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ABSTRACT 

Questionnaires that measure students’ evaluations of teaching performance are widely used throughout 
American higher education institutions. However, while the instruments are widely used, the interpretation of the 
survey data is a frequent source of disagreement and discontent. This paper will discuss three methods for interpreting 
teacher evaluation data and suggest that interpretation is most likely to be perceived as fair and accepted when it is 
based upon a pre-established scale that is grounded in multiple administrations of a consistent survey instrument. 

INTRODUCTION 

The evaluation of teaching is one of the core activities 
of academic units and has profound career implications 
for the faculty member being evaluated. Teaching evalu
ation has also received increased attention as a result of at 
least two trends, accreditation bodies’ emphasis on as
sessment and the Spellings Commission’s emphasis on 
accountability (U.S. Department of Education 2006), that 
focusing on how both student learning and instructor 
effectiveness can be more effectively assessed. While few 
would disagree with the importance of evaluating the 
performance of instructors, faculty members within and 
across academic units tend to disagree about evaluation 
methods and the interpretation of the evaluation results 
(Clayson and Haley 1990; Kemp and O’Keefe 2003; 
Machina 1987; Marsh and Roche 1997; Simpson and 
Siguaw 2000; Theall and Franklin 1990). Fair evaluation 
requires a standard with which all faculty members and 
those charged with evaluating the performance of faculty 
members are familiar, find to be acceptable and consis
tently apply in all cases (Cranton 2001). This paper 
illustrates and discusses some methods which have been 
commonly used to compare faculty members with regard 
to the teaching criterion of the more comprehensive set of 
performance criteria traditionally considered when eval
uating faculty for contract renewal, salary, and merit 
increases, tenure and promotion. 

Higher education institutions typically use, either 
singularly or in combination, two types of instructor 
evaluation systems: peer review and student surveys. Peer 
reviews typically involve a faculty assessment of a partic
ular instructor’s in-class behavior, teaching materials, 

and/or student output. Student surveys, otherwise re
ferred to as students evaluations of teaching or (SET) 
typically involve students acting as respondents to a 
questionnaire that assess a faculty member’s performance. 
Regardless of the system used, the evaluation data are 
typically compared to some standard or expected perfor
mance in order to assess the instructor’s competence. 
These assessments are then used to make retention, com
pensation, promotion, and tenure decisions. The impor
tance of these decisions on a faculty member’s career 
makes it imperative that the data from the evaluations are 
interpreted with objectivity, care and precision (Aleamoni 
2000; Arreola 2000; Centra 1990; Centra and Bonesteel 
2001; Ory 2000; Wergin and Swingen 2000). While there 
is considerable debate about SET’s validity and whether 
or not they should be used (see, for a recent example, 
Clayson and Sheffet 2006), the fact remains that SET is 
used. The underlying question of this paper is that, given 
that SET is used, how can they best be interpreted? This 
paper will discuss various ways in which data from 
student evaluations of teaching are interpreted (and in 
some cases misinterpreted), and will suggest a method for 
increasing the interpretive value of teaching evaluations. 

COURSE EVALUATION OBJECTIVES 

SET data are typically gathered through a survey that 
is administered at the end of a course. The quantitative 
nature of the survey data eases comparison of the faculty 
member’s performance with previous teaching perfor
mances as well as with the performance of other faculty 
members within and across academic units. Traditionally, 
course evaluation data are compared to meet either forma-
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tive or summative objectives. Formative comparisons 
involve looking at an individual’s evaluations over time to 
discern a trend in the evaluations (i.e., the individual’s 
present performance is compared to his or hers past 
performance) (Centra 1987; Smith 2001). Summative 
comparisons involve looking at the individual’s evalua
tion relative to the evaluations of his or her peers (Scriven 
1987; Knapper 2000). Summative comparisons typically 
involve comparing a departmental average or mean score 
for an academic term to the individual’s evaluations for 
that same term. Rather than the departmental mean, com
parisons may be made to other faculty members of a 
similar rank or who teach similar material. As with all 
rankings and ratings, these require special attention to 
assure that the eventual positions ascribed and the deci
sions that flow from these ascribed positions are based 
upon transparent, objective and valid interpretation (Ale
amoni 1987). Objective interpretation is especially criti
cal when the teaching evaluation scores are submitted to 
the several committees and administrators who are charged 
with examining a faculty member’s qualifications and 
making recommendations regarding promotion and ten
ure decisions. 

COURSE EVALUATION COMPARISON 
METHODS 

While evaluation comparisons are used to meet either 
formative or summative objectives, the actual compari
sons can be made using a number of methods. Three such 
methods, the Observational Method, the Statistical Meth
od, and the Empirical Method, are discussed below. 

The Observational Method 

The observational method of comparison uses the 
raw scores (means) calculated from the evaluation forms 
as the basis for comparison. Ease-of-use is the advantage 
of this technique as it requires the least amount of effort to 
make the comparisons. However, this technique treats 
scores as terminal measures and accepts any differences 
between scores as meaningful. Consider, for example, the 
evaluations presented in Table 1 for two faculty members 

who each taught a section of an elective undergraduate 
course in the same term. 

The observational method would lead one to con
clude that “A” is a better instructor than “B” and above 
average when compared to all instructors of elective 
undergraduate courses. Likewise, one would conclude 
that “B” is both worse than “A” and worse than average. 
Standard deviations are frequently computed and report
ed but, in the absence of any further statistical compari
sons, the standard deviations are not much more than 
window dressing. The problem with the observational 
technique should be fairly obvious to anyone who has had 
a basic course in statistical analysis. Investing these raw 
differences with a kind of conceptual significance is the 
most basic of the statistical rookies’ mistakes and one 
often used as a teaching opportunity. 

The Statistical Method 

The statistical method of comparison uses statistical 
tests to determine if differences between evaluation scores 
are meaningful. In this way, it overcomes the inherent 
error of the observational method (i.e., the assumption 
that all differences are meaningful). Additionally, the 
statistical method retains the ease-of-use advantage of the 
observational method as it requires only slightly more 
effort to compute a statistic based upon the mean and 
standard deviation that it does to simply observe the mean. 

The primary disadvantage of the statistical technique 
is that it uses a relatively small amount of data in its 
calculations which decreases the sensitivity of the statis
tical tests. This makes it difficult to find statistically 
significant differences. Taking the data presented in Ta
ble 1, a t-test would reveal that there are no significant 
differences between any of the reported means. That is 
“A” and “B” and statistically equivalent to each other and 
to the departmental mean. To further illustrate this point, 
Table 2 presents a greater amount of data about two 
instructors’ evaluations for a particular term along with 
departmental means for that term. The data in Table 2 
allow each instructor to be compared to the overall depart
mental mean, each section to be compared to the mean for 
the given type of course, and for the instructors to be 

TABLE 1 
EXAMPLE OF OBSERVATIONAL COMPARISON METHOD 

Faculty Member N Mean Standard Deviation 

A 29 4.5 1.1 

B 32 4.2 .7 

Mean of All Elective Undergraduate Courses 143 4.3 1.7 
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compared to each other (both overall and for a given type 
of course). The results of a basic t test applied to all of the 
possible comparisons (n = 14) indicate that the difference 
between each pair of means is all less than the .05 level 
needed to establish statistically significant differences 
between the scores compared. This means that, for exam
ple, an instructor scoring 3.16 on a global item has a score 
that does not statistically differ from the departmental 
mean score of 3.76. We must conclude than that, the 
statistical test we applied could only indicate extreme 
differences on a 5-point scale (i.e., the method merely 
distinguishes the poor teachers from the outstanding teach
ers). However, the method does not distinguish between 
differing levels of instructor performance in the broad mid 
range of scores. 

The Empirical Method 

The empirical method of comparison depends upon a 
longitudinal accumulation of observations derived from a 
consistently administered teaching evaluation instrument 
and the explicit agreement among those being evaluated 
and those charged with interpreting the ratings that the 
resulting outcomes are meaningful and consistently inter
preted. The empirical method requires that an academic 
unit establish an agreed upon performance standard which 
its faculty members are expected to meet or exceed. 
Department mean scores are already used in this manner 
in the previously discussed observational method but 
these mean scores tend to change from evaluation period 
to evaluation period. For that reason the unit should 

TABLE 2 
ILLUSTRATIVE TEACHING EVALUATION DATA 

Instructor Department 

Instructor 1 N Mean Std. Dev N Mean Std. Dev 

Overall Means 
Overall Teaching Effectiveness 61 3.69 1.07 1192 3.95 1.08 
Overall Quality of the Course 59 3.75 0.9 1181 3.91 1.06 

Required, Undergraduate Day 
Overall Teaching Effectiveness 29 4.28 0.59 287 4.34 0.95 
Overall Quality of the Course 28 4.21 0.63 283 4.29 0.93 

Elective, Graduate 
Overall Teaching Effectiveness 32 3.16 1.14 215 3.76 1.15 
Overall Quality of the Course 31 3.32 0.91 212 3.69 1.09 

Instructor 2 

Overall Means 
Overall Teaching Effectiveness 78 4.33 0.75 1192 3.95 1.08 
Overall Quality of the Course 77 4.23 0.83 1181 3.91 1.06 

Elective, Graduate 
Overall Teaching Effectiveness 32 4.67 0.68 215 3.76 1.15 
Overall Quality of the Course 32 4.44 0.62 212 3.69 1.09 

Elective, Undergraduate, Night 
Overall Teaching Effectiveness 46 4.11 0.82 155 3.95 1.09 
Overall Quality of the Course 45 4.09 0.93 153 3.76 1.2 

Note: Each of these comparisons was subjected to the traditional “t-test. We also compared the scores of Instructor 
501 and Instructor 513 for an elective graduate course. Despite a number of seemingly large observational 
differences in comparable scores, none of the 14 possible comparisons in this table yielded statistically significant 
(p < .05) results. 
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choose an acceptable standard that is, in effect, based on 
a longitudinal “mean of means.” 

The advantage of the empirical technique is that it 
uses the greatest amount of data because it relies upon 
information gained from all previous evaluations rather 
than just the evaluations from a given term. The disadvan
tage of the empirical technique is that is the most difficult 
technique to implement. This technique requires the insti
tution have a long history of using a particular rating scale 
and the perspective that comes from that scale’s historical 
usage. Further, this technique requires that faculty agree 
upon the appropriate scale ranges that indicate various 
levels of teaching performance. 

Realistically, the standard might vary with the expe
rience level of faculty. New faculty members might be 
expected to meet a performance standard somewhat lower 
than that expected of more senior faculty. Our experience 
has been that such an exception is almost always implic
itly granted by those charged to evaluate new faculty. A 
period of adjustment exception during which the compar
isons are essentially formative is understandable but there 
must be a defined standard to be met. 

The critical activity is the development of a longitu
dinal data base of evaluation observations of the so called 
“global items” for all academic periods and including all 
courses evaluated. While the focus remains on the “global 
items” the system is flexible enough to include other scale 
items assumed to be relevant to overall teaching perfor
mance. 

We believe that an empirically-derived scale, such as 
that seen in Table 3, represents the resolution to problems, 
objections, and general expressions of discontent with the 
interpretation of teaching evaluation outcomes by those 
charged to make decisions regarding retention, compen
sation and the especially critical decisions bearing on 
recommendations for promotion and tenure. 

Table 3 presents an example of an overall scale that 
may be used to evaluate all instructors within a given 
academic unit. The unit may prefer to develop multiple 
scales that reflect inherent differences in instructor expe
rience or course type. For example, an academic unit 
observes over time that teachers of required courses are 
evaluated differently than those of elective courses and/or 
instructors of undergraduate courses are evaluated differ-

TABLE 3 
EVALUATION SCALE 

Unsatisfactory Satisfactory Good Excellent Outstanding 

2.5 – 3.0 3.1 – 3.5 3.6 – 4.0 4.1 – 4.5 4.6 – 5.0 

TABLE 4 
EVALUATION SCALES THAT REFLECT DIFFERENCES IN COURSE TYPE 

Required Undergraduate Courses 

Unsatisfactory Satisfactory Good Excellent Outstanding 
1.0 – 2.3 2.3 – 2.7 2.8 – 3.2 3.3 – 4.1 4.2 – 5.0 

Elective Undergraduate Courses 

Unsatisfactory Satisfactory Good Excellent Outstanding 
1.0 – 2.9 3.0 – 3.4 3.5 – 3.9 4.0 – 4.4 4.5 – 5.0 

Required Graduate Courses 

Unsatisfactory Satisfactory Good Excellent Outstanding 
1.0 – 3.0 3.1 – 3.5 3.6 – 4.0 4.1 – 4.5 4.6 – 5.0 

Elective Graduate Courses 

Unsatisfactory Satisfactory Good Excellent Outstanding 
1.0 – 3.0 3.1 – 3.6 3.7 – 4.1 4.2 – 4.6 4.7 – 5.0 
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ently than those of graduate courses. Table 4 presents 
multiple evaluation scales that reflect these differences. 

An academic unit could, in fact justify establishing a 
series of standards to be met for it’s various programs and 
course levels but the more departures and exceptions 
incorporated into the evaluation system, the more the 
system departs from being a rational system and drifts into 
the realm of rationalization and subjectivity. 

COURSE EVALUATION INTERPRETATION:
 
SOME EXAMPLES
 

Interpreting course evaluations involves an interac
tion between a particular comparison objective and a 
particular comparison method. The results of this interac
tion are used to assess the faculty member’s teaching 
performance and become an input into the overall assess
ment of teaching ability. For example, the evaluations 
from a particular course taught by a given faculty member 
may be summatively compared to evaluations from other 
faculty from the same academic unit using the observa
tional method. If the given faculty member’s evaluations 
are higher than the average evaluation from her academic 
unit, the given faculty member is likely to be seen as an 
above average instructor. However, the use of some 
statistical techniques may result in the misinterpretation 
and misassessment of a faculty member’s performance. 
The section will discuss some appropriate and inappropri
ate interpretations of course evaluations and the relation
ship between these interpretations and the uses of evalu
ations. 

Data Collection 

Data for this study were gathered from the course 
evaluations administered within the Marketing depart
ment of a large, private university in the Midwest which 
has evaluated teaching performance with students’ eval
uations of courses for more than 25 years. Over time the 
scales have been revised from a five-point scale to a 
seven-point scale and then to a ten-point scale and then 
back again to a five-point scale, but the current scale has 
been in use for better than fifteen years. Scale points aside, 
the performance factors evaluated have remained quite 
consistent. The scale, which is administered to each class 
near the conclusion of each academic term, has seventeen 
bipolar scale items. There are two “global items” (see 
Figure 1); the first of these items asks the respondents to 
rate “overall teaching effectiveness and the second asks 
them to rate the “overall quality of the course.” Eight items 
are directed toward the course. These items ask for ratings 
on matters of course organization, objectives, assign
ments, helpfulness of the text and whether course materi
als were up to date. The remaining eight items ask for 
ratings on questions related to the instructor. These items 
deal with the respondents’ perceptions of whether or not 

the instructor was knowledgeable, explained the material 
well, was well organized, motivated students, fairly grad
ed students, encouraged questions and discussion, was 
accessible to students, was fair and showed enthusiasm. 
The scale items are considered relevant to teaching perfor
mance and so the scale has, at least, face validity and the 
consistency of the scores achieved by faculty members 
over time is considered as a meaningful measure of 
reliability (Green, Calderon, and Powell-Reider 1995). 

In addition to the scale questions the evaluation form 
includes on the reverse side of the scale page a series of 
qualitative questions dealing with perceptions of the in
structor’s strengths and weaknesses, the benefits of taking 
the course, ideas for improving the course and the fairness 
of the examinations and grading procedures. Each of the 
items is scored but the global items are given more weight. 
The emphasis placed on the global items is a holdover 
from another era of teaching evaluation instruments used 
within our college. In that early development period of our 
teaching evaluation instrument, each of the several de
partments within the college were allowed to include their 
own set of questions. The departmental representatives 
argued that they were better able to use questions they 
believed were more relevant to departmental objectives 
and teaching methods. All agreed to include the global 
items so that there would be some means for cross depart
ment comparisons. Over time the several departments 
agreed on the standardized form in use today. But the 
importance of the global items persists as a reliable and 
comparable summary of a faculty members teaching 
performance. Summaries of the results of these two items 
are used in comparisons with departmental means and 
these comparisons are included in the documentation a 
faculty member prepares in support of applications for 
promotion, tenure or both. 

Appropriately Interpreting Evaluations 

Because teaching evaluations are important inputs 
into assessment of faculty’s performance, their inappro
priate usage can have significant consequences on faculty 
satisfaction, retention, and promotion. The following are 
some examples of how the selection of a comparison 
method can lead to inappropriate comparisons. 

Table 5 shows teaching evaluations received by three 
separate faculty members over four subsequent academic 
terms. The assessment of the three instructors’ perfor
mances will vary depending upon the comparison method 
used to interpret the course evaluations. 

Using the Evaluations to Meet Formative Objec-
tives. One of the uses of teaching evaluations is to ascer
tain the faculty member’s teaching performance over 
time. This formative assessment is used in the spirit of 
faculty development but can also be used to make com
pensation and retention decisions. 
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FIGURE 1
 
THE GLOBAL ITEMS AND THE SET SCALEPOINTS
 

Given your experience, the 
instructor’s overall teaching 

effectiveness was among the worst. 
1 2 3 4 5 

Given your experience, the 
instructor’s overall teaching 
effectiveness was among the best. 

Given your experience, the overall 
quality of the course was 

among the best. 
1 2 3 4 5 

Given your experience, the overall 
quality of the course was among 
the best. 

Using the Observational Method to Meet Formative 
Objectives. As the observational method treats all differ
ences between means as significant, the use of this method 
to meet formative objectives merely involves observing 
trends in means over several terms. Thus, the data in 
Table 5 suggest that Instructor A’s teaching as consistent 
improved, Instructor B’s teaching has consistently deteri
orated, and Instructor C’s teaching is inconsistent as his 
performance sometimes improves and sometimes wors
ens. Thus, the observational method would lead to the 
interpretation that B is in most need of faculty develop
ment aimed at improving teaching performance while A 
has the least need for such development activities. 

Using the Statistical Method to Meet Formative 
Objectives. The statistical method uses standard statistical 
tests to assess differences in mean scores. For the data in 
Table 5, the tests reveal that there are no statistically 
significant differences between any of the means reported 
in the table. In other words, this method fails to discrim
inate between any of the teaching performances across 
instructors nor does it discriminate across terms for a 
given instructor. Thus, interpreting the data using the 
statistical method would lead to the conclusion that all of 
the instructors are equally proficient and the teaching 
effectiveness of each instructor has neither improved or 
decreased over time. 

Using the Empirical Method to Meet Formative 
Objectives. The empirical method involves interpreting a 
given teaching evaluation mean relative to a scale that is 
based upon historical data gathered from repeated admin
istration of a given evaluation questionnaire and that 
represents the standards of evaluation agreed to by the 
academic unit (see Table 3). Interpreting the data in 
Table 5 using the standard presented in Table 3 one can 
see that Instructor B is consistently evaluated as “Out
standing,” Instructor A is consistently evaluated as “Sat
isfactory,” and Instructor C’s evaluations vary between 
“Good” and “Excellent.” Thus, interpreting the data using 
the empirical method would lead to the conclusion that 
Instructor A is most in need of development activities, 
while B is least in need of development activities. 

The differing interpretations of these evaluations will 
lead to differing decisions about faculty development, 
compensation, and promotion and tenure (see Table 6). 

Using Evaluations to Meet Summative Objectives 

While satisfying a formative objective involves as
sessing an instructor’s performance over time, satisfying 
a summative objective involves assessing an instructor’s 
performance relative to other faculty members. This as
sessment is likely to be based on data from a limited point 

TABLE 5 
TEACHING EVALUATIONS OVER FOUR ACADEMIC TERMS 

Faculty Member Term 1 Term 2 Term 3 Term 4 

A 3.18 3.26 3.30 

B 4.86 4.78 4.69 

C 4.02 4.11 4.06 

3.41 

4.55 

4.09 

Departmental Mean 4.11 4.03 3.97 4.15 
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TABLE 6 
EFFECT OF EVALUATION INTERPRETATION ON FACULTY RANKINGS 

TO MEET FORMATIVE OBJECTIVES 

Instructor 

Comparison Method A B C 

Observation 1 3 2 

Statistical TIE 

Empirical 3 1 2 

in time (e.g., a particular term or an academic year) rather 
than for an extended period of time. The summative 
evaluation objective is closely aligned with decisions 
regarding faculty compensation, retention, promotion, 
and tenure. 

Using the Observational Method to Satisfy Summa-
tive Objectives. Using the observational method to make 
summative evaluations about faculty’s teaching perfor
mance involves merely comparing the mean instructor 
rating of a given faculty member to the mean rating of a 
peer or group of peers (e.g., the mean rating for all 
instructors in a particular academic unit or all instructors 
who teach a particular course). Using the data in Table 5 
for “Term 1,” we can observe that both Instructors A and 
C are below the department mean while “B” is above the 
departmental mean. The interpretation of this observation 
is that “B” is a good instructor while “A” and “C” are not. 
We could also observe that C’s mean is higher than that of 
A, and therefore conclude that C is a better instructor than 
A. As these evaluations are based upon comparing a 
faculty member to a group mean, the interpretation of the 
comparison assumes that the group mean is neutral (i.e., 
the mean does not represent “good” performance or poor 
performance). This could result in a particular faculty 
member’s teaching performance remaining constant but 
being differently evaluated as a result of variations in the 
group mean from one evaluation period to another. 

Using the Statistical Method to Meet Summative 
Objectives. The statistical method is likely to be unsuited 
for making summative evaluations as the method only 
detects extreme difference in teaching performances. As 
mentioned earlier, all of the means presented in Table 2 
are statistically equivalent, so no inferences about the 
relative quality of the instructors can be made using 
statistical tests (i.e., each of the instructors would be 
interpreted as being equivalent to the other instructors). 

Using the Empirical Method to Meet Summative 
Objectives. The empirical method involves interpreting 
teaching evaluation means for the various instructors to a 

predetermined scale (e.g., Table 3). Again using the 
“Term 1” data from Table 5, this comparison reveals that 
instructor B is “Outstanding,” C is “Good,” and A is 
“Satisfactory.” Compensation decisions based upon this 
data could reflect the interpretation that B is at the top of 
the teaching scale, while A has a great deal of room for 
improvement. Further, these interpretations are more sta
ble as the comparison standard is stable over multiple time 
periods rather than changing with each term. Thus, the 
interpretations are likely to be seen by the faculty as more 
fair and indicative of their true teaching performance. 

Looking across the three different comparisons meth
ods, it can be seen that the choice of comparison method 
effects the interpretation of the instructors’ evaluations 
when using the evaluations to meet summative objectives 
(see Table 7). 

It is interesting to note that while the observation and 
empirical methods result in the same ranking of instruc
tors, they do not result in the same information about the 
instructors’ effectiveness. While, the observational meth
od ranks the instructors, thus establishing the relative 
abilities of the instructors, it does not give information 
about the objective abilities. The individual interpreting 
the course evaluations would have no way of knowing if 
any or all of the instructors is excellent, poor, or some
where between these two extremes. However, the empir
ical method does provide information about each instruc
tor’s objective abilities and this information is used to 
form the rankings presented in Table 7. 

Alternative Comparisons 

Faculty members are frequently concerned with the 
comparison standard used in the course of performance 
evaluations. The tendency on the part of some faculty 
members and academic units is to change the unit of 
comparison in a way that is perceived to be more fair to the 
faculty member (i.e., choose a unit of comparison that 
better represents the circumstances of the faculty mem-
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TABLE 7 
EFFECT OF EVALUATION INTERPRETATION ON FACULTY RANKINGS TO

 MEET SUMMATIVE OBJECTIVES 

Instructor 

Comparison Method A B C 

Observation Poor Good Poor 

Statistical Equal 

Empirical Satisfactory Outstanding Good 

ber). Thus, depending upon the faculty member and 
course of interest, the faculty member’s performance can 
be compared to: 

1.	 All instructors in the academic unit. 
2.	 All instructors who teach the same course. 
3.	 All instructors who teach the same type of course 

(elective or required, undergraduate or gradu
ate). 

4.	 All instructors of the same rank or level of 
experience. 

5.	 All instructors with the same course load. 
While these alternative comparison populations may 

provide more information for a faculty member to use 
when assessing her own performance, they also further 
strengthen the need for an agreed upon evaluation scale 
such as that provided in Table 3. The existence of multiple 
comparison populations increases the chance that a facul
ty member’s performance will be interpreted differently 
by the many committee members, board members, admin
istrators, etc. who are charged with judge teaching perfor
mance. This is especially problematic in promotion and 
tenure decisions as such decisions involve a greater num
ber of judges who typically come from a greater variety of 
backgrounds. Reporting the faculty member’s teaching 
performance as defined by an agreed upon evaluation 
scale will result in true increases in the “fairness” of the 
promotion and tenure process. 

SUMMARY 

This article discussed a number of issues relevant to 
the interpretation of the results derived from student 
teaching evaluations. It presented three models: the Ob

servational, the Statistical, and the Empirical which are 
applied when making comparisons between the perfor
mance of individual faculty members or between the 
performance of a single faculty member compared with 
all other members of an academic unit within a given time 
frame. The article includes examples of the interpretations 
which result from the application of each of the three 
methods in rating faculty members’ teaching performance. 

The empirical model for comparisons which we 
suggest academic units adopt as an evaluative format can 
be applied to both the summative and formative approach
es. Canon (2001) wrote that the interest in teaching 
evaluation was engendered by the evaluation practices 
commonly used in business. Interestingly enough while 
academics have focused largely on the summative ap
proach businesses have recently turned more toward the 
formative approach. Writing in Fortune, Betsy Morris 
(2006) explained the General Electric under the leader
ship of Jack Welsch made summative evaluations of his 
managers. Under the new leadership CEO Jeffrey Im
meldt has abandoned the summative method in favor of 
the formative method in which a manager’s performance 
in a given period is compared to his or her performance 
over time. Also a recent study (McGregor 2006) reports 
that the multi item and frequently lengthy questionnaires 
requesting customers to evaluate services could be re
placed by a single question survey. This question suggest
ed as a “Global Item” asks, that on a scale of 1 to 10, people 
report: how strongly they would recommend the service 
to other people. Perhaps, this sort of scale could be used 
as a substitute or validation when collecting data concern
ing the so called global items regarding the effectiveness 
of the instructor and the quality of the course. 
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