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Evaluation for Effective Learning

The term evaluation refers to all the strategies and processes we use to determine the effect of our teaching on our students’ learning. Cannon and Newble [1] define it as ‘a process of obtaining information to form judgements and make decisions about programmes, courses and teachers’. Ramsden [2] stresses the importance of not only collecting relevant information, but of interpreting it appropriately in order to make suitable judgements. As he says, ‘no amount of measurement of teaching will make teaching better’. You need to act on the data as well as collect it.
Evaluation is an essential part of the teaching/learning process and needs to be in ‘constructive alignment’ [3] with the other parts. That is, there needs to be a consistency between course aims and objectives, content and learning experiences, and assessment strategies [4].

There are two main reasons for carrying out evaluations. The purpose of formative evaluation is to improve teaching and make learning more effective, while summative evaluation involves making judgments about teaching and learning, usually to inform decisions about tenure or promotion. Both these purposes are important and, while they may overlap, they may call for different choices in terms of who, when and how the evaluation is carried out. To improve your teaching, you may find it illuminating to use evaluation with a class where you are being less successful, whereas you may want to highlight your teaching strengths when gathering evidence for tenure or promotion. Teaching is a multifaceted process and it is important that evaluation of it respects that complexity.
As with many forms of measurement, processes of evaluation need to provide satisfactory levels of both validity and reliability. Validity refers to ‘the truthfulness and appropriateness’ of the information gathered [1]. In other words, does the data really reflect the aspects of teaching and learning you are focussing on, or are you actually measuring something else? Reliability is ‘the extent to which the information provided is dependable and consistent’ [1]. Do the results give a true picture of the situation or are they aberrant because of some unsuspected variable? No measurement is ever totally valid and reliable, but one way of reducing such errors, and of obtaining a fuller picture of what is going on, is to use a range of strategies and not just depend on one evaluation tool.

Evaluation processes can vary both in terms of who is involved in the process and the form the evaluation takes. Cannon and Newble [1] provide a list of those who could contribute to the evaluation process. The first on the list (and the most commonly used group) are current students. To depend solely on this group means a ‘focus on a very limited aspect of teaching’ and leaves many other aspects essentially unexplored [6]. Cannon and Newble propose a range of other possibilities: colleagues, graduates, classroom observers, professional associations, administrators, employers and the teacher him- or her-self. Each of these groups or individuals would give a different perspective on the value and effectiveness of the teaching and learning taking place. Cannon and Newble also suggest material resources against which teaching and learning can be evaluated. These include course materials, files and records, products of students learning and assessment results.

Keig and Waggoner [5] maintain that collaborative peer review is particularly useful as formative evaluation. This involves inviting a trusted colleague to observe and provide feedback on what is happening in the teaching/learning process, a procedure which could be engaged in reciprocally. They suggest a range of possible methods for this – ‘direct classroom observation, videotaping of classes, evaluation of course materials, an assessment of instructor evaluation of academic work of students, and analysis of teaching portfolios’. They stress particularly the value of the videotape which provides a permanent record for subsequent reflection and analysis.
Saroyan and Amundsen [6] report on a study which showed that student evaluation of teaching was most effective when the feedback was combined with consultation with a professional staff developer. Student feedback in itself resulted in little change, but debriefing with a suitable colleague seemed to provide a critical element for improvement in student learning.
Whatever the groups or individuals chosen to be involved in the evaluation, there is also a range of tools which can be utilised in the process. These include questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, comments, observation, and online feedback mechanisms. The tools used can be highly structured or can be informal feedback gathered quickly within a class setting. Variety in the tools used will help address the complexity of the process and the limitations inherent in the use of any one evaluation strategy.

As well as your own personal and professional inclinations in relation to the evaluation of your teaching and your students’ learning, there are requirements and expectations specified by University policy [7]. These apply to evaluation at the program, course and teacher level, and need to form part of your evaluation plans. The basic tool is the SELT (Student Experience of Learning and Teaching) survey instrument and it is essential that this is used in accordance with policy requirements. Considerable assistance in available online through the CLPD’s evaluation service [8]. Here you can find information regarding the design and use of SELTS and instructions for downloading and using them with your classes.
It would be valuable to keep a record of the evaluations you carry out as you progress in your teaching role and develop this into a teaching portfolio which documents your ongoing development as a teacher [9]. As well as providing a history of your formative development as a teaching academic, a teaching portfolio will be most valuable as a supporting document when you are in a situation of applying for tenure for promotion. Evaluation is a critical part of curriculum development and implementation. It is not a static, once-and-for-all event, but a dynamic ongoing process which enables you to be a reflective practitioner who is continually seeking to improve the teaching/learning process for you and for your students both present and future.

Resources

Online links

CLPD SELT & Evaluation website
http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/selt/
University of Adelaide Policies and Guidelines

Student experience of learning and teaching (SELT) policy http://www.adelaide.edu.au/policies/101
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