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President Aiello asked the AAPA Committee on Diversity to provide background and recommendations
to the AAPA Executive Committee on current research concerning Student Evaluations of Teaching
(SET), their use, effectiveness, concerns and best practice. The undersigned committee comprises COD
members (from a variety of subcommittees) as well as other AAPA members with relevant expertise and
interest. We provide an overall assessment of SET, a synopsis of relevant literature on the topic and
recommendations for SET use.
Overall:
- SET are biased against women faculty and faculty of color (as has been clearly demonstrated in
multiple studies)
- Gendered expectations relating to professors’ accommodation of student requests factors into
lower SET scores
- Administrators are complicit in that they have often sought to use summary measures of teaching
effectiveness, which are not statistically or otherwise justified
- Negative SET factor into hiring/promotion/tenure/merit review, although they are not clear
measures of teaching effectiveness (they are measures of student opinion)
- Multiple measures of teaching, including peer review, are critical for obtaining a well-rounded
and complete picture of teaching effectiveness
- Evaluations should center on the course and learning rather than the instructor per se
Research demonstrates that student evaluations of teaching (SET) are consistently biased against women
faculty and faculty of color, and students bring differing expectations of professors based on gender, race,
and other factors (Boring et al 2016, El-Alayli et al 2018, Pittman 2010, Reid 2010). These differing
expectations of professors can lead to lower SET scores. Boring et al (2016) note that students’ gendered
expectations impact their evaluation of both objective factors, such as the promptness with which faculty
return graded work, and subjective and largely emotional factors, such as the faculty member’s
enthusiasm and caring. El-Alayli et al (2018) also demonstrate that students expect women faculty to
provide more emotional support and nurturing than their male counterparts. Although SET were
originally created as a method of shaping the quality of teaching, they are now often used as the main
method of evaluating teaching effectiveness (Hornstein 2017). Further, many interpreters of the data are
untrained in how to understand SET results (Hornstein 2017). Research also demonstrates that aside from
biases, SET do not measure teaching effectiveness. In one study, teaching effectiveness was measured by
the researchers and compared with SET results. In this case, teaching effectiveness was actually
negatively correlated with SET results (Braga et al 2014). In addition, factors such as weather and
presence of cookies are correlated with SET scores (Braga et al 2014, Hessler et al 2018). In biological
anthropology, the percentage of white women and racial minorities decreases at higher ranks; this pattern
mirrors those seen in other scientific disciplines (Antón et al, 2018; Sheltzer and Smith 2014; Turner et al,
2018). Further, women are more likely to be hired into teaching-focused positions, where SET results
may be weighed more heavily in hiring, contract renewal, promotion, and tenure (Sheltzer and Smith,
2014). Thus, the biases underlying SET may contribute to the perpetuation of racial and gender inequities
in biological anthropology and other sciences.
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With this in mind, we advocate for limited use of SET in faculty hiring, contract renewal, promotion,
tenure, and merit reviews. Other methods of assessment, such as classroom observation, teaching
portfolios, and peer evaluation of teaching materials are available and can provide more useful and less
biased data (Hornstein 2017). Several universities in the United States have recently shifted toward new
models of faculty evaluation that apply a more holistic approach and prioritize these alternate assessment
tools (Flaherty 2018). In addition, if SET continue to be utilized, we encourage critical reflection on the
questions used and training in the interpretation of the resulting data. SET questions should be carefully
worded to avoid topics outside the students’ experience and expertise, such as asking students whether the
faculty member is “knowledgeable” about the subject, and to avoid misleading or vague judgments, such
as asking students to evaluate a faculty member’s “overall teaching effectiveness” (Hornstein 2017, Stark
and Freishtat 2014). The data compiled via SET administration should also be carefully presented and
interpreted. Score distributions should be used, rather than means; when response rates are low, data
should not be extrapolated to the whole class; and courses of different types, levels, sizes, and disciplines
should not be compared (Stark and Freishtat 2014).
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