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We describe the process undertaken by a six-person faculty committee at Washington and Lee University to develop an open-ended empirically informed student evaluation of teaching (SET) and a process to guide interpretation of SET results. Our work focused on (1) Identifying empirically based principles and resources to guide SET development; (2) Developing and pilot-testing a new SET instrument; and (3) Creating a process for faculty and department heads to summarize SET responses and use them in formative and summative assessment. Importantly, our SET instrument was created to elicit shoulds (characteristics that have been empirically associated with positive learning outcomes that students are able to validly assess) and to avoid eliciting should nots (characteristics that have not been reliably associated with positive learning or that students are not able to validly assess). Pilot testing of our SET (N = 99 student participants) evaluated the following seven areas of teaching effectiveness: setting clear expectations, creating a welcoming environment, providing encouragement and challenge, actively engaging students in learning, explaining the purpose of activities and assignments, clarifying the relevance of material beyond the classroom, and providing actionable feedback on student work. It is our hope that this summary of our process, from articulating guiding principles to bringing the SPoT (Student Perceptions of Teaching) instrument and accompanying materials before the Faculty for approval, provides guidance for other institutions seeking to create their own SET instrument and process. Our committee emphasizes the necessity of using SETs in concert with multiple additional methods of assessing teaching effectiveness within a holistic framework.
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Introduction

Many universities use student evaluations of teaching (SETs) to collect information that faculty and administrators can use in formative (developmental) and summative (evaluative) assessments of teaching. However, the benefits and risks of SETs are complicated. Students are in a unique position to observe faculty teaching over an extended period and their perspectives can be a useful piece of the puzzle in assessing teaching effectiveness (Simonson et al., 2022). Importantly, though, the quality of information collected from students depends heavily on the specific SET prompts they encounter. In many cases SET items focus on qualities of teaching that students do not have the expertise to evaluate or that do not highly correlate with student learning (Spooren et al., 2013; Uttl, 2021). Further, SET items may introduce bias into the faculty evaluation process (Chávez and Mitchell, 2020; Kreitzer and Sweet-Cushman, 2022). Thus, SETs must be carefully designed, administered, and interpreted in order to maximize their value and minimize their downsides.

The purpose of this paper is to describe one faculty-led process through which a standard campus-wide SET instrument was developed, pilot-tested, proposed along with a process for implementation, and adopted at a liberal arts university. Our aim was to design a SET that seeks feedback on characteristics that contribute to positive learning gains and that students are well-poised to evaluate (that we should include in our SET instrument), and does not elicit feedback on characteristics that either have not been reliably associated with positive learning, or that students are not able to validly assess (that we should not ask of students). We are a group of faculty members with varied disciplinary backgrounds (social psychology, environmental geoscience, clinical psychology, cognitive psychology and data science, journalism, and economics) and 135 years of collective experience teaching at Washington and Lee University. We are not experts in the assessment of teaching effectiveness, but we were elected by our faculty colleagues to lead one part of a multi-stage process of refreshing our institution’s approach to the assessment of teaching. We hope that describing our committee’s process, with full acknowledgement of its limitations as well as strengths, can contribute to the larger conversation about teaching assessment and provide a launchpad for other institutions wishing to develop their own SET instrument and process. To that end, this paper is intended to describe our committee’s process, one that incorporated empirical elements, rather than a controlled research study.


Our institution and task

Washington and Lee University (W&L) is a small, teaching-focused liberal arts institution located in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. It includes three academic divisions: the undergraduate College of Arts and Sciences; the undergraduate Williams School of Commerce, Economics and Politics; and the School of Law.

During the past 3 years, W&L’s undergraduate faculty has worked toward revising our SET practices to maximize their fairness and utility. In the first phase of this work, an initial committee drafted a provisional qualitative instrument named the Student Perceptions of Teaching (SPoT). In March of 2023, our committee was elected to: (a) continue the development and pilot-testing of the SPoT; and (b) create a process to guide the interpretation of SPoT responses in faculty members’ formative and summative assessments. Our committee was called the Student Perceptions of Teaching (SPoT) Development Committee. Across time the committee included two staff colleagues, one with expertise in institutional assessment. The committee collaborated with a staff colleague from our Provost’s Office with expertise in university systems and processes. Each of these colleagues was essential to the committee’s productivity. The senior administration embraced the SPoT as an element of faculty governance and supported the implementation of the SPoT once it was approved by the faculty.

Prior to the development of the SPoT, each academic department used their own SETs rather than using one common college-wide instrument. Our work began with evaluation of the provisional SPoT, which indicated a need for the continued development of the instrument that is described in this paper. Our committee has since passed the baton to a new group of colleagues to embed the SPoT within a holistic framework for teaching assessment. We are thankful for the hard work of all our faculty colleagues who have and will play a role in this multi-stage process of developing, contextualizing, and revising the SPoT across time so that it consistently reflects best practices.

In this paper, we describe the work of the SPoT Development Committee in three key areas: (1) Identifying empirically based principles and resources to guide SET development and communicating this information to our faculty colleagues; (2) Developing and pilot-testing a new version of the SPoT instrument; and (3) Committing to the ideal that SETs need to be placed in proper context—and not over-emphasized—when used to evaluate the pedagogical practices of faculty who teach.

Our committee aimed to complete its work within one academic year and to make its process entirely transparent to all undergraduate faculty members at W&L. We developed an online Canvas site to present a detailed log of our work and an archive of research literature that guided the design of the new SPoT instrument. We provided regular updates about our work in faculty meetings and hosted multiple collaboration sessions across the year. We enlisted a representative sample of courses to pilot test the SPoT instrument, conducted the test, and refined the instrument. We created guidelines for administering, interpreting, and utilizing SPoT results in W&L’s workflow. Ultimately, we proposed four motions to the faculty, all of which were approved. Figure 1 provides a condensed visual representation of our workflow.
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FIGURE 1
 Timeline of work completed by the SPoT Development Committee.




Overarching goals of W&L’s multi-stage SET revision process

W&L’s multi-stage SET revision process has been motivated by several goals. Prominent among them is a desire to address concerns about potential bias in SETs and to design a SET format that will optimize productive information for faculty development.

Much has been written about measurement and equity bias in SETs (Kreitzer and Sweet-Cushman, 2022). Measurement bias occurs when variables unrelated to teaching effectiveness influence the results of SETs. For instance, course characteristics (e.g., course difficulty) and individual characteristics of students (e.g., interest in course materials) can affect their SET responses (Marsh, 1984). Equity bias frequently emerges in SETs on the basis of instructors’ gender identity, race, ethnicity, accent, sexual orientation, or disability status (Kreitzer and Sweet-Cushman, 2022). For example, research indicates that men fare better than women on SETs, and this advantage extends to perceptions of competence, organization, professionalism, and effectiveness (Abel and Meltzer, 2007; Boring, 2017; Miller and Chamberlin, 2000). Open-ended questions asking for general comments about instructors are especially likely to draw student responses rife with equity bias (Kreitzer and Sweet-Cushman, 2022) based on gender and race (Wallace et al., 2019).

Another criticism of SETs is that quantitative (Likert-scale) items, although easy to aggregate, deliver scores that can be misleading and misused. Faculty and administrators tend to routinely consider small, statistically nonsignificant differences in SET scores to be noteworthy. This effect has been demonstrated even when instructors are given explicit instruction to avoid overinterpretation of scores and even if they have training in statistics (Boysen, 2015, 2017). An overinterpretation of quantitative data is particularly concerning if SET data are viewed by a university as the primary or only indicator of teaching effectiveness. In worst-case scenarios, campuses may develop cutoff points, operationalized as either an average score or a percentile in relation to other university instructors, which signify the threshold for what is considered effective teaching (Wagenaar, 1995). Given concerns regarding traditional quantitative SETs [please see Uttl (2024) for a more comprehensive review], the W&L faculty opted to design a fully qualitative SET.



Guiding principles for the SPoT development committee’s work

Given the many complexities of designing a fair and informative SET for University-wide use, our committee initially developed a set of principles to guide our work. By placing boundaries around our mission, we were able to stay true to our goals, work efficiently, and propose a pilot-tested W&L SPoT instrument and process within one academic year.

Principle #1: The SPoT must be utilized in concert with multiple forms of evidence in the formative and summative assessment of teaching effectiveness.

SETs must be only one piece of the puzzle in assessing teaching effectiveness. In the absence of a clearly-defined multi-modal system of assessment, single indicators such as SETs can be given too much weight. Thus, it is crucial for teaching effectiveness to be assessed with a holistic approach that incorporates multiple perspectives and measures. There are excellent existing models of multidimensional and empirically informed approaches such as the Colorado State University Teaching Evaluation Framework (TEF) and the Framework for Assessing Teaching Effectiveness (Simonson et al., 2023). In addition to SETs, such frameworks include elements such as: faculty goal-setting and self-reflection; inviting class observation from third parties; direct measures of student learning; and participating in professional development opportunities for teaching enhancement or innovation.

Principle #2: The SPoT instrument should assess domains that are broadly relevant across the curriculum.

As the SPoT will be utilized across all undergraduate courses at the University, it needs to include items that can translate broadly across disciplines and course types. Departments and individual instructors will have the option of adding items to assess content that is not covered in the standardized measure.

Principle #3: The SPoT instrument’s content and administration processes should be grounded in the scholarly literature on effective teaching and best practices in the assessment of teaching and learning.

There can be a tendency to rely on intuition in the development of SET items: What aspects of teaching would seem to be important? What might students want to tell us about their experience? Although it may seem obvious what makes an effective teacher, some routinely assessed teaching characteristics can provide information that is at best not useful and at worst misleading or biased. The design of the SPoT instrument must be situated within existing scholarship on teaching and learning and adjusted as this research literature evolves.

Principle #4: The SPoT instrument should assess practices that have been associated with positive learning outcomes. It should avoid assessing information that has not been associated with positive learning outcomes (e.g., “illusions of learning”).

Students can be prone to “illusions of learning” in which qualities they find appealing in an instructor (e.g., high enthusiasm and fluency) or course (e.g., passive student effort) are not actually associated with positive learning outcomes (Carpenter et al., 2020). Research shows that SET scores are not necessarily correlated with the knowledge and skills students gain in a course (Deslauriers et al., 2011; Naftulin et al., 1973) or display in subsequent related courses (Kornell and Hausman, 2016).

We sought to create SPoT items that assess best practices for learning gains that are established in the research literature. We carefully avoided prompts that may intentionally or unintentionally yield information not relevant to positive learning outcomes.

Principle #5: The SPoT instrument should elicit information about factors that students can assess with validity. It should avoid eliciting information about factors that students cannot assess with validity.

There are many aspects of effective teaching that students are well-positioned to assess, such as how they feel in the learning environment, the types of activities they experience in the classroom, and the nature of feedback they receive on assignments. However, students are not equipped to judge some aspects of teaching that have been empirically associated with knowledge and skill enhancements. For instance, they are not qualified to judge how much they learned in a course, the instructor’s knowledge of the field, or the quality of course design (Deslauriers et al., 2019).

In order for the SPoT to be fair and useful, we sought to elicit students’ perspectives of issues they could accurately report on and to minimize avenues through which items may yield illusions of learning or biases.



Designing the SPoT items: empirical foundations

Our committee’s work began with an extensive review of scholarship on effective teaching, positive learning outcomes, and the assessment of teaching in college environments. Drawing from this research, our committee identified a list of teaching constructs that the SPoT items should solicit information about and a parallel list of constructs that the SPoT items should not solicit information about. The should category included aspects of teaching that students are well-positioned to assess in a valid manner and that have been associated with positive learning outcomes (Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Freeman et al., 2014; Simonson et al., 2022). The should not category included aspects of teaching that students do not have the expertise to evaluate, have not been associated with positive learning outcomes, or have been prone to bias in the literature on teaching assessment. Figure 2 provides a graphic representation of this approach.

[image: Grid contrasting characteristics students can evaluate with learning outcomes. Top left: "Yes" for students and literature, green color, "SPoT items should solicit." Top right and both bottom: "No" for students and literature or both, red color, "SPoT items should not solicit."]

FIGURE 2
 Shoulds and should nots: empirically informed target characteristics that W&L’s Student Perceptions of Teaching (SPoT) instrument should strive to measure (shoulds) or avoid measuring (should nots).




Defining shoulds: characteristics that the SPoT strives to measure

Ultimately, the committee identified seven teaching constructs in the should category: active engagement in which students participate in knowledge construction, group work, discussion, or problem-solving activities; welcoming environment in which students feel respected; clear expectations regarding students’ and professor’s roles and how to perform classwork effectively; actionable feedback that allows students to improve subsequent work; clarity of purpose of assignments, activities, policies and procedures with respect to course goals, knowledge, and skills; relevance of coursework with respect to life outside of the classroom including skill and professional development; and high expectations and challenge.


Active engagement

Student-centered or active learning is a broad term that prioritizes the role of students in the generation of knowledge and requires students to participate meaningfully in the learning process via activities, problem-solving, and thinking about what they are doing (Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Bonwell and Eison, 1991; Hake, 1998; Prince, 2004; Freeman et al., 2014). Active learning strategies (e.g., learner-centered teaching, engaged learning in the classroom, hands-on activities, collaborative learning, student-centered discussions, etc.) correlate with positive outcomes for students over more passive learning techniques, with learner-centered teaching practices linked with motivation, higher engagement, higher test scores, lower failure rate, knowledge retention, application of knowledge and significant gains in students’ cognitive, psychomotor, and affective/interpersonal skill development (Deslauriers et al., 2011; Dolan and Collins, 2015; Freeman et al., 2014; Ismail and Groccia, 2018).



Welcoming environment

A welcoming environment and community of trust has also been correlated with positive learning outcomes for students (Cavanagh et al., 2018; Birnbaum et al., 2021; Binning et al., 2020; Simonson et al., 2022). Interventions designed to enhance trust and belonging for underrepresented student learners have yielded positive empirical results in the form of higher grades and rates of persistence as well as long term gains for students regardless of demographics (Birnbaum et al., 2021; Binning et al., 2020). Further, practices of intellectual encouragement lead to greater help-seeking behavior among students, which may be associated with higher course grades (Rubie-Davies et al., 2015; Cavanagh et al., 2018; Micari and Calkins, 2021). Additional learning gains may be achieved when positive learning communities support student-centered learning (Cornelius-White, 2007; Ballen et al., 2017; Simonson et al., 2022).



Clear expectations

Clear expectations arise from a shared understanding of instructor and student roles and responsibilities inside and outside of the classroom. For students, clarity of instruction is critical for achieving pedagogical goals (Simonson et al., 2022). The successful communication of expectations reduces barriers to learning and allows students to optimize assigned work, and clarity of a greater purpose provides rationale for activities and shows respect for student effort (Simonson et al., 2022). Students are well positioned to evaluate whether or not guidelines, roles, and expectations are made clear to them in class and in course documents. Clear expectations may also facilitate improved instructor-student interactions (Dennen et al., 2007) and course completion (Handal et al., 2011). Furthermore, a shared understanding of expectations builds trust and agency in the teacher/student relationship, resulting in further gains (Deci and Ryan, 1985).



Actionable feedback

The value of feedback in the teaching and learning process is clear (Wieman, 2019; Simonson et al., 2022), however the amount and timeliness of feedback, often queried on student evaluations of teaching, are not necessarily the keys to effective feedback. Studies show that students need actionable feedback to close the loop on the intentional practice of processing and sharing knowledge acquisition (Wieman, 2019). Actionable feedback implies that it has been received in time for improvement just as it implies that it was of a quality sufficient for students to improve performance on subsequent assignments. Optimally, actionable feedback is a collaborative venture where instructors facilitate learning through doing (Winstone et al., 2022). This requires that students understand what good performance is and are given the opportunity to act upon feedback. This can be achieved by small low-stakes assessments, peer evaluations, opportunities to repeat tasks, or any number of formative assessments, but the best way to measure improvement from feedback is for students to be given the opportunity to respond to it (Wisniewski et al., 2020; Al-Bashir et al., 2016; Winstone et al., 2017).



Purpose

A shared understanding between teachers and learners of the reasons for educational tasks can enhance student’s confidence, sense of belonging, awareness of learning, and persistence (Winkelmes, 2023). Clearly articulating the purpose for assignments and learning activities, stating goals, objectives, and intended outcomes, and sharing criteria for evaluation of student work has been shown to enhance motivation, engagement, metacognitive outcomes, and student success as outlined in the Transparency in Learning and Teaching (TILT) educational project (Winkelmes et al., 2016; Woods et al., 2024).



Relevance

The TILT project also outlines how helping students recognize how skills and knowledge gained through coursework will benefit them after instruction and leads to greater student success (Winkelmes, 2023). Further, the expectancy-value theory of motivation explains that when students see tasks as meaningful or relevant to their short- or long-term future (high value), motivation is high which leads to greater effort and success (Eccles et al., 1983; Deci and Ryan, 1985).



Encouragement and challenge

Likewise, expectancy-value theory of motivation theory explains that motivation and success increase when students believe that they can succeed (high expectancy) and are encouraged by others to do so (Eccles et al., 1983). Challenging students with difficult tasks (within their ability to achieve) may make tasks harder in the short-term but can lead to greater gains in long-term learning and the ability to apply knowledge (Bjork and Bjork, 2020). Authoritative teaching, combining high expectations, instructor support and encouragement, clear expectations, and a welcoming environment, has been shown to improve student confidence, critical thinking skills, and overall achievement (Wigfield and Eccles, 2000; Walker, 2009).




Defining should nots: characteristics of teaching that the SPoT strives to avoid

There are elements of teaching and learning that students are not able to assess in a valid manner based on their experience, perspective, and position in the teaching and learning environment (Simonson et al., 2022). Carpenter et al. (2020) review the research on a variety of “illusions of learning” that frequently mislead students in evaluating the effectiveness of their instructors. They describe research suggesting that students cannot accurately reflect on how much they learned or what instructor or course characteristics lead to increased learning. When judging their own learning, students may rely on intuitively appealing but incorrect ideas about what leads to learning. In addition, students may not be able to assess the quality of course design, the instructor’s knowledge of the field, or the effectiveness of the ‘pace’ of the course. By virtue of their position, instructors know more about rationale for pedagogical choices and actions than do students. Students might not be able to identify what leads to learning, how much they learned, or what leads to learning throughout the process (Benton and Young, 2018; Carpenter et al., 2020). Students might inflate estimates of their own knowledge or that of their instructor without a wider perspective of a field of knowledge or area of competence. These illusions open the door for biases to affect SET responses.

Equally problematic, SET questions commonly include elements of teaching and learning that are not directly correlated with learning gains. How ‘smart’ an instructor is does not directly impact how much knowledge is transferred or gained in the learning process. Similarly, while instructor enthusiasm may enhance the learning experience, it does not necessarily or inherently improve learning. Research has demonstrated that seamless and entertaining lectures may not be any more effective than those perceived as dull or disjointed in some cases, and that instructors deemed funny, passionate, or a good storyteller may not reliably produce learners with higher test scores (Naftulin et al., 1973; Carpenter et al., 2020). Students may also view the passive lecture format as a more efficient method for transfer of knowledge, but data suggests that active learning methods often lead to higher gains (Deslauriers et al., 2011).

The committee included in its should not category nine teaching constructs that students are not in a position to assess in a valid manner, that they could assess but that aren’t connected to learning, or that tend to elicit bias. Should nots include: judgments regarding course design (e.g., readings, daily course activities, structure, assignments); instructor knowledge of course material; perceptions of how much they learned, how they learned, and whether learning outcomes were met; the appropriateness of the workload and difficulty of the material; the timing, amount, or quality of course feedback (see actionable feedback discussion above); the pace of the course and lectures; the daily organization of lectures and activities; perceived instructor personality; and satisfaction with the course or instructor.



Translating shoulds and should nots into SPoT items

We designed eight SPoT items to assess the seven teaching constructs in the should category plus an experimental item eliciting additional feedback (see Table 1). In order to draw students’ attention to concrete experiences within their class, each item included an invitation for specific illustrations of the construct. The goal of pilot testing was to examine whether SPoT items solicited information in the should category and avoided soliciting information in the should not category.


TABLE 1 SPoT items included in the pilot test.

	Item
	Item name
	Question

 

 	1 	Clear expectations 	Discuss and provide specific examples of how expectations were or were not made clear in this course. If applicable, provide examples of both.


 	2 	Encourage and challenge 	Discuss and provide specific examples of how the instructor did or did not intellectually encourage and challenge you in this course. If applicable, provide examples of both.


 	3 	Welcoming environment 	Discuss and provide specific examples of how the instructor did or did not create a welcoming and inclusive environment. If applicable, provide examples of both.


 	4 	Active engagement 	Discuss and provide specific examples of how the instructor did or did not engage you in the learning process in this course. If applicable, provide examples of both.


 	5 	Purpose 	Discuss and provide specific examples of how the purpose of course activities and assignments was or was not made clear. If applicable, provide examples of both.


 	6 	Relevance beyond classroom 	Discuss and provide examples of how the instructor did or did not make clear how knowledge or skills developed in this course could be valuable beyond this classroom. If applicable, provide examples of both.


 	7 	Actionable feedback 	Discuss and provide specific examples of how you were or were not given opportunities to use actionable feedback to improve your work in this course. If applicable, provide examples of both.


 	8 	Anything else 	Is there anything else you would like to share about your experience in this course?




 




Method


SPoT pilot test participants and procedure

Near the end of the Fall Term in 2023, the SPoT Development Committee enlisted the help of a staff colleague in the Provost’s Office to select a sample of 55 courses to participate in the SPoT pilot test. Courses were drawn from across the University and included a range of departments, course levels, and instructor ranks. The sample represented 6.4% of the 855 classes offered to undergraduate students during the term. Instructors were informed of their course’s inclusion in the pilot sample and were given the opportunity to opt out. Five instructors communicated to our staff colleague that they wanted to opt out and their courses were replaced with similar ones. The final sample of courses that were selected were taught by an equal number of instructors identifying as men and women. Students enrolled in this set of 55 courses, 805 students in total, received an email invitation 3 weeks before the end of Fall term to complete the SPoT survey about a specified course that they were currently enrolled in. They were told participation was voluntary, but their participation would help improve the SPoT instrument for future use and they could enter to win one of ten $50 cash awards. It was also made clear that participation in the SPoT pilot would not be a substitute for the teaching evaluations that they would be asked to complete at the end-of-the-term. A sample of 99 students completed the SPoT survey within 10 days of sending the request, comprising a 12.3% response rate.

Before the pilot dataset was forwarded to faculty members on our committee, our staff colleague redacted faculty names, course numbers, and any other identifying information. This protected the privacy of faculty who helped with the pilot test and allowed committee members to focus only on the content of student’s responses. We did not link specific student responses to particular courses or instructors.



Rating student responses

A coding system was created by two SPoT Development Committee members with substantial expertise in conducting empirical research with qualitative data, and this was applied to students’ SPoT responses by a team of five committee members. For each student, responses to each of the eight SPoT items was coded for the presence or absence of the seven shoulds and nine should nots. Raters also flagged the presence of potential bias on basis of characteristics such as gender, race, and other aspects of identity. However, because coders did not know the identity of the instructors being evaluated, they were unable to reliably code the few instances of potential bias that were detected. The full coding system is presented in Supplemental material 1.

Initially, all five raters independently coded the same random set of 10 student responses to assess interrater reliability. There was a low prevalence of the target characteristics (shoulds and should nots) in response to the “anything else” item, so it was removed from the inter-rater reliability analysis. For each of the remaining 7 items, raters achieved adequate inter-rater reliability for the should target characteristics (Krippendorf’s alpha range = 0.47–0.93). However, there was an extremely low frequency of responses in the should not category for the seven primary items and consequently, inter-rater reliability could not be computed for these target characteristics. It is important to note Krippendorf’s alpha is among the most robust statistics of inter-rater reliability, but it can be influenced by disproportionate category prevalence (Hughes, 2024; Van Oest, 2019), so inter-rater reliability estimates should be interpreted with caution. The remainder of student responses were distributed among the five raters, with each rater coding the responses of roughly 28 students in total.




Results

As Figure 3 demonstrates, the seven primary SPoT items yielded information about at least one should characteristic (i.e., clear expectations; challenge and encouragement; welcoming environment; active engagement; purpose; relevance beyond classroom; and actionable feedback). Across those seven items, 84% of the students discussed at least one should characteristic and the range across questions was 73–99%. The only SPoT item that did not yield a high percentage of responses relevant to shoulds was the final, experimental item (i.e., Is there anything else you would like to share about your experience in this course?”). Only 10% of student responses to this item included information about a should characteristic.

[image: Bar chart showing the percentage of “shoulds” present across various categories. “Clear Expectations” is at almost 100%, “Encourage and Challenge” at 80%, “Welcoming Environment,” “Active Engagement,” “Purpose,” “Relevance Beyond Classroom,” and “Actionable Feedback” range around 80-70%. “Anything Else” is less than 10%.]

FIGURE 3
 Percent of students that discussed at least one of the seven should characteristics for each of the SPoT questions.


Importantly, the final “anything else” item not only yielded little information about should characteristics, but it also drew an unacceptably high percentage of responses in the should not category. Specifically, 47.5% of students discussed at least one of the nine characteristics to avoid when asked if they would like to share anything else about the course. Most frequently, these responses concerned the level of satisfaction with the course (40%) or instructor personality (9%).

The other seven items were much less likely to yield responses in a should not category. As Figure 4 demonstrates, across these seven SPoT questions only 15% of the students discussed at least one should not characteristic with a range across questions of 8–32%. It should be noted that 28% of the should not responses solicited by the Actionable Feedback item concerned characteristics of feedback such as timeliness of feedback. Given the importance of actionable feedback to learning outcomes and the fact that timeliness factors into the extent to which feedback is actionable, we chose to include this item in the final instrument.

[image: Bar chart titled "Percentage (%) of Should Nots Present" with eight categories on the x-axis: Clear Expectations, Encourage and Challenge, Welcoming Environment, Active Engagement, Purpose, Relevance Beyond Classroom, Actionable Feedback, and Anything Else. Percentages on the y-axis range from zero to one hundred percent. Bars show varying heights, with “Anything Else” having the highest percentage (about 45%).]

FIGURE 4
 Percent of students that discussed at least one of the nine should not characteristics for each of the SPoT questions.


A t-test was computed to compare the frequency of shoulds to should nots that were elicited in student responses across all seven SPoT items. Results indicated substantially more should characteristics than should not characteristics (t = 26.24, p < 0.0001; d = 3.73, 95% CI [3.27, 4.19]; probability of superiority = 0.99, 95% CI [0.99, 1.00]). Please refer to Supplementary material 2 for a visualization of the data distributions for shoulds versus should nots. As a result of the pilot test, the final SPoT instrument retained the seven primary items and the final “anything else” question was removed.


Committee motions to approve SPoT items and process

Members of the SPoT Development Committee maintained a strong conviction that in order to prevent an overemphasis on student evaluations of teaching in a university’s assessment of teaching effectiveness, any SET instrument must be couched within a larger holistic and multi-method framework. Thus, we proposed to the faculty four motions in a strategic order reflecting this necessity. Ultimately, the faculty approved all motions.

The first motion established the context for appropriate SET utilization: “We move that the faculty elect a committee charged with designing a holistic framework for formative and summative assessment of teaching effectiveness, within which SPoTs will serve only a modest role. This committee’s work should reflect best practices identified in the scholarly literature and, ideally, incorporate input from the [teaching and learning center] director.”

The second motion introduced the new SPoT instrument, with the caveat that it would not be implemented without its accompanying process recommendations: “We propose the pilot-tested SPoT instrument to be used as the University’s standard end-of-term student perceptions of teaching (SPoT) assessment. The SPoT will not be implemented until a standard process for its summary and interpretation has been approved (Motion 3).” The SPoT instrument is included in Supplementary material 3.

The third motion addressed the concern that many universities have standardized SETs but lack guidance regarding how faculty and administrators should summarize, interpret, and respond to them in formative (developmental) and summative (evaluative) assessments of teaching. Having a standardized process for interpreting qualitative SETs is especially important given the various ways that faculty might approach open-ended student responses. Details of the recommended process that can be used for both formative and summative assessment can be found in Woodzicka et al. (2025) and in Supplementary materials 4, 5.

Through our final motion, the SPoT Development Committee ensured that the SPoT instrument would continue to evolve within a holistic framework of teaching effectiveness that reflects best practices derived from teaching and learning scholarship: “We move that the faculty elect a standing committee to conduct ongoing evaluation and revision of the holistic framework for formative and summative assessment of teaching effectiveness, including the SPoT survey.”




Conclusion

We have described a faculty-driven process of developing, testing, and adopting an empirically informed, open-ended SET that will be used in concert with other methods of teaching assessment. We believe some strengths of this process are that it was coordinated by faculty, guided by the scholarly literature on teaching and learning, involved a pilot test of the SET instrument, and ensured that the SET will be couched within a larger multi-method framework to assess teaching. Of course there are limitations to our approach as well. Although we are capable consumers of the scholarly literature on teaching and experienced instructors, we are not experts on assessment. Further, the SPoT has not yet been systematically examined in terms of bias that it may solicit. Our process was well-suited to a small liberal arts institution with a stated goal of faculty governance, but it may not generalize well to all institutions. It should be noted that our SPoT instrument and process have only recently been implemented. We anticipate that as our new practices are established and as the research on teaching effectiveness evolves, our University’s standing committee on holistic teaching assessment (established with the final motion described above) will adjust the instrument, process, and multi-method framework across time. Meanwhile, we hope that our case study may inform the conversation about SETs as all universities endeavor to assess and foster teaching that serves our students well.
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