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Abstract
Assessing teaching to identify opportunities for professional development and for
evaluative purposes are essential for ensuring quality learning and teaching in higher
education. To this end assessment systems must allow for the collection of reliable data that
can be used to make valid and fair interpretations about effective teaching. Assessments of
teaching must also meet the new demands and challenges created by the massification and
increased application of quality assurance systems in higher education. The purpose of this
paper is to discuss these challenges and issues and to propose recommendations for
supporting quality assessments of teaching. In particular we discuss the challenges
associated with the lack of universal standards for conceptualizing and measuring effective
teaching and the affordances and limitations of current assessment methods. We also discuss
emerging issues relevant for assessments of teaching including the casualization of teaching
and the emergence of online teaching. Several policy recommendations are provided
including the development of consistent assessment standards, access to training in
measurement and evaluation and increased transparency in assessment practices.

Current trends in higher education
In recent decades, there has been a global expansion of higher education. In 1970, the
UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) estimated that there were approximately 32.5 million
students enrolled in higher education. In 2010, the number of students enrolled grew to
roughly 178 million students and it is expected that this number will increase to nearly
263 million by 2025 (Altbach et al., 2009). This growth occurred in stages across different
regions with Canada and the United States achieving mass education first in the 1960s and
Western Europe and Japan in the 1980s (Altbach et al., 2009). In the last four decades, the
expansion of higher education has been more noticeable in emerging regions including subSaharan Africa, the Arab States and Latin America and the Caribbean, with average growth
rates between 6 and 8.4 per cent (Altbach et al., 2009). A more recent and phenomenal
growth has been seen in the Chinese higher education system. Between 2011 and 2016, the
gross enrolment ratio at the tertiary level increased from 25.29 per cent to 48.44 per cent
(UIS).
This growth has resulted in a global increase in the number of institutions, public and
private expenditures, greater access for students and completion rates (OECD, 2017). For
example, in 1949 the Indian higher education system consisted of 27 universities and in 2006
this number grew to 361 (Altbach et al., 2009). Similarly, the number of colleges and
universities in China more than doubled between 2000 and 2010, increasing from 1,041 to
2,358 institutions, where the majority of this growth occurred in the private higher education
sector (Stanfield and Shimmi, 2014). Governments have also implemented policies to
increase access to students. To illustrate, Ghana, Kenya, United Republic of Tanzania and
Uganda have reduced admission cut-offs for women to increase access and enrolment of
female students (Altbach et al., 2009). Other countries, such as the United Kingdom and the
United States, might continue to seek expansion of the higher education system by
broadening access or increasing the level of education within the adult population (VincentLancrin, 2008). In some countries, the massification of higher education has also been
accompanied by an increase in public expenditure. For example, in 2010 the Australian
Government spent 1.2 per cent of the gross domestic product (GDP) on tertiary education
and in 2014 this amount rose to 1.4 per cent of GDP (The World Bank Education Statistics).
This is because in many countries, institutions of higher education in the public sector
receive grants on the number of students enrolled or the number of students that have
graduated from the institution (Santiago et al., 2008).
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This massification in higher education has introduced questions about the quality of
education provided (OECD, 2017) and prompted the development and expansion of quality
assurance and accreditation agencies, elevating “quality assurance … to the top of the policy
agenda in many nations” (Altbach et al., 2009, p. viii). Implicit in the broad definition of
quality assurance is the “process of establishing stakeholder confidence that provision (input,
process and outcomes) fulfils expectations and measures up to threshold minimum
requirements” (Harvey, 2018). For example, in the United States accreditation and standards
in higher education are used to ensure education quality (National Advisory Committee on
Institutional Quality and Integrity, 2011). Increasingly, institutions of higher education must
provide evidence that they are reliable providers of education, to assure employers, policymakers and other stakeholders that all students are receiving a quality education. This
includes the responsibility to support different kinds of learners with diverse needs, abilities
and backgrounds. Mechanisms for controlling quality vary from one jurisdiction to another.
The website of the International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher
Education (INQAAHE) shows 187 full members, representing 93 countries. In some
countries, the control is done centrally. For example, in Australia, the federal Government’s
independent agency, Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA), oversees
the quality of teaching and learning in higher education. Likewise, in China, the Ministry of
Education launched the Quality and Reform of Undergraduate Teaching and Learning
Project to improve the quality of undergraduate teaching and learning. In the United States,
regional and national agencies monitor quality.
Quality assurance frameworks in higher education require that institutions develop and
demonstrate effective teaching. This means that institutions must be able to identify and
measure the strengths of teaching practices and areas for improvement by evaluating the
input, processes and outcomes of teaching. This presents new challenges for institutions
because traditionally the effectiveness of academic staff was primarily determined by
research productivity and “the higher education sector is generally not well prepared for
increased accountability for educational outcomes” (Lodge and Bonsanquet, 2014, p. 5).
However, both massification and accountability have rendered the assessment of teaching
important and introduced the imperative that quality and transparent assessment systems be
put in place. In the remaining sections of this paper we discuss issues and provide
recommendations for achieving this goal.

Introduction to assessing teaching
in higher education
Measuring and evaluating teacher performance is crucial for ensuring and
demonstrating quality education. “It is essential to know the strengths of teachers and those
aspects of their practice which could be further developed. From this perspective, the
institution of teacher evaluation is a vital step in the drive to improve the effectiveness of
teaching and learning and raise educational standards” (OECD, 2009). Assessments of
teaching can target different levels within higher education including at the level of the
individual, programme and institution. Assessment at each level is vital for monitoring and
maintaining overall quality education. General metrics used to assess quality teaching at the
institutional level are typically input- and process-based, such as student to teacher ratios
and completion time and are not strongly correlated with student learning (Salmi and
Saroyan, 2007; Strang et al., 2016), while quality teaching measured at the level of the
teacher is often associated with learning. Assessments at the individual level also carry the
additional weight of being used for personnel decisions, such as hiring and tenure, as well
as identifying opportunities for professional development. Looking at appraisals of
individual teaching, or even an aggregation of individual teaching results, can provide a more
accurate picture of the quality of teaching and learning. The principles discussed in this paper
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are applicable to assessments of teaching at all levels. However, given the importance of
assessments of teaching at the individual level, this will be the focus of the current paper.
Assessment of teaching in higher education is generally used for improvement and
accountability functions, as well as a reference for students to make course selections.
Assessment of teaching, including course ratings by students, also referred to as course
evaluations, were initially introduced for improvement purposes. This type of assessment is
generally formative in nature and is used to provide useful feedback to teachers on how to
elevate the quality of their teaching practice as well as to identify professional development
needs. Assessment of teaching for accountability is typically summative and is used as a
means to render teachers responsible for the quality of their teaching. Results of this type of
assessment are used for making personnel decisions such as retention, renewal, promotion
and even merit-based salary increases. While similar assessment methods can be used for
improvement and accountability purposes, using the same method to achieve both purposes
can create tensions and raise difficult challenges.
In the following sections, we discuss issues related to assessing teaching in higher
education. We begin with conceptualizations of effective teaching and how these
perspectives inform the development of assessment instruments. We then offer an overview
of assessment and evaluation principles and how these principles can be used to guide
assessment practices. Next, we examine the strengths and limitations of current methods and
metrics used to assess teaching. In the final section, we provide a brief look into some
emerging trends and issues relevant for assessing teaching in higher education. We conclude
with a summary of our recommendations and suggestions for future research.

Defining effective teaching in higher education
Teaching in higher education is a highly complex process that broadly includes “the
design of curricula, choice of content and methods, various forms of teacher–student
interaction and the assessment of students” (Ramsden, 2003, p. 85). How teachers approach
teaching is influenced by their conceptions of teaching and learning and their perceptions of
the teaching environment (Prosser and Trigwell, 1997; Trigwell and Prosser, 1996). An
important question that assessments of teaching in higher education attempt to answer is if
(or to what extent) teachers are teaching effectively. To answer this question, reliable
reference standards or clearly defined teaching competencies for the context of higher
education are needed. This leads to more general questions about what good or effective
teaching is in higher education.
There are no universally accepted standards of effective teaching and this remains a
contested issue in the literature (Skelton, 2005; Kember et al., 2006). Effective teaching can
be largely defined according to the teaching activities which occur before teaching
(preparatory) and during teaching (delivery) that produce relevant changes in students
(Abrami et al., 2007). The specific expectations and minimum requirements of effective
teaching are not clearly defined. It is generally accepted that the skills and practices used by
effective teachers are specific to the context in which teaching and learning occurs. Thus,
there is not a single process of effective teaching; there are many. In addition, there is not a
single outcome of effective teaching and the value placed on these outcomes are situationspecific. Adjustments are required to meet local needs as described by various stakeholders
“including students, employers, teaching and non-teaching staff, government and funding
agencies, creditors, auditors, assessors and the community at large” (Hénard, 2010, p. 87).
Effective teaching then is context specific, multidimensional and consists of numerous and
possibly distinct acts (Abrami et al., 2007).
Data on how institutions across different regions currently define effective teaching is
difficult to obtain and a comprehensive comparative analysis of institutional standards and

CEART-R-13-2018-4-[SECTO-180706-1]-En.docx

3

requirements for effective teaching is presently lacking. The scholarly literature on effective
teaching in higher education provides some insights into perspectives on what constitutes
“good” teaching in higher education. One early guiding framework for “good” teaching in
higher education comes from Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) seven principles which has
been cited over 7,000 times. According to this perspective, effective teaching in
undergraduate education should adhere to the following principles: encourages contact
between faculty and students; develops reciprocity and cooperation among students; uses
active learning techniques; gives prompt feedback; emphasizes time on task; communicates
high expectations; and respects diverse talents and ways of learning. While this publication
is more than 30 years old, many of these guiding principles are still advocated for today (for
example, Tobin et al., 2015). Several of the principles focus on the actions or behaviours of
the teacher that can foster student learning. A more recent model of teaching, proposed by
Saroyan and Amundsen (2001), in addition to teaching actions, takes beliefs and knowledge
into account, considering all three important elements in delivering effective teaching. This
model of teaching was designed primarily for faculty improvement purposes and, as such, it
highlights the importance of an alignment between its main components. Beliefs about
teaching and learning can include individual beliefs about the roles and responsibilities of
teachers and students within a particular instructional context and of what constitutes
effective teaching and learning. Knowledge pertains to knowledge about the subject matter,
pedagogy and student needs. Finally, actions in this model include the processes and
outcomes of teaching. This model proposes that these elements interact with one another
within a particular instructional context (for example, level, course type, discipline, etc.) and
therefore the definition of “teaching effectiveness” is dynamic rather than static.
Operationalizations of effective teaching are used to inform which data will be
collected and accepted to make judgements about teaching, since “once the notions of quality
and of teaching have been defined, the institution is in a better position to determine
appropriate instruments for appraising quality” (Hénard, 2010, p. 87). The specific indicators
of effective teaching in higher education and ways to measure it in this context are still
unclear. The absence of accepted standards of effective teaching has created obstacles for
developing consistent assessment practices of teachers in higher education. As
recommended by Strang et al. (2016) “a shared understanding must be established on the
notion of ‘quality teaching’ in higher education and the goals and priorities of [higher
education institutions] themselves, and how these elements must be harmonized” (p. 7). A
parallel to this can be observed in the K-12 sector where many regions have established
professional standards or competencies for teaching which are used to support professional
training, self-evaluation, reflection and assessment (for example, The Standards of Practice
for the Teaching Profession in the Canadian Province of Ontario). In the higher education
sector, a consensus between stakeholders and policy-makers of what constitutes quality
teaching and what types of evidence should be collected and accepted as indicators of
effective teaching would be beneficial. With increased internationalization, there is a real
need to establish that graduate outcomes are comparable and the quality of teaching provided
is critical for supporting what students learn. And yet open questions remain regarding how
much flexibility is required to account for the goals and needs of local contexts. For example,
should institutions prioritize defining effective teaching for their particular context in terms
of inputs, processes and outcomes? Should definitions aim to reflect the multidimensionality
of teaching and should institutions consider making these available, particularly to relevant
stakeholders in an effort to provide transparency?

Assessment and evaluation principles
No matter whether inputs, processes or outputs are targeted, assessment of teaching
must yield trustworthy results. This is fundamental because if the quality of measures used
to assess teaching are poor, then the value of conclusions drawn from these assessments is
limited. This has important implications for high-stake decisions including making
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personnel decisions and conclusions about the quality of education. Guiding principles for
developing and judging assessments provide insights into this key issue. One set of
principles has been defined by the American Psychological Association, Standards for
Educational and Psychological Testing (American Psychological Association, 2014). These
Standards, in part, provide guidelines for the use of assessments intended to make decisions
about employee selection, placement and promotion. In this paper, we refer to these
Standards to inform our appraisal of the current methods used to assess teaching in higher
education and to make recommendations. In the next sections, we provide a brief review of
the fundamental principles discussed in the Standards: validity, reliability and fairness.
Overall these principles allow for objective appraisals of assessment and to support accurate
and trustworthy assessment results.

Validity, reliability and fairness
The three fundamental principles of assessment and evaluation are validity, reliability
and fairness. The principle of validity refers to the degree to which evidence and theory
support the interpretation of assessment results for proposed uses of the assessment
(American Psychological Association, 2014). In other words, validity is concerned with the
soundness, trustworthiness or legitimacy of the inferences made on the basis of assessment
results. In the context of assessing teaching in higher education, this equates to claims about
the effectiveness or quality of teaching. The principle of reliability refers to the relative
precision of assessment results. This principle becomes increasingly important as the
significance of interpretations escalate. For example, if the assessment measure is being used
to make decisions that are not easily reversed (for example personnel decisions, including
hiring and tenure), then a high degree of reliability is desirable. The more reliable the
assessment measure is the less measurement error there is. Therefore, reliability influences
the amount of confidence we can have in the assessment results and, by extension, the
trustworthiness of interpretations based on these results. There are many factors that can
influence reliability including changes to the assessment procedure, changes to the
assessment, variability between raters and differences between populations. Therefore, it is
important to ascertain that an assessment of teaching designed for a particular context will
remain reliable in a different context. Finally, the principle of fairness refers to an assessment
that “does not advantage or disadvantage some individuals because of characteristics
irrelevant to the intended construct” (American Psychological Association, 2014, p. 50),
including race, ethnicity, gender, age, socio-economic status, linguistic or cultural
background. If some aspects of the assessment or the assessment procedure “systematically
lowers or raises scores for identifiable groups of test takes [it can result in] inappropriate
score interpretations for intended uses” (American Psychological Association, 2014, p. 54).
Fairness must be considered throughout all stages of developing and administering
assessments and interpreting assessment results.
Reliability, validity and fairness evidence must be systematically collected and
documented to assert that assessment results are accurate and that interpretations can be
trusted. To make claims about the validity, there are several types of evidence that can be
collected including evidence based on the content of the assessment and relations to other
variables. Validity evidence based on content must demonstrate that there is alignment
between the content of the assessment and the construct being measured. Evidence based on
relations to other variables must demonstrate that the results from the assessment are related
to other variables in the expected direction and degree. It is possible to expect that the
assessment results will be closely related to other variables or unrelated to other variables.
Likewise, to make claims about the reliability of the assessment evidence is needed, such as
evidence that the assessment instrument can provide stable results over time. Evidence of
fairness is more difficult to establish because “group differences in outcomes do not in
themselves indicate that a testing application is biased or unfair” (American Psychological
Association, 2014, p. 54). Any group difference in outcomes requires greater scrutiny to
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understand the cause of this difference. As an illustrative example, the results from an
assessment of teaching might indicate that senior faculty perform worse than junior faculty.
It is possible that this assessment unintentionally disadvantages senior faculty and
advantages junior faculty. It is also possible that these differences reflect an actual difference
in the effectiveness or quality of teaching. Therefore, differences based on identifiable
groups should be carefully examined and when an actual bias is identified, procedures should
be put in place to fairly address this bias. The development, administration and interpretation
of teaching assessments should be consistent with measurement and evaluation standards
such as those outlined by the American Psychological Association or equivalent. These
guiding standards provide a systematic approach to the assessments of teaching that can
support quality assessment practices. Evidence of reliability, validity and fairness should be
collected and documented to ensure that assessment results allow for accurate and
trustworthy interpretations about the quality of teaching. Institutions should also provide
documentation to guide the appropriate use and interpretation of the assessment. This
documentation should include information regarding the nature of the assessment, the use
for which it was developed, the process involved in developing the assessment, information
relating to scoring and interpretation, and evidence of validity, fairness and reliability
(American Psychological Association, 2014). This is important for both assessments
developed locally and circulated within institutions and those developed externally and
administered by a particular institution. To support defensible assessment practices,
university staff might require training and access to assessment and evaluation specialists.

Assessing teaching: Methods and metrics
As discussed previously, there are no universal standards for effective teaching. Thus,
many institutions have moved away from defining effective teaching and instead have
focused on how it can be measured (Pitman, 2014). For example, in the UK’s Teaching
Excellence Framework, the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS; 2015) it
is stated that “there is no commonly agreed definition of what constitutes good teaching in
higher education .... In the absence of any agreed definition or recognized measures of
teaching quality, the Government is proposing to use measures, or metrics, as proxies for
teaching quality. Therefore, the challenge is to identify those metrics which most reliably
and accurately measure teaching quality, as opposed to other factors that contribute to the
results achieved by students” (pp. 5–6). This in and of itself is not necessarily problematic;
however, as argued by Saroyan and Amundsen: “it is not so much a problem of whether
there are such things as effective teaching behaviours as it is casting a partial picture of
teaching in the attempt to assess it” (p. 343, 2001). In other words, the validity of
interpretations about teaching are questionable if the assessment is not aligned with effective
teaching.
A second and related issue is that evidence of reliability and validity for assessments
of teaching are rarely empirically established. As summarized by Strang et al. (2016) in a
systematic review that explores defining and assessing quality university teaching in the
United Kingdom, there is little evidence contained in this literature that links typically used
indicators of effective teaching to positive student outcomes. Although evidence-based
recommendations for the methods and metrics of assessing teaching are currently limited,
there are a number of common assessment methods that are being used internationally. In
the sections below, we briefly review these methods and discuss their strengths and
limitations.

Student evaluations of teaching
Student course ratings, also referred to as teaching evaluations or student surveys, are
by far the most commonly used method for assessing teaching and are often used to make
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personnel decisions, such as hiring, tenure, promotions and salary increases (Clayson, 2013;
Clayson and Haley, 2011; Jones, 2012; Stowell et al., 2012). This method consists of items
that students respond to using quantitative or qualitative input after receiving instruction,
typically near the end of a course. The advantage of this method is that it is both cost effective
and an efficient method for measuring items that are used as indicators of effective teaching.
Student perceptions of their learning experience can provide valuable data and an important
outlet for student voice. Another advantage is that this method can provide a more reliable
and valid representation of teaching quality than any other method of evaluating teaching
(Berk, 2005, 2013; McKeachie, 1979).
While this method has several advantages, there are also a number of justifiable
concerns. Open questions remain regarding the relative reliability of data and the validity of
interpretations drawn from these measures. Some student evaluations of teaching are
rigorously developed according to measurement and evaluation standards while others seem
to be locally designed according to “common sense” (Coffey and Gibbs, 2001). This means
that the relative quality of student evaluation instruments is variable. The inconsistencies in
measurement quality have incited faculty concerns in using this method for accountability
purposes (Simpson and Siguaw, 2000; Stein et al., 2012; Surgenor, 2013). One circumstance
that might have led to questionable instrument quality is that student evaluations of teaching
were not originally designed for making personnel decisions (Hobson and Talbot, 2001).
The emerging use of student evaluations of teaching for accountability purposes call for
careful evaluations of this method.
Evidence suggests that the results of student evaluations of teaching in higher education
can lead to incorrect interpretations of the quality of teaching. Several studies conducted in
a variety of contexts suggest that students’ perceptions of the quality of teaching can be
influenced by a number of factors such as the gender of the student, the gender of the teacher,
the domain of study, type of institution, year of study, the attractiveness of the teacher and
prior beliefs about the teacher (Freng and Webber, 2009; Hammonds et al., 2017;
Lewandowski et al., 2011; MacNell et al., 2015; Nargundkar and Shrikhande, 2014; NasserAbu, 2017; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2007; Zhao and Gallant, 2012). In other words, factors that
are unrelated to the actual quality of teaching seem to systematically influence results from
these assessments. This calls into question the reliability and validity of this method. In
addition, findings pertaining to individual characteristics of the teacher (for example,
gender) also raise concerns regarding the fairness of this assessment practice as it seems to
favour certain teaching staff over others. On the other hand, the literature also provides
evidence to suggest that factors unrelated to teaching do not significantly influence student
evaluations of teaching (d’Appolonia and Abrami, 1997; Remedios and Lieberman, 2008;
Marsh, 2007; Marsh and Roche, 1997). These inconsistent findings from the literature call
for careful local examination of student evaluations of teaching in accordance with
measurement and evaluations standards.
The literature also presents inconsistent findings regarding associations between
student evaluations of teaching and student learning. It is expected that effective teaching
should relate to student learning. However, empirical evidence for this link is inconsistent.
In a recent meta-analysis of 51 studies that examined the association between student
evaluations of teaching and student learning, the authors concluded that students do not learn
more from teachers who received higher student evaluations of teaching ratings (Uttl et al.,
2017). This finding provides compelling evidence that student evaluations of teaching are
not associated with student learning. It is worth noting, however, that other individual studies
suggest that low to moderate correlations exist between student evaluations of teaching and
grades or expected grades (Abrami, 2001; Abrami et al., 1980; Eiszler, 2002; Feldman, 1976;
Greenwald and Gillmore, 1997; Stumpf and Freedman, 1979). These inconsistent findings
call into question the validity of this assessment method as a true measure of effective
teaching. In fact, student evaluations of teaching are largely limited to the delivery of
instruction, meaning that other aspects of teaching, including planning and reflection, are
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easily captured by this method (Saroyan and Amundsen, 2001). It is possible that the partial
picture of teaching measured by student evaluations can account for these inconsistent and,
at times, surprising empirical results.
Another concern is that the use of student evaluations of teaching can have unintended
consequences for teaching and learning. It has been argued that items included in student
evaluations might be inconsistent with institutional and pedagogical goals. For example,
some have argued that certain student evaluation instruments might favour teacher-centered
approaches rather than student-centered approaches to teaching (Abrami et al., 2007). As a
result, “it would be foolhardy for young instructors hoping for tenure to create activeengagement learning environments that depend more on students working collaboratively,
with or without technology enhancements, despite the overwhelming evidence that such
active learning strategies improve learning, knowledge retention and persistence in science
studies” (Abrami et al., 2007, p. 451). There is also evidence to suggest that student
evaluations of teaching can impede pedagogical innovations in the classroom as trying new
methods, which often require trial, error and refinement, can lead to poorer evaluations of
teaching (Darwin, 2017). It has also been proposed that teachers might be encouraged to
adopt a less challenging curriculum to mitigate poor evaluations from students (Darwin,
2017). It is important then that institutions evaluate the potential unintended consequences
that student evaluations of teaching can have, especially when they are used for
accountability purposes.
Overall the literature does not provide compelling evidence that student evaluations of
teaching allow for reliable and accurate appraisals of teaching effectiveness. This conclusion
should urge caution when using this method to make judgements about teaching, especially
given the weight that these evaluations can carry for personnel decisions. In order to have
confidence in assessment results, institutions should analyse assessments for possible issues
with reliability, validity and fairness, and for potential unintended consequences. The
findings from such analyses can inform improving the instrument for future administrations
and can facilitate appropriate and fair interpretations of assessment results. It also may be
appropriate to disseminate the analysis strategy and findings to relevant stakeholders
including faculty to improve transparency and to guide the interpretation of results (Winer
et al., 2012). In addition, intuitions should be aware that student evaluations of teaching can
only capture what students are able to observe in the classroom which means that other
important aspects of effective teaching are not measured.

Peer observations of teaching
Peer observations of teaching involve inviting an individual into the classroom to
observe teaching in practice. These observations provide an additional lens through which
teaching effectiveness can be assessed. It has been suggested that some aspects of quality
teaching are best observed by peers, including course design which is not easily recognized
by students (Paulsen, 2002). However, assessments of effective teaching using this method
are still limited by what is overtly observable in the classroom. These observations are
typically structured and observations are guided by an assessment instrument to direct
attention to specific aspects of teaching practice. Peer observations can be used for
improvement and accountability purposes. When used for improvement purposes, it has
been suggested that peer observations can assist teachers to become more self-aware,
confident, passionate and willing to try new pedagogical approaches (Cosh, 1998). However,
concerns have been raised regarding the use of this assessment method for accountability
purposes. At this time, there is little empirical evidence regarding the reliability and validity
of this assessment method and best practices are unclear (Pounder et al., 2016).
There are open questions regarding the selection of the observer. Depending on the
model, the peer observer can be another faculty member (within or external to the
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department), a pedagogical expert or a trained student. One drawback of conducting peer
observations with teachers from within the same department is that there might be
unbalanced power dynamics (McMahon et al., 2007) and can shift the attention away from
teaching practice to the content being taught (Torres et al., 2017). Peer observation
conducted between different disciplines might be advantageous because it can reduce the
focus on the content being taught to the actual practice of teaching (Kinchin, 2005). There
are also concerns that “faculty as peer observers, regardless of discipline, are ill-equipped,
without further training, to evaluate and provide feedback on the effectiveness of others’
teaching” (Gosling 2009, p. 7). In a similar vein, few academics are educational specialists
and therefore might not be qualified to evaluate effective teaching (Smith, 2012).
The major concern with peer observations of teaching is bias. This is particularly
problematic when this method is used for accountability purposes. There are many types of
bias that are well documented in observation research that could influence the reliability and
validity of results from this approach to assessing teaching. One type of potential bias occurs
when the observer “has a preconceived expectation of the behaviour of the observed person,
s/he is likely to align the actual observations to these expectations to at least some extent”
(Muijs, 2006, p. 63). Observer bias has been shown to influence judgements about the
effectiveness of teaching. For example, in one experimental study students were told in
advance that a visiting lecturer had either a warm or a cold personality. Findings of this study
showed that students who were told that the instructor was warm rated him/her as more
effective than students who were told he/she was cold (Widmeyer and Loy, 1988). These
preconceived expectations among faculty might be difficult to avoid and the amount of bias
might be difficult to quantify.
There are a number of strategies that can be implemented to improve the reliability of
this method. For example, conducting multiple observations over time and using more than
one observer can improve the accuracy of assessment results (Braskamp and Ory, 1994;
Centra, 1993; Chism, 1999; DeZure, 1999; Muijs, 2006). In addition, it is recommended that
observers undergo specialized training. Although it is unclear what type of training is needed
so that peer observers can accurately report on the effectiveness of teaching. For example,
Muijs (2006) recommends that “this training needs to familiarize [the observer] with the
instrument used, take them carefully through all the steps they need to follow, explain how
the data will be interpreted and explain the possible sources of bias they need to be aware of
in order not to succumb to them. A significant amount of practice is needed, which should
continue until a suitably high level of reliability has been reached” (p. 64). There is some
evidence that such training can be successful. For example, in one case study of a programme
of peer observation of teaching in Hong Kong, China, students were trained as “consultants”
to provide feedback on teaching based on regular non-judgmental observations from the
students’ perspective (Pounder et al., 2016).
In summary, peer observations of teaching can measure aspects of effective teaching
not easily captured by other methods. Nonetheless, open issues remain regarding efficiency
and best practices to reduce bias and improve reliability. Ideally peer observations of
teaching should be conducted several times and by multiple trained observers. Given the
limited empirical support available to provide evidence for the reliability and validity of this
method, institutions should conduct internal evaluations of this method to ensure highquality assessments. These issues are particularly important when results will be used for
accountability purposes.

Teaching portfolios
Teaching portfolios are increasingly accepted as a comprehensive method of providing
evidence of effective teaching in higher education. Portfolios are created by the instructor
and contain a range of evidence to demonstrate the quality of instruction based on
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predetermined guidelines. Evidence is usually provided through artefacts or documentation
and can include course outlines, self-reflections, self-evaluations of teaching, a statement of
teaching responsibilities, samples of student work and so on. This method can capture
aspects of effective teaching that are not easily observable in the classroom. It has also been
suggested that this method is the most promising for improvement purposes as portfolios
give teachers the opportunity to reflect on their teaching practice (Saroyan and Amundsen,
2001).
When used for accountability purposes, there are concerns regarding the reliability and
validity of this method. For example, the evidence provided in a teaching portfolio might be
biased if only a partial and favourable picture of teaching quality is provided. Guidelines for
constructing teaching portfolios must ensure that the evidence provided is representative of
teaching quality and student learning (Abrami et al., 2007). Representativeness is important
because “submitting the best student products as evidence of teaching effectiveness, a
common practice, does little to allow accurate judgements of how well instructors promote
student learning” (Abrami et al., 2007, p. 393). Another open question pertains to how
teaching portfolios can be objectively evaluated. The reliability and validity of this method
can be improved by establishing assessment rubrics and standards, providing portfolio
design guidelines, offering training to reviewers and assigning multiple reviewers (Seldin,
1993; Paulsen, 2002). With regard to training, for example, it has been recommended that
reviewers be provided “opportunities to discuss methods, criteria and standards for
assessment using portfolios that have previously been rated high or low” (Paulsen, 2002,
p. 13).

Student learning outcomes
Another indicator of effective instruction is students’ fulfilment of learning outcomes.
Learning outcomes define what students should know and do after instruction and can
include the acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitudes. Effective teaching is an important
factor for students’ attainment of learning outcomes (Biggs, 2001). Learning outcomes are
a broader extension of the use of competencies stipulated by professional organizations. The
emphasis on learning outcomes in higher education has become more important in recent
years to provide a measure of how much students learn (Tremblay et al., 2012). Typically,
learning outcomes are established locally within courses and programmes; although more
recently, calls have been made for international and consistent measures of learning
outcomes. This notion has been promoted by the OECD through the pilot project entitled
“Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes (AHELO)” (Tremblay et al., 2012).
As part of this project, the OECD proposed a set of complementary learning outcomes at the
global level to guide institutions of higher education to benchmark student performance
(Tremblay et al., 2012). Measures of student learning outcomes might provide a promising
indictor of effective teaching in higher education; however, some authors have urged that
some caution is warranted for several reasons.
Some authors have noted that relative attainment of learning outcomes is caused by a
combination of several factors including “teaching, practice and behavioural skills, and of
other components that are external to the institution’s capacity” (Hénard, 2010, p. 84).
Students’ relative attainment of learning outcomes can therefore be a very noisy and
unreliable indicator of effective teaching. The relative contribution of teaching in student
attainment must be isolated from these other factors to make judgements about the quality
of instruction. Therefore, raw attainment of learning outcomes might not be a reliable
indicator of effective teaching rendering the validity of interpretations from this measure
questionable. Others have also noted that using students’ attainment of learning outcomes as
indicators of effective teaching is problematic because the reliability and validity of
assessment practices used to infer student performance within courses might be questionable
(Lodge and Bonsanquet, 2014; Sadler, 2009). If the course-level assessments used to
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measure student performance on learning outcomes are not reliable, valid or fair, then, by
extension, interpretations made from these assessment results will also be questionable.
Some authors have gone as far as to say that the only way to determine ways in which
teaching leads to student learning is through carefully designed, randomized experiments
(Bowman and Seifert, 2011).
Advanced statistical methods might be able to address some of these concerns. Over
the last decade value-added models have been gaining popularity in K-12 education (for
example, OECD, 2008; National Research Council, 2010). Recently, the utility of these
models has been considered in higher education for the purpose of comparing the
institutional effectiveness for supporting student learning (for example, Cunha and Miller,
2014; OECD, 2013). These models can be used to provide unbiased estimates of effective
teaching by tracking academic growth across several years. In the context of K-12 education,
some have argued that value-added models have “helped move the conversation about
teacher quality to where it belongs – on increasing student learning as the primary goal of
teaching. It has also introduced the promise of a much-needed quantitative component in
teaching evaluation, while prompting a re-examination of issues of fairness and proper test
use” (Braun, 2005, p. 9). A growing body of experimental and quasi-experimental research
in K-12 education has provided some initial support that these modelling techniques can
estimate the impact of teaching on student test score growth (Chetty et al., 2014; Kane and
Staiger, 2008; Kane et al., 2013). Despite this evidence, in practice there remains the
fundamental concern that “if making casual attributions is the goal, then no statistical model,
however complex, and no method of analysis, however sophisticated, can fully compensate
for the lack of randomization” (Braun, 2005, p. 8). More research “is needed to understand
how [value added model] estimates should (or should not) be combined with other metrics
to identify and retain effective teachers” (Chetty et al., 2014). The lessons learned from K12 education can provide important insights into the use of this method for assessing
teaching in higher education that are worth exploring.
This review of current methods and metrics for assessing teaching in higher education
suggests that no single method can measure effective teaching. Rather, it is generally agreed
that in order to assess and measure effective teaching in higher education multiple
assessment methods are required (Hammonds et al., 2017), including new and innovative
methods (Abrami et al., 2007; Hénard, 2010; Saroyan and Amundsen, 2001). This can
include triangulating multiple types of assessment evidence to evaluate teaching (Hénard,
2010; Hénard and Roseveare, 2012; Lodge and Bonsanquet, 2014; Saroyan and Amundsen,
2001; Spooren et al., 2013). Aligning assessment evidence from different sources can
provide a more holistic and accurate picture of teaching that no single method can capture.
Selecting these methods strategically can also have the benefit of leveraging the strengths of
particular methods to mitigate the weakness of others. Fundamentally, assessment methods
should be evaluated for their reliability, validity and fairness so that institutions can place
the appropriate weight on assessment results (Uttl et al., 2017). For example, results from
assessments methods that have been systematically evaluated and are deemed reliable, valid
and fair should be weighted more than methods with uncertain results.
Specialized training for staff might be necessary to support the design, implementation,
analysis and interpretation of assessment results (Hénard and Roseveare, 2012; Linse, 2017;
Spooren et al., 2013). For example, training for staff who administer and interpret
assessments of teaching could include both qualitative and quantitative methods and
educational theory. In addition, it may be beneficial to provide teachers with access to
measurement and evaluation specialists who can assist them to interpret and understand the
results of their teaching evaluations.
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Emerging trends and issues
In this final section, we explore two emerging trends and issues for assessing teaching
in higher education. The first pertains to the casualization of teaching staff and the second
considers the unique context of e-learning and online teaching. We discuss the specific
considerations and implications of these new trends for assessing teaching.

Casualization of teaching staff
The massification of higher education has created new staffing demands for institutions
of higher education. This has led to a global increase in the casualization of teaching staff,
including adjuncts, casuals, contract, contingent and non-tenure track faculty (Bryson, 2013;
Coates and Goedegebuure, 2010; Parker, 2012; Harvey, 2017). These staff are typically
employed on an hourly, contract or honorary basis (Percy et al., 2008). In Australia, for
example, the majority of university teaching is now complemented by casual teachers
(May et al., 2013). In the United States, there is also a reliance on non-tenure tract faculty
for teaching (Jaschik and Lederman, 2018). The number of casual teaching staff is also on
the rise in Canada, Japan, New Zealand and Europe (Bryson, 2013; Sutherland and Gilbert,
2013; Sursock, 2015). This trend is predicted to continue or even increase (Jaschik and
Lederman, 2018) as the employment of casual teachers is generally more cost effective and
can “free up” faculty for research (Bryson, 2013). For example, in a social science
department at one research-intensive university in the United Kingdom, casual teaching staff
were responsible for all undergraduate courses (Powney et al., 2003). It has been suggested
that the increase in casual teaching staff has not been met with an escalation in approaches
to ensure the quality of learning and teaching (Harvey, 2017).
Data on casual teaching staff is limited due to the constantly changing employment of
these individuals (Bryson, 2013). This “makes it more challenging to develop systematic
approaches to recognizing and supporting these staff if we do not know who they are, where
they are located and what professional development needs they have” (Harvey, 2017, p. 1).
Thus, the casualization of teaching in institutions of higher education creates new challenges
for methodically assessing, tracking and supporting the quality of teaching completed by
casual staff. A salient issue is the inequality of opportunity for casual teaching staff with
regard to support and treatment (Bryson, 2013). For example, these staff members often do
not have access to professional development for induction, mentoring, course design and
training (Anderson, 2007). Others have noted that casual teaching staff often have difficultly
accessing resources that are essential to their teaching, including library services and office
space (Kimber, 2003). This environment might create inequalities in the opportunity to
perform. Specifically, the lack of access to resources can create barriers for casual teaching
staff to engage in effective teaching. This can have important implications for staff retention
and reappointment. Some have argued that the pressure to perform well on student
evaluations of teaching without the necessary resources can have unintended negative
consequences for the quality of student learning. For example, several studies have
suggested that casual teaching staff typically give higher grades than their full-time
colleagues (for example, Fedler et al., 1989; Goldberg and Callahan, 1991; Salamonson et
al., 2010). One of the possible reasons for this discrepancy is that casual teaching staff can
be more lenient in order to secure better student evaluations of their teaching (Moore and
Trahan, 1998; Salamonson et al., 2010). Therefore, the lack of requisite training and
resources in combination with the pressure to perform might have unintended consequences
for the quality of teaching and learning. Therefore, a closer look at how these staff members
are supported and assessed is warranted. Some have suggested that supporting
“comprehensive and accurate data collection”, including the effectiveness of teaching, can
be used to signal professional development needs (Harvey, 2017).
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E-learning and teaching online
A second emerging trend is the increase in online courses and distance education. Over
the last decade, the number of students taking online courses has grown by millions (Allen
and Seaman, 2015). Many institutions of higher education are including online learning as
part of their long-term strategy (Allen and Seaman, 2011; He et al., 2014). The proportion
of content delivered online can vary based on the type of course. As defined by Allen and
Seaman (2015), web-facilitated courses deliver 1–29 per cent of course material online and
they are typically delivered in face-to-face learning environments but use learning
management systems or web pages to post the syllabus and assignments. Blended or hybrid
courses use a combination of online and face-to-face instruction, where a substantial amount
of the content is supported online (30–79 per cent), including, for example, online
discussions, and has fewer face-to-face meetings. Online courses typically have no face-toface meetings with all of the content delivered online.
As this is an emerging area in the scholarship of teaching and learning, there are many
open questions that require further investigation. Three such issues are briefly discussed.
The first issue pertains to the operationalization of effective online teaching. It is currently
unclear how to define effective teaching in online environments and how teaching online
might differ from face-to-face learning environments. This first issue has two implications
for assessing teaching in higher education. The first is that students might value online
teaching in different ways than they value teaching in traditional learning environments
(Young, 2006, p. 65). The second is that there are unique factors required to ensure effective
teaching in online contexts (Sun et al., 2008). For example, it has been suggested that
effective teaching in e-learning environments requires technical skills, online moderation
skills and online communication skills (Gunn, 2001). This means that current assessments
of teaching need to be adjusted or redesigned to measure relevant indicators that will allow
for valid interpretations of effective teaching in these environments. This is because
“designing and implementing strategies to evaluate online teaching necessarily differs from
designing and implementing those used in the face-to-face environment; they vary as a
function of the nature, purpose and focus of the evaluation” (Tobin et al., 2015, p. 15). For
example, student evaluations of teaching instruments designed for face-to-face learning
environments do not include items that can assess quality teaching in online instruction
(Bangert, 2006). It is also unclear as to how other methods for assessing teaching used in
face-to-face environments can be adapted for online environments. It is unclear how
observations of teaching can be utilized in online teaching situations. Therefore, attempts to
apply existing assessment methods might not be appropriate for online environments. A
second issue is that it is difficult to separate teaching from the design elements of the learning
management system (Tobin et al., 2015, p. 15). Assessments of teaching in online
environments should be designed to measure only dimensions that are within the teacher’s
control.
There are also new opportunities for assessing teaching in online environments that are
not possible in face-to-face learning environments. Learning management systems can
collect instructor trace data that could be used as indicators of effective teaching. Indicators
worth considering include frequency of logins, time spent on learning management systems,
nature and quality of feedback, timeliness of grading and feedback and proportion of
instructor-to-student posts (Tobin et al., 2015, p. 15). While this new opportunity exists,
evidence to justify the use of such indictors is still needed. Even though learning
management systems can provide new sources of data on instructor interactions, it is
important to determine which of these are relevant for making inferences about effective
teaching and which are not.
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Summary of recommendations
Reviewing current measurement and evaluation standards and methods and metrics of
assessing teaching in higher education suggests several policy recommendations. These are
summarized below:
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–

The trend of quality assurance in higher education has created new challenges for
institutions to develop and demonstrate effective teaching. However,
conceptualizations of effectiveness are highly contextualized and measurements of
teaching are largely inconsistent between institutions, contexts, disciplines and
jurisdictions. Policies could be developed to facilitate the adoption of consistent
standards of effective teaching and quality assessment practices, which can include
promoting the use of multiple assessment methods to capture the multidimensionality
of effective teaching.

–

Quality assurance also calls for policies that can guide the appropriate use of
measurement and evaluation principles in assessments of teaching. Policies could
stipulate how to apply the principles of reliability, validity and fairness for developing,
implementing and interpreting the results from assessments of teaching. Policies can
also guide standards for documenting evidence to support claims that assessment
practices are reliable and allow for valid and fair interpretations of assessment results.
Such claims are necessary to have confidence in interpretations about teaching, which
have important ramifications for personnel decisions and for monitoring and
maintaining quality education. Emerging trends should also be considered including
for developing casual teaching staff and for online teaching contexts.

–

Relatedly, guidance is needed for how institutions can respond if assessment of
teaching is found to be unreliable or leads to inaccurate or unfair interpretations about
teaching. For example, if a student evaluation of teaching instruments has been found
to systematically and negatively bias results of, for example, female instructors, the
results from this assessment should be statistically corrected or appropriately weighted
and the assessment instrument should be adjusted for future use.

–

Policies should be developed and communicated to teaching staff to encourage
transparency in defined standards of effective teaching, how it is measured and how
results are used within institutions. For example, institutions could be encouraged to
develop and provide internal assessment and evaluation policies. Transparent internal
policies can help ensure consistent assessment practices within institutions and can
contribute to monitoring and maintaining quality education. Such policies can also
communicate to teachers what is expected of them to be recognized as an effective
teacher.

–

There should also be alignment between institutional policies to indicate that teaching
is valued, the choice of indicators of effective teaching, assessment tools and
incentives.

–

Policies should encourage institutions to provide opportunities for training and
professional development to facilitate quality assessment practices. Training will
become increasingly important should institutions move towards more sophisticated
statistical methods for assessing teaching, such as value-added models. Training should
be provided for staff in charge of developing, administering and interpreting assessment
results. For example, staff should receive training in educational measurement and
evaluation theories, assessment methodologies, understanding of assessment
development, administration and interpretation including principles of reliability,
validity and fairness and qualitative and quantitative analyses. In addition, it may be
beneficial to provide teachers with access to measurement and evaluation specialists
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who can assist them to interpret and understand the results of their teaching
assessments. In addition, credible specialists should be available within institutions to
provide professional development of teaching staff with respect to teaching.

Areas for future research
International data on assessing teaching in higher education for development and
accountability purposes is lacking or difficult to obtain. To provide evidence-based
recommendations of best practices, additional research in several areas is needed. These
areas for future research are summarized below:
–

The development of internationally accepted frameworks or standards for defining and
assessing effective teaching: these standards can help ensure the quality of higher
education globally. However, given the complex nature of teaching in higher education,
standards for teaching in higher education require further research.

–

A review of how institutions collect, weight and use different methods of assessing
teaching in higher education: the aim would be to provide initial benchmarking of
assessment practices across institutions and could include internal policies, methods
and metrics, evidence of assessment quality, resources and training and uses.

–

Further exploration of emerging assessment methods including value-added models
and trace data of online teaching within the context of higher education: this research
would help clarify the utility of these methods and could inform the development of
new guidelines and policies.

–

Compilation of international data on casual teaching staff, including their professional
development needs.

Conclusions
The massification of higher education, increase in quality assurance, the changing
composition of teaching staff, growth in online teaching and a greater need for professional
development, have created new demands and challenges for assessing teaching in higher
education. More importantly, they have brought to the fore the necessity of quality
assessment systems that enable institutions to evaluate the effectiveness of teaching for
improvement and accountability purposes. This brief review has highlighted the complexity
of developing such systems as well as opportunities for advancing assessment practices in
higher education. Assessment of teaching must be grounded in accurate conceptualizations
of effective teaching to set standards and expectations for teaching. At this time, global
standards of effective teaching have yet to be established but this goal can be achieved by
building on locally defined definitions. In addition, the development, administration and
interpretation of assessment of teaching must adhere to recognized standards of
measurement and evaluation. This means that staff responsible for assessing teaching must
have access to training opportunities to ensure the quality of institutional assessment
systems. Although this review was limited by the availability of international data on
assessing teaching in higher education, it provides a good foundation of information to
determine the current state of assessing teaching in higher education and where gaps exist.
To ensure quality education in the higher education sector, it is essential that quality
evidence-based systems for assessing teaching are supported.
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