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Students' Evaluations of University Teaching:
Dimensionality, Reliability, Validity, Potential Biases,

and Utility

Herbert W. Marsh
University of Sydney, Australia

This article provides an overview of findings and research designs used to
study students' evaluations of teaching effectiveness and examines implica-
tions and directions for future research. The focus of the investigation is on
the author's own research that has led to the development of the Students'
Evaluations of Educational Quality (SEEQ), but it also incorporates a wide
range of other research. Based on this overview, class-average student ratings
are (a) multidimensional; (b) reliable and stable; (c) primarily a function of the
instructor who teaches a course rather than the course that is taught; (d) rela-
tively valid against a variety of indicators of effective teaching; (e) relatively
unaffected by a variety of variables hypothesized as potential biases; and (f)
seen to be useful by faculty as feedback about their teaching, by students for
use in course selection, and by administrators for use in personnel decisions.
In future research a construct validation approach should be used in which it
is recognized that effective teaching and students' evaluations designed to re-
flect it are multifaceted, that there is no single criterion of effective teaching,
and that tentative interpretations of relations with validity criteria and with
potential biases must be scrutinized in different contexts and examine multi-
ple criteria of effective teaching.

Students' evaluations of teaching effec-
tiveness are commonly collected at North
American universities and colleges and are
widely endorsed by students, faculty, and
administrators (Centra, 1979; Leventhal,
Perry, Abrami, Turcotte, & Kane, 1981).
The purposes of these evaluations are var-
iously to provide (a) diagnostic feedback to
faculty about the effectiveness of their
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of teachers and students); context variables
(substantive, physical, and institutional
environments); and product variables (stu-
dent academic/professional70
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ings, and to explore directions for future re-
search. This research overview emphasizes
the
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Table 1
Factor Analyses of Students' Evaluations of Teaching Effectiveness (S) and the Corresponding Faculty Self-Evaluations of Their Own
Teaching (F) in 329 Courses

Factor pattern loadings

to

Evaluation items (paraphrased)

1. Learning/Value
Course challenging/stimulating
Learned something valuable
Increased subject interest
Learned/understood subject matter
Overall course rating

S F

42 40
53 77
57 70
55 52
36 33

2. Enthusiasm
Enthusiastic about teaching 15 29
Dynamic & energetic 08 03
Enhanced presentations with humor 10 04
Teaching style held your interest 09 12
Overall instructor rating 12 27

3. Organization
Instructor explanations clear 12 00
Course materials prepared & clear 06 06
Objectives stated & pursued 19 12
Lectures facilitated note taking —03 02

4. Group Interaction
Encouraged class discussions 04 06
Students shared ideas/knowledge 02 08
Encouraged questions & answers 03 —04
Encouraged expression of ideas 07 01

5. Individual Rapport
Friendly towards students —04 10
Welcomed seeking help/advice 04 —10
Interested in individual students 07 10
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alizable (e.g., a teacher who was judged to be
well organized but lacking enthusiasm in one
course was likely to receive a similar pattern
of ratings in other classes). These findings
clearly demonstrate that student ratings are



Table 2
Multitrait-Multimethod Matrix of Correlations Among Students' Evaluations of Educational Quality (SEEQ) and Endeavor Factors From
Responses by Spanish Students (N = 627 Sets or Ratings) and Australian Students (N = 316 Sets)

Factor

SEEQ
1. Group Interaction

Australian
Spanish

2. Learning/Value
Australian
Spanish

3. Workload/Difficulty
Australian
Spanish

4. Exams/Grading
Australian
Spanish

5. Individual Rapport
Australian
Spanish

6. Organization/Clarity
Australian
Spanish

7. Enthusiasm
Australian
Spanish

8. Breadth of Coverage
Australian
Spanish

9. Assignments/Readings
Australian
Spanish

Endeavor
10. Class Discussion

Australian
Spanish

11. Student Accomplishments
Australian
Spanish

1

(94)
(94)

26
39

-05
04

33
42

54
68

24
39

39
47

42
62

22
32

88
93

33
46

2

(92)
(92)

06
08

46
50

31
43

52
50

55
65

39
55

37
25

29
37

80
86

3

(91)
(79)

20
13

-03
-05

-15
02

-04
22

-01
12

07
-05

-03
03

-10
11

4

(81)
(85)

32
39

48
46

52
40

46
52

39
26

33
38
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large impact on factor analyses of
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the average response from 50 students, .90
from 25 students, .74 from 10 students, .60
from five students, and only .23 for one stu-
dent.e
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Table 3
Correlations Among Different Sets of Classes for Student Ratings and
Background Characteristics

Measure

Student rating
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lidity. The most widely accepted criterion
of effective teaching is student learning, but
other criteria include changes in student
behaviors, instructor self-evaluations, the
evaluations of peers and/or administrators
who actually attend class sessions, the fre-
quency of occurrence of specific behaviors
observed by trained observers, and the ef-
fects of experimental manipulations.

Multisection Validity Studies

It is difficult to validate students' evalu-
ations against student learning measured by
objective examination, because examination
scores in different courses normally cannot
be compared. However, this may be possi-
ble in large multisection courses in which
different groups of students are presented
the same materials by different instructors.
In the ideal multisection validity study, (a)
there are many sections of a large multisec-
tion course; (b) students are randomly as-
signed to sections or at least enroll without
any knowledge about the sections or who will
teach them; (c) there are pretest measures
e
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Even when the design of ratiltisection va-
lidity studies is more adequate, numerous
methodological problems may still exist.
First, the sample size in any given study is
almost always quite small—the number of
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of former students that are unlikely to con-



Table 4
Multitrait-Multimethod Matrix: Correlations Between Student and Faculty Self-Evaluations in 329 Courses

Instructor self-evaluation factor

Factor

Instructor self-evaluations
1. Learning /Value
 /Value

n
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(1975) compared peer ratings based on
classroom visitation and student ratings at
a brand new university, thus reducing the
probable confounding of the two sources of
information. Three different peers evalu-
ated each teacher on two occasions, bu
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significantly differentiated among the three
criterion groups of instructors, but were also
modestly correlated with a set of background
variables (e.g., sex, age, rank, class size).
Unfortunately,
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achievement. Both naturalistic observa-
tions and experimental manipulations of
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Teaching
Ability

Research
Ability

Positive
Relationship

Rewards :
External &
Intrinsic
From

Teaching

Rewards:
External &
Intrinsic
From

Research

Negative
RelationshipTime

Spent on
Research

Time
Spent on
Teaching

Teaching
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validity, are so willing to accept other indi-
cators that have not been tested or have been
shown
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••+Q.21

P = + 0,20

Reason for
Taking Course

(General Interest)
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Table 5
Path Analysis Model Relating Prior Subject Interest, Reason for Taking Course, Expected
Grade and Workload/Difficulty to Student Ratings

Factor

I. Prior Subject





734 HERBERT W. MARSH

ence. For
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rationale here is that because the instructor
is the single most important determinant of
student ratings, the within-instructor com-
parison provides a more powerful analysis.
I (Marsh, 1982a) found that for such pairs of
courses the more favorably evaluated of-
fering was correlated with (a) higher ex-
pected grades, and presumably better mas-
tery, since grades were assigned by the same
instructor to all students in the same course;
(b) higher levels of Workload/Difficulty; and
(c) the instructor having taught the course
at least once previously, and presumably
having benefited from that experience and
the student ratings. Other background
characteristics such as enrollment, reason for
taking a course, and prior subject interest
had little
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very large classes can free up enormous
amounts of instructional time that can be
used to substantially reduce



Table 6
Background Characteristics: Correlations With Student Ratings (S) and Faculty Self-Evaluations (F) of Their Own Teaching Effectiveness
(N = 183 undergraduate courses)

CO
oo

SEEQ factor3

Background Characteristic

Faculty Rating "Scholarly production in their discipline"
(1 = well below average to 5 = well above average)

S
F

Students Rating Course Workload/Difficulty (1 = low to 5 = high)
S
F

Faculty Rating Course Workload/Difficulty (1 = low to 5 = high)
S
F

Students Rating expected course grade (l = Fto5 = A)
S
F

Faculty Rating of "Grading Leniency" (1 = easy /lenient to 5 = hard/
strict)
S
F

Class size/enrollment (actual number of students enrolled)
S
F

Faculty Rating "Enjoy teaching relative to other duties"
(1 = extremely unenjoyable to 5 = extremely enjoyable)

S
F

Faculty Rating "Ease of teaching paa
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grade effect is spurious. Although these
explanations of the expected grade effect
have quite different implications, it should
be noted that grades, actual or expected,
must surely
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Marsh, Fleiner, and Thomas (1975) and
Marsh and Overall (1980) examined
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below) in which gradin
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Table 7
Overview of
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and teaching
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taped lectures seems dubious). Unfortu-
tape
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the effect of consultation without feedback
(i.e., a placebo effect due to consultation, or
a real effect due to consultation that does not
depend on feedback from student ratings).
Second, the criterion of effective teaching
used to evaluate the studies was limited
primarily to student ratings; only the Overall
and Marsh study demons.

 demons.





STUDENTS' EVALUATIONS 749

Overview, Summary, and Implications

Research described in this article dem-
onstrates that student ratings are clearly
multidimensional, quite reliable, reasonably
valid, relatively uncontaminated by many
variables often seen as sources of potential
bias, and aree
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considerable base of research from which to
form opinions about their worth. However,
the bulk of research supports their con-
tinued use as well as advocates further
scrutiny.
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