41 studies, Cohen (1981) found a medium-to-large corre-
lation effect size (r = .47), according to Cohen’s (1988) guidelines, between overall
course rating and student achievement. This finding indicates that 22% of the variance
in overall course rating is accounted for by the variance in student achievement. Addi-
tionally, overall instructor rating had a medium effect (» = .43) on student achievement
(Cohen 1981). As a follow up to his 1981 study, Cohen (1982) further demonstrated
a medium-to-large (r = .44) relationship between instructor ratings and student
achievement. He then concluded that students who score high on achievement tend to
give their teachers higher instructional ratings (1982). Cohen (1983) again confirmed
the evidence between student ratings of instruction and student achievement by find-
ing a medium effect (» = .38). Dowell and Neal (1982) combined six studies to inves-
tigate the relationship between student achievement and student instructor ratings.
They concluded that student achievement had a small-to-medium effect (» = .20) on
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student instructor ratings. McCallum’s (1984) meta-analysis of 14 studies examined
how students’ ratings of their instructor and overall course rating were related to
students’ class performance. He found a medium effect between student instructor
rating (r = .32) and student performance and a small-to-medium effect (r =.25)
between course rating and student performance. Thus, 10.1% of the variance in
instructor rating and 6.4% of the variance in course rating can be accounted for by
student performance.

Cohen (1988) also established guidelines for omega-squared, which are: &/ =.010
for a small effect, &’ = .059 for a medium effect and o’ = .138 for a large effect.
Abrami, Leventhal, and Perry (1982) used weighted mean omega-squared effects
sizes to account for the number of students per study. They found that instructor
expressiveness explained a large proportion of the variance in student ratings ((u2 =
29), but a small-to-medium proportion of the variance in student achievement (¢ =
.04). Abrami, Leventhal, and Perry also reported that lecture content had a large effect
on student achievement (o.)2 = .16), but a small-to-medium effect on student ratings
(ca2 = .04). In reviewing 42 studies, Clayson (2009) suggested that there is a small
relationship between learning (i.e. test results) and SETs. Although the relationship
was not significant at the .05 level, Clayson claimed that a small relationship existed
because 13 of the 42 studies found a significant positive correlation, and one study
found a negative correlation. It should be noted that Clayson’s meta-analysis was the
only study that did not find a significant effect size.

In a meta-analysis conducted to combine SET feedback with personal consulta-
tion, Cohen (1980) found that students’ ratings of instructors at midterm had a small-
to-medium effect (4. = .38) on students’ ratings of instructors at the end of the
semester. L’Hommedieu, Menges, and Brinko (1990) reported that written feedback
for instructors combined with personal consultation had a far greater effect than writ-
ten feedback alone. They based their conclusions on 16 studies that provided written
feedback (Glass’s delta range, A = —.107 — .545), and six studies that used consulta-
tion in addition to written feedback (A = .00 — 1.63). More recently, Penny and Coe
(2004) published a meta-analysis using 12 studies investigating the potential impact
of consultation strategies on teaching effectiveness and found a moderate effect size
(d. = .69) among the 11 studies included; one study was excluded due to its artifi-
cially deflating the overall mean effect. Feldman (1993) reviewed 28 studies and
found that instructor gender slightly impacted students’ evaluations of their instruc-
tors (r = .02). Although, nine of the 28 studies used each individual student in the
class as a unit of analysis, as opposed to the 19 studies that used the average rating of
the instructor by all the students in the class. Considering this, the effect size
remained virtually meaningless (» = .03) when including only 19 studies.

In the present study, we extensively reviewed each meta-analysis related to SETs;
next we calculated new effect sizes by combining the related SET meta-analyses
previously reviewed. Given that student evaluation of teaching was the topic included
in all meta-analyses, we were interested in examining the variables included in the
meta-analyses that impacted student evaluation of teaching (see Table 1). Cohen’s d
was reported in two studies, omega-squared and Glass’s delta were reported in one
study each, and the remaining seven studies regorted Pearson’s r values for effect
sizes. Cohen’s (1988, 23) formula 2.2.6, r = d/[(d* + 4)°] was used to convert Cohen’s
d effect size to Pearson’s r effect size to clearly understand the range of effect sizes
across nine of the studies with the exception of Abrami, Leventhal, and Perry (1982),
as well as L’Hommedieu, Menges, and Brinko (1990), due to omega-squared and
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Glass’s delta being reported, respectively. Converting d effect sizes to r effect sizes
assumes that mean differences are correlational in nature, which results in a variance
accounted for effect size (Roberts and Henson 2002) and allows researchers to clearly
re-express all effect sizes (Vacha-Haase and Thompson 2004). When examining the
relationship between variables, the r statistic has been noted as a more general statistic
to use (Quintana and Minami 2006), rather than a group difference statistic (e.g.
Cohen’s d).

Comparing the effect sizes across all nine meta-analyses including 193 studies,
the range for Pearson r values was between .022—.44, suggesting less than a small
effect to close to a large effect among the variables of interests and student evalua-
tions of teachers, or alternatively stated, .04—19% of the variance in the variables of
interest is accounted for by SETs. To provide a more accurate understanding of the
results, the weighted average effect size was calculated based on the nine meta-
analyses; the weighted average was determined by multiplying each meta-analysis
effect size by its respective number of included studies and then the products were
summed and divided by the total number of studies (see Table 2). The effect sizes
that were reported for the nine meta-analyses were calculated at either the individual
level (i.e. each student rating for instructor was used for analysis) or the group level
(i.e. average rating for instructor by students per course section), and in some meta-
analyses both individual and group levels were used to calculate the effect size (e.g.
Feldman 1993).

Some meta-analyses did not provide the number of participants or sections per
study that were originally included in the analysis. Therefore, a weighted mean score
could only be determined for the combinations of these studies by using the number
of studies in the meta-analyses. The authors did attempt to calculate the weighted
mean effect size based on the total sample size used in each meta-analysis by obtain-
ing the original publications that were referenced in the meta-analysis. However, we
were unable to locate some individual studies that were used in the meta-analyses (e.g.
unpublished dissertations). Including all nine meta-analyses, we calculated a weighted
mean effect size of » = .264, which is classified as a small-to-medium effect (Cohen
1988). Therefore, 7% of the variance in the variables examined can be explained by
SETs. Subsequently, to more clearly understand the effects that each variable had on
SETs, we combined the nine studies with similar constructs that were previously iden-
tified. Table 2 presents the combined effects, percent of variance accounted for and
Cohen’s guidelines (see Table 2).

Table 2. Results from combined meta-analyses.

Meta-analysis topic Number of Total Pearson’s Percentof

compared with student meta-analyses  number reffect  variance

evaluation of teaching combined of studies size explained Size of effect
Student achievement 6 137 312 9.73%  Medium
Feedback/Consultation 2 28 245 6.00%  Small-Medium
Gender of instructor 1 28 .022 .05%  Less than small
overall total 9 193 260 6.76%  Small-Medium

Note: Size of effects are based on Cohen’s guidelines for r, which are: .1 = small, .3 = medium and
.5 = large.
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Discussion

We analysed meta-analyses from three debated areas of research on SETs: their valid-
ity, their susceptibility to gender bias and their effective implementation. The authors
combined the results from all six available meta-analyses investigating the relationship
between SET ratings and student achievement, as measured by final exams’ or final-
course grades. Our results suggest that there is a medium effect size between student
achievement and SET ratings, with measures of achievement explaining approximately
10% of the variance in ratings on SET measures. Previous researchers have examined
the validity of SETs through multisection validity studies (e.g. Cohen 1981; d’Apol-
lonia and Abrami 1997; Marsh and Overall 1980) supporting the validity of SET
ratings in that students who achieved more in a course experienced the teaching as more
effective. For example, d’Apollonia and Abrami (1997, 1203) found that ‘more than
45% of the variation in student learning across sections can be explained by student
perceptions of instructor effectiveness’, suggesting that this percentage can be seen as
an estimated validity measure under the proper circumstances. Subsequently, student
achievement accounting for 45% of the variance in SETs is rather large based on the
current findings of SETs being explained by only 10% of the variance in student
achievement. Given this basis for SET validity, our results do seem to support the
construct validity of SETs, showing with data synthesised from six meta-analyses that
a relationship exists between student achievement and SETs. The combined results
from 137 studies on this relationship yielded a medium effect size, suggesting that
SETs are related to student achievement and are valid measures of instructor skill and
teaching effectiveness. However, it should be noted that achievement was defined
differently for various meta-analyses (e.g. final exams’ or final-course grades).

The authors were able to combine the results from two meta-analyses investigating
the relationship between SETs and different feedback strategies implemented with
instructors. Our results suggest that there is a small-to-medium effect size between
improvements in teaching (as measured by increases on subsequent SET ratings) and
consultative feedback interventions, explaining approximately 6% of the variance.
These results echo the findings of the recent methodologically sound meta-analysis by
Penny and Coe (2004), whose results suggest a positive relationship between teaching
effectiveness and feedback strategies (d. = .69). Although previous research suggests
that any form of feedback (e.g. written feedback based on SET ratings) paired with
SET results produces greater effects than SET ratings alone (Cohen 1980), it appears
that feedback strategies which actively involve both the instructor and the consultant
are more effective in improving teaching (Penny and Coe 2004).

Lastly, we examined the results of a single meta-analysis on the potential for
instructor gender to impact SETs. The fact that only one meta-analysis investigating
a potential biasing variable on SET ratings was found suggests that researchers focus-
ing on potential biasing variables may further our understanding significantly by using
meta-analytic techniques. Although the question of whether the variable ‘gender’
biases SETs’ benefits from one meta-analysis, the authors acknowledge that this study
could not synthesise results from many studies and would benefit from additional
meta-analyses on the same topic. However, the meta-analysis included in our study
yielded a less than small effect size, explaining less than .5% of the variance in SET
ratings. Although a controversial issue in student ratings’ literature, it appears from
the meta-analytic evidence available in the literature that the interaction between
instructor gender and student gender does not appear to greatly impact SET ratings.
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Teaching implications

Institutions of higher education continually strive to improve the quality of teaching
in their academic communities. In addition, administrators at these institutions are
constantly trying to increase student achievement. Our results suggest that SET
measures can be useful tools in addressing both of these primary concerns. Feedback
from student ratings can be useful in improving teaching by providing instructors with
constructive, consultative feedback with which to improve the quality of their teach-
ing. As effective teaching has been defined as an instructor’s ability to facilitate
student achievement (McKeachie, cited in Cohen 1981), using student feedback to
improve teaching will likely result in increased student achievement as students
benefit from more effective teaching.

One practical way to integrate teaching effectiveness evaluation into an academic
class might be to append a SET measure to a course midterm and final examinations.
This strategy could provide an effective, practical method to implement student
ratings to improve teaching. Some studies examined whether feedback from midterm
student ratings was linked with higher student ratings at the semester’s end. For
example, Overall and Marsh (1979) found that instructors who received midterm
student feedback averaged higher on student evaluations at the term’s end. Similarly,
subsequent researchers (L’Hommedieu, Menges, and Brinko 1990) found an average
effect size for improvement in end of term evaluations of .342 for those teachers
receiving midterm feedback. With feedback given at a course’s midpoint, the instruc-
tor would be able to make improvements before the course’s end instead of delaying
any feedback-driven improvements until the following semester.

Lastly, it appears that interactions between instructor and student gender do not
impact SET ratings significantly, according to one meta-analysis. This indicates that
instructors should consider neither their gender nor that of their students when
receiving and interpreting SET results. The results also suggest that administrators do
not need to consider instructors’ gender when assigning instructors to various classes.
However, the meta-analysis largely included studies from the 1970s, and more current
research is needed before making conclusive statements based on gender.

Policy implications

Our results encourage the use of SET measures in evaluating instructor skill and
teaching effectiveness. Departmental protocols for evaluating instructors and profes-
sors will likely benefit greatly from implementing an SET measure. For those depart-
ments currently using a student ratings measure, the authors encourage its continued
use and recommend implementing some form of consultative feedback when admin-
istratively possible instead of relying on ratings alone. In addition, if a department’s
SET measure was derived from within the department itself, the department may want
to consider ways to validate their measure with other empirically validated scales
published in the education or psychology literatures. In selecting an empirically
backed assessment, administrators can feel more confident in trusting the results. One
SET measure in particular has benefited from ample, sound research and appears to
be a reliable and valid, multidimensional measure of teaching effectiveness: the
Students’ Evaluation of Educational Quality (SEEQ; Marsh 1982). For those depart-
ments not currently using an SET scale or for those hoping to improve upon their
current measure, the authors recommend implementing an assessment scale, such as
the SEEQ, paired with some form of consultative feedback. Furthermore, it should be
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noted that most researchers agree with Marsh (2007b) in supporting the idea that SETs
ought to comprise only part of the teaching effectiveness evaluation process, espe-
cially in making personnel decisions (e.g. Al-Issa and Sulieman 2007; Marsh and
Roche 1997; Simione, Cadden, and Mattie 2008; Zabaleta 2007). We are also agree-
ment also with Marsh (2007b), and it is our viewpoint that by using SETs as a single
source of data when determining if faculty should be hired, promoted or fired raises
great concerns due to the amount of unexplained variance from our study; for exam-
ple, only approximately 10% of the variance in SETs can be explained by student
achievement. Although standard SET measures often provide a simple, inexpensive
method for instructor and course evaluation, additional data should be integrated with
SETs that are appropriate to the institution. In addition, it is also essential to consider
multiple SETs over time, rather than examining only few groups of students/classes.

Feedback strategies

Penny and Coe’s (2004) results emphasise that more comprehensive consultation
could be incorporated by utilising multiple sources of evaluation in addition to student
ratings. From a practical perspective, Penny and Coe’s findings indicate that instruc-
tors who obtain consultation over student ratings improve their teaching effectiveness,
compared with teachers who are provided ratings’ results alone. These authors
conclude that the most beneficial form of consultation can be characterised as ‘collab-
orative action research aimed at helping teachers to gain a better understanding of the
nature of their work and how to improve the quality of their practice in a meaningful
way through reflection on their teaching as seen through the eyes of their students’
(244). Additional research supports this idea that consultation paired with feedback
from student ratings forms an effective way to improve teaching effectiveness (e.g.
Hampton and Reiser 2004; Marsh and Roche 1993). We suggest that college and
university administrators consider release time for more senior faculty or department
chairs to allow those individuals to provide consultation to other faculty members at
midterm or semester’s end. However, these faculty members should be selected with
careful attention and may include a variety of individuals, which may not necessarily
be senior faculty. Particularly, academic peers that have demonstrated a consistent and
long history of effective teaching would likely be best suited to serve as consultants.
By using esteemed academic peers, teachers will likely value the chance to consult
with their colleagues who are well known for having the appropriate skills, knowledge
and experience (Penny and Coe 2004).

Research implications

Numerous research implications can be extracted from the study. There is a large
amount of evidence that supports the validity of SETs. However, we found that
multiple variables impact SET ratings differently, and this is an area that should be
further explored. One area specifically that warrants further investigation is the bias-
ing variable of gender. In examining the only meta-analysis focusing on gender as the
primary biasing variable on SETs, Feldman (1993) concluded that gender had little
effect on SETs, but more current research may suggest otherwise (Bachen,
McLoughlin, and Garcia 1999; Centra and Gaubatz 2000); it is also worth noting that
the majority of studies included in the meta-analysis were conducted in the 1970s.
Additionally, Feldman’s meta-analysis combined both individual and group analyses,
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which could have possibly changed the findings. Researchers should also investigate
the effectiveness of SETs on policy decisions, particularly in regard to tenure deci-
sions. We were unable to locate a single meta-analysis that examined how effective
SETs were in accurately assisting administrators in their decisions, and future
research is needed in this area. At the local level, researchers could investigate the
effectiveness of SETs within their university as well as the various strategies that may
be employed with SETs (e.g. feedback/consultation). By gathering data within the
researchers’ university, comparisons with other institutions could be made with
published data on SETs.

Limitations

Limitations exist in the present study. Knowing that there are various types of scales
that measure student evaluations of teachers, we did not report all of the scales that
were used in the meta-analyses because they were not originally reported. This
prevents more explicit assumptions about the specific SET scales and how different
variables may or may not impact the scales. Therefore, future research should exam-
ine the specific and different effects for each SET scale. Another limitation to the
study was based on how student achievement was measured differently across stud-
ies (e.g. final exams’ or final-course grades). Subsequently, it is possible that student
achievement may be varied based on the way it was measured; thus, researchers
should be consistent when measuring student achievement and clearly operationally
define how it is measured, such as student’s grade point average at the end of the
class.

When provided, confidence intervals were reported, but our study was limited by
not reporting confidence intervals for all effect sizes. Future researchers should ensure
that confidence intervals are indicated, which allows readers to know if there is a true
effect between the variable of interest. Our study was limited by combining only nine
of the 11 meta-analyses, as a result of various effect sizes formulas being used. When
conducting future meta-analyses, it would be helpful for researchers to provide appro-
priate descriptive statistics (e.g. M; SD) for each study included and the overall sample
sizes to allow for further analysis by others. The inclusion criteria added a limitation
to the study: due to the file drawer bias, unpublished studies may have impacted our
results, but this effect could not be determined. Another limitation to our study was
the weighted mean effect size calculations. Unfortunately, the authors were unable to
obtain total sample sizes used for each meta-analysis, which prevented us from
performing more robust weighted effect size calculations. Where appropriate, in future
studies researchers should use Aaron, Kromrey, and Ferron’s formula for calculating
effect sizes (cited in Vacha-Haase and Thompson 2004) because it tends to be more
precise by accounting for small or disparate/unequal sample sizes (Vacha-Haase and
Thompson 2004). Surprisingly, the median year for all of the studies included in the
meta-analysis was 1976; therefore, a limitation exists based on how dated the majority
of the research is in the area.

Lastly, our study suffered from being able to include only one meta-analysis on
potential biasing variables. The included paper on the relationship between gender and
SETs comprises the beginning of the research necessary to reach an empirically
supported decision about whether the interaction between instructor and student
gender significantly impacts SETs. However, our study based its conclusions on the
available research and noted any weaknesses in approach and conclusions.
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Note
1. References marked with an asterisk indicate studies included in the meta-analysis.
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