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This literature review focuses on the contemporary scholarship on course evaluations.   Evaluations have 
been in place for decades as a method of measuring teaching effectiveness.  They are used in tenure and 
promotion decisions to demonstrate teaching excellence and are ubiquitous across American campuses.  In 
addition to the scholarly literature, I have also compiled the evaluation instruments from our peer and 
benchmark institutions so that we can utilize best practices as we move forward with the Manoa course 
evaluation system.  Initial concerns were raised regarding student evaluations of teaching (SET), their 
validity and the concern that they produce biased results along a number of lines including race, gender, 
and grade in the class.  I focused on the literature involving the United States (not France or Italy, despite 
the fact several recent publications critical of student evaluation processes involve students from these 
countries) and on studies published after the year 2010, despite decades of research on the subject.   

I will begin with the literature critical of student evaluations along a number of lines, most prominent the 
claim that student evaluations are biased against females and people of color.  Several recent articles 
reporting gender bias in student evaluations have been published (Merritt 2008; MacNell, Driscoll, and 
Hunt 2015; Wolbring and Riordan 2016; Wolbring and Treischl 2016; Sprague and Massoni 2005; Boring, 
Ottoboni, and Stark 2016).  Merritt claims generally that bias exists, reporting on anecdotal evidence from 
instructors and other studies that have been done (Merritt 2008).  More recently, gender bias was identified 
as a concern in a study completed in the online environment where students rated the online male identity 
significantly higher than the online female identity (irrespective of actual gender) (MacNell, Driscoll, and 
Hunt 2015).  The N for this study was 20 and 23 respectively (for the two groups of students, one of which 
rated “real” identities and the one that rated the assigned identities.  Interestingly, the study did not find 
differences between the actual male and actual female instructors, but did find differences between the 
perceived male and female instructors (MacNell, Driscoll, and Hunt 2015). 
 
Other possible biases in student evaluations can be introduced by the physical attractiveness of either male 
or female professors, with students giving better evaluations to better looking instructors and also attending 
class more frequently (Wolbring and Riordan 2016).  Sprague and Massoni argue that gender bias may not 
be detectible using quantitative scales and argue that when looked at using student comments and 
interviews, students hold professors of both genders accountable based upon gendered expectations 
(Sprague and Massoni 2005).  Thus, if a professor deviates from anticipated gender norms they may be 
judged more harshly than those who do not.  Stark, Ottoboni and Boring recently published an essay 
arguing that student evaluations are biased against women and do not measure teaching effectiveness 
(Boring, Ottoboni, and Stark 2016). Part of this study reviewed French teaching evaluations (which I 
ignored in this literature review because they are less relevant to the American (or Hawaiian) case).  The 
American portion of the study is a blind review based on 43 students randomly assigned to online sections 
where gender is also randomly assigned (mirroring the MacNell, Driscoll and Hunt methodology) at an 
undisclosed American University.  Finally, in 2014, Stark and Freishtat, vocal critics of student evaluations, 
reviewed evaluations at Cal Berkeley and also concluded that more generally student evaluations do not 
measure teaching effectiveness (though they do agree they can measure some things).  

Other studies have, by contrast, found no relation between gender and student evaluations.  A 2000 study 
(Centra and Gaubatz 2000) reported that there is significant conflicting evidence when it comes to 
assessing gender bias in student evaluations.  They also noted that in their own work, female students 
consistently rated female faculty higher, which may be attributable to different teaching methods used by 
women.  However, it is important to note that it is not always the case that “bias” means negative bias, in 
the sense that a faculty evaluation is lowered because of gender considerations.  A 2007 study found that 
both male and female students rated female instructors more highly than male instructors (in a sample size 
of 12,000) (Smith et al. 2007).  More recently, a 2013 study by Basow, Codos and Martin found that 
neither race nor gender had an impact on student evaluations but that race and gender did have an impact 
on the quiz performance after viewing an online lecture.  They used a simulated digital engineering lecture 



where race and gender of the lecturer was controlled and found that students evaluated the female and 
African-American instructors more highly but that a post-lecture quiz demonstrated the students did better 
after viewing the white male professor (Basow, Codos, and Martin 2013).  This study also had a small N.  
In a 2015 study conducted at Texas Tech University (with an N of 58), Punyanunt-Carter and Carter did not 
find gender bias to significantly affect evaluations (Punyanunt-Carter and Carter 2015). 
 
There are other questions raised in the student evaluation literature beyond possible bias caused by gender 
and race.  First, how much do grades impact student evaluation?  There is evidence to suggest that higher 
grades do not automatically mean higher evaluations and in fact in some cases, especially STEM fields, 
higher grades met with lower evaluations (Griffin et al. 2014; Centra 2003). Ewing found that student 
expectation of grades can influence evaluations with Professors who give easier grades receiving better 
evaluations (Ewing 2012). Such influences can be statistically accounted for in the end results, however 
(Ewing 2012, 150–51).  In their work on low response rates, Adams and Umbach found that students with 
low grades (Ds and Fs) were far less likely to submit evaluations than those with A, B, C, or S grades.  
While their work focused on low student survey numbers, this finding suggests that giving poor grades may 
not automatically translate into lower evaluations because the students completing the evaluations are not 
the ones receiving the worst grades. Such a scenario can lead to a “double-bias” in results – “not only are 
students with higher grades typically awarding higher ratings, but they are also the ones who are more 
likely to respond (Adams and Umbach 2011, 586).”  As a policy issue, campuses should ensure that 
students receiving lower grades also submit the evaluations despite being less likely to do so.   
 
In their study of 268 college students Filak and Sheldon found that neither sex nor age were significant 
predictors of positive student evaluations. Grades did remain a significant predictor but student self-
determination (meaning their sense of autonomy and competence) were the most significant variables in 
course evaluations (Filak and Sheldon 2003).  In Filak’s and Sheldon’s research, “teacher characteristics 
such as fairness, choice-provision, openness and encouragement, and class characteristics such as group 
interaction and cooperative teaming have been found to be positively correlated with students’ ratings of 
good teaching (Filak and Sheldon 2003, 245).” In part, these characteristics are considered important 
because they help produce an environment where student self-determination is allowed.  While the 
literature provides numerous insights, the issue is far more complex than simply arguing that giving easy 
grades produces better teaching evaluations.  
 
Second, there are concerns that low response rates on the part of students may be problematic for 
expressing any meaningful results.  Low response rates can “increase bias in results, thus affecting the 
external validity of a study’s implication (Adams and Umbach 2011, 577).  In part the bias will exist 
because women, high achieving students, and white students are more likely to respond than others (Adams 
and Umbach 2011, 578–79).  Also, students are more likely to fill out evaluations for their major than in 
general education or non-major required courses (Adams and Umbach 2011, 586).  More generally, the 
timing of the evaluation can influence the outcome of the evaluation and should be considered (Arnold 
2009).  Such concerns will need to be addressed when formulating a new course evaluation system.  
 
Finally, there are two meta-analysis studies of SET that were completed in the last five years.  Spooren and 
Brockz are in general agreement that SET captures multiple aspects of good teaching, however, the 
generalizability of the results reported in most of the empirical work is questionable because there are 
simply too many varieties of methods and variables, and in many cases the sample sizes are too small 
(Spooren, Brockx, and Mortelmans 2013).  The second meta-analysis concludes that “our results encourage 
the use of SET measures in evaluating instructor skill and teaching effectiveness. Departmental protocols 
for evaluating instructors and professors will likely benefit greatly from implementing an SET measure.  
For those departments currently using a student ratings measure, the authors encourage its continued use 
and recommend implementing some form of consultative feedback when administratively 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 (Wright and Jenkins-
Guarnieri 2012, 694).”  They recommend the Students’ Evaluation of Educational Quality (SEEQ) 
instrument. More generally, Filak and Sheldon conclude that, “in other words, students know what makes 
for a good educational experience and what makes for a bad one (Filak and Sheldon 2003, 238)” 



Conclusion  

There is no unanimity in the literature on the significance of a gender bias but there is a general 
understanding, especially when the meta-analysis is considered that there is validity to SET measures and 
that they can provide useful information regarding teaching effectiveness. The literature dating back into 
the 1990s “demonstrates that student course evaluations are valid measures of instructional effectiveness 
(Filak and Sheldon 2003, 238).”  However, nobody, either supporters or detractors of SET, suggest that 
these instruments should be the sole measure upon which faculty tenure and promotion decisions are made 
and many suggest other qualitative processes that should be included (these are beyond the scope of this 
committee to determine).  Such qualitative and meaningful measures would include teaching portfolios and 
peer reviews of classes (Stark and Freishtat 2014, 15–16).  

In addressing the limitations in measuring teaching effectiveness, Stark and Freishat argue that student 
evaluations cannot accurately measure teaching effectiveness (Stark and Freishtat 2014, 14), though other 
studies that survey the entire scope of the research say that they can (Wright and Jenkins-Guarnieri 2012).   
Zhao and Gallant studied 73,500 completed SEIs over a 11 year period and found that there was construct 
validity and reliability to the SEI questionnaire used and that these items were strongly correlated to 
instructional effectiveness (Zhao and Gallant 2012, 232–33).  Stark and Freishtat conclude that the “global” 
questions such as “overall teaching effectiveness” and “value of the course” are least helpful as a measure 
because they are “misleading” (Stark and Freishtat 2014, 20).   This recommendation against global 
measures was also made by Laube, Massoni, Sprague and Ferber (Laube et al. 2007, 97). Instead, Stark and 
Freishtat suggest we should ask questions like: “Is the instructor available to students?”  “Is she responsive 
to student questions?”  Others take on the issue of selection bias and argue that even with some selection 
bias, SET are reliable instruments to assess quality of teaching but should not be used to make comparisons 
between courses (Wolbring and Treischl 2016). Additional recommendations included adding a disclaimer 
regarding gender (when discussing evaluations) and to ensure that any reports on evaluations include 
variance and not just means (Laube et al. 2007).  

UHM has the opportunity to reimagine its student evaluation process with the best practices and the most 
intentional design possible.  We are a unique demographic and it is unclear how the national data may 
apply to our student population.  There are important things student evaluations can tell us about teaching 
and what happens in the classroom.  Thus, given the complex literature on the subject, the opportunity to 
more intentionally construct our evaluation process should be taken. 
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