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Research provides little support for most cur 
rent teacher evaluation practices. Evaluation 
by students may be more valid and reliable 
than observations by supervisors.

Teacher evaluation can serve one or both of two 
purposes. The first is to guide decisions about hiring, 
retention, and promotion. The second is to help im 
prove teaching. In each case the purpose suggests cer 
tain important questions. The first purpose, personnel 
decisions, requires comparison among teachers, so 
techniques used for evaluation must be fair. In re 
search jargon this is a question of reliability—the 
extent to which an evaluation produces consistent 
results at different times and for different people— 
and validity—that an evaluation measures what it is 
supposed to measure.

The situation is different for the improvement of 
teaching. Here the crucial question is the extent to 
which evaluation influences the subsequent behavior 
and attitudes of teachers and students.

Scope of the Report

The literature on teacher evaluation is enormous. 
There are hundreds of articles and documents dealing 
with theories of teacher evaluation, models of teacher 
evaluation, forms for teacher evaluation, and ex 
amples of teacher evaluation. This is not to mention 
the even larger amount of material on evaluation in 
general. The guiding principle of this report, there 
fore, is to focus on research that provides evidence 
about the reliability, validity, and effects of various 
techniques of teacher evaluation.

When this criterion is applied, the mountains of 
documents previously referred to melt away. As one 
reviewer commented, "Most of the literature on evalu 
ation in schools is not based on empirical research. 
It is parochial at best." (Natriello, 1977). In fact, for 
all the pages of writing, there is not very much evi 
dence about the reliability, validity, or effects of most 
of the techniques used in teacher evaluation. What 
there is, however, makes interesting reading.

Modes of Teacher Evaluation

Six general approaches to teacher evaluation 
were identified in the literature. These provide a use 
ful way to categorize the research results, although 
much of the research is applicable to more than one 
mode. The six are:
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1. The use of students' ratings of teaching 
through questionnaires and other survey instruments;

2. Evaluation based on observation by super 
visors, such as principals;

3. Evaluation using an observation instrument 
or system, such as the Flanders Interaction Analysis 
System;

4. Self-evaluation by teachers;
5. Evaluation based on gains shown by students 

on various tests;
6. Evaluation through specially designed "teach 

ing tests."

"The most difficult problem with students' 
evaluations of teachers has to do with their 
validity. Do they actually measure important 
aspects of teaching?"

Teacher Evaluation Through Ratings by Students

Evaluation of teachers by students became popu 
lar in universities and colleges a decade ago, and has 
remained in wide use. It is less common in public 
schools than in postsecondary institutions, but is used 
more extensively than most other modes of evalua 
tion.

Most of the research on students' evaluations— 
and there has been a considerable amount of it—has 
been conducted using college students, although stu 
dents from grade six and up have been involved in 
studies. The problems of varying sample sizes, re 
search designs, methods of data analysis, and meas 
urement instruments are significant.

The first concern that arises about students' 
evaluations of teachers is reliability. Although this 
varies from one rating form to another, the general 
consensus is that there are several highly reliable 
student rating tools now available (Mintzes, 1977; 
Costin, 1971; Lehman, 1974). Furthermore, on most 
instruments ratings of teachers and courses are con 
sistent among students and over time. That is, dif 
ferent groups of students tend to give similar ratings 
to the same teachers, and the same students will rate 
teachers similarly at two different times.

A second question has to do with bias in stu 
dents' ratings. Is it true, for example, that easy 
teachers receive better evaluations? How do grades 
in a course affect evaluation results? The evidence on 
these points is not complete, but it does provide some 
strong indications. As far as is known, student char 
acteristics such as age and sex are not related to 
evaluation results (Smith and Brown, 1976), and 
easier courses do not receive higher ratings (Painter 
and Granzin, 1973). Students are serious about their 
ratings; two studies showed that ratings did not 
change significantly after students were told that the 
results would be used for making decisions about 
whether or not to promote the teachers being rated 
(Centra, 1976).

Some factors do influence ratings, however. Class

size has an impact, although just what that impact is 
remains unclear. There is some evidence that a 
teacher's reputation influences the evaluations he or 
she receives (Abrami and others, 1976). Ratings are 
related, as might be expected, to student interest in 
the subject and general attitude toward school. Grades 
are also a factor (Costin, 1971); students who get 
higher marks tend to give better evaluations. However, 
which factor causes the other is uncertain.

The most difficult problem with students' evalua 
tions of teachers has to do with their validity. Do 
they actually measure important aspects of teaching? 
This is a difficult question to answer because a rating 
is an expression of personal opinion. One way of 
assessing validity is to compare students' ratings of 
teachers with those of other groups, such as super 
visors or other teachers. Such comparisons show that 
students' ratings are substantially different from those 
of the others. That is, students will identify different 
teachers as being good (Swartz, 1975). This has been 
interpreted by some to mean that students are poor 
judges of good teaching (Morrow, 1977), and by 
others to indicate that students have a unique view of 
teaching, not shared by others, and therefore that 
their input in evaluation is especially important. Gage 
and others (1971) found that student ratings of 
teachers and the students' scores on a test of lesson 
comprehension correlated well, indicating that stu 
dents are good judges of their own learning. Also, 
the many different measurement instruments used 
rank the same elements of teaching as important. 
Clarity of presentation, enthusiasm, and empathy 
with students appear repeatedly as desirable charac 
teristics of good teachers. If students do have a com 
mon view of what good teaching is, their ratings are 
more likely to be valid.

Finally, does feedback from student ratings have 
an effect on subsequent teaching? Evidence on this 
point is scanty and inconclusive, but it suggests that
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"Overall, it appears that many of the fears 
about students' evaluations of teachers are not 
well founded, and that such evaluations can 
provide reliable, useful data for evaluation 
purposes."

formal ratings are not particularly effective in chang 
ing teachers' behavior (Medley, 1977); Natriello, 
1977). As mentioned, this conclusion is in accord 
with other research in a wide variety of areas con 
cerning behavior change.

Overall, it appears that many of the fears about 
students' evaluations of teachers are not well founded, 
and that such evaluations can provide reliable, useful 
data for evaluation purposes.

Ratings by Supervisors

Supervisor ratings are undoubtedly the most 
common form of teacher evaluation currently in use. 
The principal usually does this evaluation (NEA, 
1964). The modal practice consists of two or three 
half-hour visits to the classroom followed by a meet 
ing between the teacher and the evaluator. Robinson 
(1978) noted that most evaluators had had no training 
in observational techniques, and did little or no prepa 
ration before observing a teacher.

How valid are supervisors' ratings? Across time 
they tend to be reliable, of course, since the same 
evaluator rates the same teacher. However there is 
some disagreement among principals and other raters 
in judging teaching. Tuckman (1977) reported that the 
criteria used in evaluating teachers varied between 
elementary and secondary principals, with the former 
tending to value warmth, creativity, and organiza 
tion, while the latter look for systematic, task- 
oriented, structured teaching. Wilcox (1976) found 
that principals, current students, and graduates dif 
fered in their ratings of secondary teachers. In a study 
by Swartz (1975), 72 vocational teachers were rated 
by principals, supervisors, other teachers, students, 
and through self-ratings. Significant differences were 
found among the groups, although the ratings of 
principals and supervisors were quite similar. McNeil 
and Popham (1973), reviewing research on the assess 
ment of teacher competence up to 1973, criticized

supervisor ratings as being unsatisfactory on several 
grounds, including the confusion of a teacher's per 
sonality and staff relations with his or her teaching 
ability. Chan (1973) found that evaluations were de 
pendent largely on the principal's philosophy of edu 
cation.

No studies were found that examined the effect 
of supervisors' ratings on subsequent teaching be 
havior. Robinson (1978) reported that half or less of 
the Connecticut teachers he studied found their evalu 
ations useful to them. Wolf (1973) suggested that 
most teachers did not see evaluation as being in their 
interests. Reavis (1978) concluded that teachers gen 
erally did not like traditional methods of supervision 
and evaluation.

In summary, serious questions exist about the 
validity and fairness of supervisor ratings of teachers 
as presently conducted.

Evaluation Using an Observation 
Instrument or System

Systematic observation of teaching involves the 
use of an instrument such as the Flanders Interaction 
Analysis System, which guides the observer in terms 
of the behavior to be looked at and the ways in which 
it is to be understood. The use of such instruments 
for evaluation is quite rare at present.

Generally classroom observation instruments 
have been carefully developed and validated. That is, 
they have been compared with other rating systems, 
and compared against themselves over time. How 
ever many such instruments exist, and not all have 
received the necessary care in development. The user 
needs to look for reliability data before selecting an 
instrument for evaluation purposes.

Researchers have used observation instruments 
extensively in the study of classroom behavior and 
in attempts to determine elements of teaching that 
affect students' learning. As has been noted earlier, 
this search has not shown any great rewards, causing 
Popham and McNeil to comment:

. . . observations are most beneficial for recording 
and analyzing the teaching act—not judging it. ... Effec 
tive teaching cannot be proven by the presence or absence 
of any instructional variable . . . (1973, p. 233).

Evidence indicates that observation instruments 
can be very useful for giving teachers feedback on 
aspects of their teaching because they are reliable 
and focus on discrete aspects of the teaching process. 
However, the effect of such feedback on teachers' 
subsequent behavior is less certain. The mere pro 
vision of feedback is no guarantee that teaching will 
improve or change.

Self-evaluation involves the improvement of in-
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struction through having teachers reflect on their own 
teaching and modify it accordingly. Issues of relia 
bility and validity are of little moment here, because 
the use of self-evaluation is limited to the individual 
teacher. The key question becomes the extent to which 
self-evaluation produces changes in teaching prac 
tices.

Neely (1972) studied the attitudes of Oregon 
teachers about self-evaluation. These ranged from 
neutral to slightly favorable. In other words, Neely 
did not find great enthusiasm for self-evaluation 
among the teachers he surveyed. This supports the 
contention of Popham and McNeil (1973) that:

. . . there are only a few studies indicating that some 
teachers are self-directing in their learning and expend 
effort in judging their behavior on the basis of the con 
sequences of their teaching as revealed by the actions of 
pupils, (p. 231)

On the other hand, Natriello (1977) cites evi 
dence from U.S. armed forces studies that self-evalua 
tion does result in behavior change. Johnston (Balzer, 
1973) compared the effects of traditional and self- 
evaluation on 84 student teachers and found that those 
involved in self-evaluation had higher scores on in 
dices of indirectness in teaching. He concluded that 
self-evaluation could produce changes in subsequent 
behavior, but that these changes were not always at 
the level of significance. Some of the uncertainty 
about self-evaluation might be removed, however, if 
the approaches described by Medley (1977) or Roper 
and others (1976) involving careful development of 
the self-evaluation process were used. Both systems 
involved teachers in identifying desirable classroom 
practices and developing ways of measuring their oc 
currence.

Finally, the effects of self-evaluation cannot be 
separated from teachers' overall attitudes towards 
evaluation. In a study by Wolf (1973), 58 percent of 
the teachers indicated that they were not encouraged 
to evaluate their classroom behavior, indicating that 
self-evaluation was unlikely to occur or to be pro 
ductive.

Evaluation Based on Students' Cains on Tests

In an attempt to link teacher evaluation with 
students' learning, some school districts have tied 
evaluation to gains by students on tests or other pre 
viously agreed-on measures of learning, attitudes, or 
behavior. Again, however, this technique is used in 
frequently. There has been practically no research on 
the use of this method of evaluation, although ex 
perience with other forms of performance contracting 
in the United States has been disappointing. The dis 
advantages and dangers of such a system seem clear— 
teaching to the test, the loss of long-range objectives

"Issues of reliability and validity are of little 
moment here, because the use of self-evalua 
tion is limited to the individual teacher. The 
key question becomes the extent to which 
self-evaluation produces changes in teaching 
practices."

in favor of short-term gains on test scores, and so on. 
Additionally, there is dispute about the extent to 
which teachers' abilities to produce gains in students' 
learning is stable. That is, a teacher may be more 
successful one year or with one group of students 
than in other settings. Thus evaluation based on a 
single year or class would be invalid. Rosenshine 
(Glass, 1974) reviewed several studies of stability 
with the conclusion that stability was low. Brophy 
(1976), while more optimistic about the stability of 
teachers' effects, still felt that these were not high 
enough to justify their use for accountability pur 
poses. Similar conclusions were reached by Soar and 
Soar (1975) and Shavelson and Dempsey (1975). The 
former referred to the use of gain scores as having 
difficulties that were "extremely serious, if not dis 
abling." Thus it appears that the use of student gains 
to evaluate teaching is not a particularly desirable 
approach.

Evaluation Through "Teaching Tests"

The idea of developing a "test" for teachers has 
been promoted most vigorously by Popham. Popham 
suggests that a number of teachers be given one or 
more identical objectives and samples of the meas 
ures that will be used to assess them. Teachers would 
then plan and teach a lesson to a controlled group of 
students, under controlled conditions. Following the 
lesson, the measurement tools are administered, and 
the students' scores on the posttest become an index 
of the teachers' effectiveness. The technique is aimed 
at the evaluation of teachers for personnel purposes 
rather than at the improvement of instruction. The 
advantages cited for it are objectivity and the 
measurement solely of student outcomes rather than 
of teaching methods.

In a critique of this approach, Glass (1974) argues 
that to be fair this method must be able to demon-
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strate high reliability across topics and groups of 
students. That is, teacher ability to produce changes 
in test scores must be stable. However as was noted 
in the previous section, there is doubt about whether 
this is, in fact, the case. Consequently, the technique 
of evaluation through teaching tests has, as yet, un 
certain reliability.

Current Practices

There is little systematic information about cur 
rent teacher evaluation practices. Formal programs
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of teacher evaluation, involving clearly defined cri 
teria and procedures, are rather infrequent, with 
studies indicating that about 50 percent of schools 
have such a program (NEA, 1964). Of the six modes 
listed above, evidence suggests that supervisors' rat 
ings are by far the most commonly used technique 
(Robinson, 1978). However the data supporting this 
contention are limited and somewhat out of date. A 
1974 study of 500 school districts in the United States 
revealed that about one quarter of them had some 
sort of student evaluation of teachers or courses (Old- 
ham, 1974). Use of all the other modes listed appears 
to be quite rare.

Some Cautions

Interpretation of the results of educational re 
search needs to be made in the light of a number of 
problems. Most of these center around the fragmented 
nature of the research effort—single researchers, often 
graduate students, working without proper support 
or coordination with other research efforts. As a re 
sult, studies frequently have very small samples, use 
unique methodologies that are not comparable with 
those of other studies in the same area, and involve 
a vast array of measurement tools and instruments. 
All these factors make it difficult to generalize about 
the significance of the research. Thus, all the points 
made in this review about the meaning of the re 
search done to date could well be disputed on the 
basis of methodological weaknesses in the studies. 
This is an important, if depressing, point. The entire 
field of teacher evaluation has suffered from a sur 
plus of opinion and a shortage of evidence. Thus,

few of the findings of this paper should be regarded 
as more than tentative.

The second point to be made in summary is that 
research provides little support for current practices 
in teacher evaluation. One of the few things that can 
be safely said is that the prevalent system of evalu 
ation for purposes of hiring or promotion through 
observation by supervisors is biased and subjective. 
The use of techniques that have greater promise for 
providing objective data, such as observation instru 
ments or student ratings, is as yet uncommon.

In view of the research reported here, schools 
should reexamine their practices in teacher evalua 
tion carefully. Certainly more extensive use of stu 
dent evaluations and less reliance on ratings by prin 
cipals and other supervisors would be warranted 
changes. Schools might also do well to involve teachers 
in the development of supervision and evaluation 
policies, since this is likely to increase teachers' com 
mitment to and use of the results. Reliance on a sin 
gle evaluation technique is unwise. Using several 
approaches to ensure that each teacher is judged as 
fairly as possible is one way to counteract the biases 
of the various methods that have been discussed. K
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