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This article reviews research indicating that, under ap- 
propriate conditions, students' evaluations of teaching 
(SETs) 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) relatively 
valid against a variety of indicators of effective teaching; 
(e) relatively unaffected by a variety of variables hypoth- 
esized as potential biases (e.g., grading leniency, class 
size, workload, prior subject interest); and (f) useful in 
improving teaching effectiveness when SETS are 



lion SEEQ surveys) provided clear support for the SEEQ 
factor structure on the basis of the total group and on 
the basis of each of 21 separate subgroups representing 
different academic disciplines and levels of instruction 
(Marsh & Hocevar, 1991a). The applicability of the SEEQ 
to diverse settings in many different countries was inves- 
tigated in studies reviewed by Watkins (1994), who con- 
cluded that "the results are certainly generally encourag- 
ing regarding the range of university settings for which 
the questionnaires and the underlying model of teaching 
effectiveness investigated here may be appropriate" 
(p. 262). 

Global or overall ratings cannot adequately repre- 
sent the multidimensionality of teaching. They also may 
be more susceptible to context, mood, and other potential 
biases than are specific items that are more closely tied 
to actual teaching behaviors, leading Frey (1978) to argue 
that they should be excluded. In the ongoing debate be- 
tween Abrami and Marsh (and their colleagues), Abrami 
and d' Apollonia (1991; Abrami, d' Apollonia, & Rosen- 
field, 1997) seemed to initially prefer the sole use of 
global ratings for personnel decisions, whereas Marsh 
(1991, 1994a) preferred a profile of scores, including the 
different SEEQ factors, global ratings, expected grades, 
and prior subject interest ratings, but they g031.92 0 TD1 1 1 rcourag- 
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However, trained external observers may accurately rate 
some specific classroom teaching behaviors (Marsh, 
1987; Murray, 1980). For example, Cranton and Hillgar- 
ten (1981) examined relationships between SETs and spe- 
cific teaching behaviors observed during videotaped lec- 
tures in a naturalistic setting: SETs of effectiveness of 
discussion were higher "when professors praised student 
behavior, asked questions and clarified or elaborated stu- 
dent responses" (p. 73), and SETs of organization were 
higher "when instructors spent time structuring classes 
and explaining relationships" (p. 73). Murray (1983) 
found that total reports based on 18-24 observations per 
teacher clearly differentiated between teachers who had 
previously received high, medium, and low SETs. The 
average observation reports for each teacher were reliable 
(even though responses by a single observer were not), 
and factor analysis of the observations resulted in nine 
factors like those found in SETs (e.g., Clarity, Enthusi- 
asm, Interaction, Rapport, Organization). These studies 
show that SETs are logically related to 

in part from the lack of support for the validity of any 
other indicators of effective teaching. This lack of viable 
alternatives--rather than a bias in favor of SETs--seems 
to explain why SETs are used so much more widely than 
other indicators of effective teaching. 

Within the construct-validity approach, it is im- 
portant to relate SETs to a wide variety of criteria of 
effective teaching. For example, there is too little research 
relating multidimensional SETs to important student 
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SETs. In two such studies, 16 background characteristics 
explained about 13% of the variance in the set of SEEQ 
dimensions but varied substantially depending on the 
SEEQ factor. Four background variables could account 
for most of the explained variance: SETs were correlated 
with higher prior subject interest, higher expected grades, 
higher levels of Workload/Difficulty, and a higher per- 
centage of students taking the course for general interest 
only. Path analyses demonstrated that prior subject inter- 
est had the strongest impact on SETs and that this variable 
also accounted for about one third of the expected-grade 
effect. However, even these relatively modest relations 
apparently did not reflect biases. The Workload/Difficulty 
relation was in the opposite direction than that predicted 
by a bias (SETs were higher--not lower-- in  more diffi- 
cult classes; SETs were lower in "Mickey Mouse" 
courses). Prior subject interest primarily influenced rat- 
ings of Learning/Value and overall course ratings, and a 
similar pattern of relations was found with teachers' self- 
evaluations. The most contentious relation, perhaps, was 
the expected-grade effect, which we consider next. 

Expected Grades 
What is the size of the relation between class-average 
expected grades and SETs? Marsh (1987) argued that the 
class average is the appropriate unit of analysis, reporting 
correlations between class-average SETs and expected 
grades varying from - .02  (Breadth of Coverage) to .29 
(Learning/Value), .31 (Group Interaction), and .22 and 
.20 for overall course and teacher ratings. The higher 
correlation with Learning/value (also observed with 
teachers' self-evaluations) is predictable because ex- 
pected grades reflect, in part, a measure of learning, 
whereas the higher Group Interaction relation may reflect 
higher grades in advanced-level seminar courses that fa- 
cilitate student-teacher interaction. Correlations for 
global ratings are consistent with the extensive review of 
this relation reported by Feldman (1976). The single best 
estimate (based on 9,194 class-average responses from a 
diversity of different universities, courses, settings, and 
situations) is probably the .20 value reported by Centra 
and Creech (1976). More recently, Feldman (1997) con- 
cluded that correlations are usually between, l0 and .30. 
Hence, the best estimate of the size of the relation is 
probably about .20 and certainly no higher than .30. 

There are at least three very different interpretations 
of this relation (Marsh, 1987) and some support for each. 
First, the grading-leniency hypothesis proposes that in- 
structors who give higher-than-deserved grades will be 
rewarded with higher-than-deserved SETs, which consti- 
tutes a serious bias to SETs. According to this hypothesis, 
it is not expected grades per se that influence SETs but 
rather the teacher's leniency in assigning grades. Second, 
the validity hypothesis proposes that better expected 
grades reflect better learning by students and that a posi- 
tive correlation between students' learning and SETs sup- 
ports the validity of SETs. Third, the students' character- 
istics hypothesis proposes that preexisting student vari- 
ables such as prior subject interest may affect students' 

learning, students' grades, and teaching effectiveness, so 
that the expected-grade effect is spurious. Although these 
and related explanations of the expected-grade effect 
have quite different implications, grades must surely quite 
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In summary, this set of experimental field studies is 
methodologically weak, ethically indefensible, unrepre- 
sentative of naturally occurring differences in grading 
leniency (to the extent that manipulations represent grad- 
ing leniency at all), and weak in terms of the results. To 
illustrate the unrepresentative nature of these studies, note 
that there are likely to be large differences between (ma- 
nipulated) assigned grades and expected grades in these 
studies, whereas in practice, expected and actual grades 
are very similar. In summary, suggestions that this re- 
search supports a grading-leniency bias are unwarranted. 

Laboratory studies. Abrami et al. (1980) con- 
ducted what appears to be the most methodologically 
sound study of experimentally manipulated grading stan- 
dards in two "Dr. Fox"-type experiments (see The Dr. 
Fox Effect section below). Groups of students viewed 
a videotaped lecture, rated teachers' effectiveness, and 
completed an examination. When the students returned 
two weeks later, they were given their examination results 
and a grade based on their actual performance but scaled 
according to different standards (i.e., an "average" grade 
earning a B, a C+, or a C). Students then viewed a similar 
videotaped lecture, again evaluated teachers' effective- 
ness, and were tested again. The grading-leniency manip- 
ulation had no effect on achievement and weak, inconsis- 
tent effects on SETs, failing to support a grading-leniency 
interpretation. 

Other nonexperimental approaches. Path- 
analytic studies (see Marsh, 1983, 1987) demonstrate that 
about one third of the expected-grade effect is explained 
in terms of prior subject interest. In addressing the issue 
of how much of the remaining expected-grade effect can 
be attributed to grading leniency, Howard and Maxwell 
(1980, 1982) found that most of the covariation between 
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In future grading-leniency research, theoretically 
defensible operational definitions must be developed. 
Thus, for example, grading leniency seems to be an attri- 
bute of the teacher--not  individual students within a 
c lass - - so  that relations should be based on class-average 
results; correlations based on grades and individual SETs 
within a class seem irrelevant to grading-leniency effects. 
Furthermore, even class-average expected grades provide 
only a weak, indirect indicator of grading leniency; more 
direct measures are required. Studies that assume that 
high class-average grades reflect grading leniency should 
be interpreted cautiously. Experimental field studies that 
have manipulated grading leniency appear to be of lim- 
ited usefulness because of basic design flaws as well as 
the methodological and ethical shortcomings of decep- 
tion-based research, although laboratory experimental 
studies like those by Abrami et al. (1980) seem more 
promising. Simple correlational studies seem to be of 
limited usefulness, but path-analytic approaches are more 
promising--depending on the variables included. We 
also find it curious that expected-grade effects are not 
discussed in relation to multisection validity studies, 
where students' learning is consistently correlated with 
SETs in a setting where background characteristics and 
grading-leniency effects are largely controlled. In this 
highly regarded design, there is clear evidence for the 
validity hypothesis that is not contaminated with grading- 
leniency effects, and the sizes of these effects are typi- 
cally as large or larger than expected-grade effects re- 
ported elsewhere. More generally, this seems like an ideal 
setting in which to blend qualitative research techniques 
(on the nature of expected grades and grading leniency) 
and quantitative techniques that have largely dominated 
SET research. 

The Dr. Fox Effect 

The Dr. Fox effect is defined as the overriding influence 
of instructors' expressiveness on SETs and has been inter- 
preted to mean that enthusiastic lecturers can "seduce"  
students into giving favorable evaluations, even though 
the lectures may be devoid of meaningful content. The 
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Table 1 
Overview of Relationships Found Between Students" Ratings and Background Characteristics 

Background characteristic Summary of findings 

Prior subject interest 

Expected grade-actual grade 

Reason for taking a course 

Workload -difficulty 

Class size 

Level of course or year in school 

Instructor's rank 
Sex of instructor or student 
Academic discipline 

Purpose of ratings 
Administrative conditions 

Students' personality 

Classes with higher interest rate classes more favorably, although it is not always clear if 
interest existed before the start of the course or was generated by the course or the 
instructor. 

Class-average grades are correlated with class-average students' evaluations of teaching, 
but the interpretation depends on whether higher grades represent grading leniency, 
superior learning, or preexisting differences. 

Elective courses and those with a higher percentage of students taking the course for 
general interest tend to be rated higher. 

Harder, more difficult courses requiring more effort and time are rated somewhat more 
favorably. 

Mixed findings but most studies show smaller classes are rated somewhat more favorably, 
although some find curvilinear relationships where large classes also are rated favorably. 

Graduate-level courses are rated somewhat more favorably; weak, inconsistent findings 
suggest upper division courses are rated higher than lower division courses. 

Mixed findings but little or no effect. 
Mixed findings but little or no effect. 
Weak tendency for higher ratings in humanities and lower ratings in sciences, but too few 

studies to be clear. 
Somewhat higher ratings if ratings are known to be used for tenure-promotion decisions. 
Somewhat higher if ratings are not anonymous and the instructor is present when ratings 

are being completed. 
Mixed findings but apparently little effect, particularly because different "personality types" 

may appear in somewhat similar numbers in different classes. 

Note. Particularly for the more widely studied characteristics, some studies have found little or no relation or even results opposite to those reported here. The size, 
or even the direction, of relations may vary considerably, depending on the particular component of students' ratings that is being considered. Few studies have 
found any of these characteristics to be correlated more than .30 with class-average students' ratings, and most relations are much smaller. 

duced substantially larger differences, but other method- 
ological variations had little effect. Overall and Marsh 
(1979) also showed that feedback with consultation led 
to improved examination performance and 

completed self-evaluations and were evaluated by stu- 
dents at the middle of Semester 1 and at the end of 
Semesters 1 and 2. Three randomly assigned groups re- 
ceived the intervention at the midterm of Semester 1, at 
the end of Semester 1, or not at all (control). A key 
component was a booklet of teaching strategies for each 
SEEQ factor. Teachers selected the SEEQ factor to be 
targeted in their individually structured intervention and 
then selected the most appropriate strategies from strate- 
gies for that factor. Ratings for all groups improved, but 
improvement was significantly greater in the intervention 
groups than in the control group. The intervention was 
particularly effective for the initially least effective teach- 
ers, and the end-of-term feedback was more effective 
than the midterm feedback. For the intervention groups 
(as compared with the control group), targeted dimen- 
sions improved substantially more than nontargeted di- 
mensions. The study further demonstrated that SET feed- 
back and consultation are an effective means to improve 
teaching effectiveness and provided a useful procedure 
for providing feedback-consultation. It is important to 
note that this intervention can be 



C o n f u s i o n  about  the va l id i ty  and the e f fec t iveness  o f  
SETs wi l l  con t inue  as long as the var ious  d is t inc t  c o m p o -  
nents  o f  s tudents '  ra t ings  are  t rea ted  as a s ingle  " p u r e e "  
rather  than  as the " a p p l e s  and o r a n g e s "  that  m a k e  up 
e f fec t ive  teaching.  In  eva lua t ing  the va l id i ty  and the use-  
fu lness  o f  SETs, p rac t i t ioners  and researchers  are  encour -  
aged  to cons ide r  whe the r  p rope r  accoun t  has b e e n  taken 
o f  the d is t inc t  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  s tudents '  ra t ings  that  re f lec t  
the mu l t i d imens iona l i t y  o f  e f fec t ive  teaching.  S E T  instru-  
ments  d i f fe r  marked ly  in their  abi l i ty  to m e a s u r e  these  
d is t inct  c o m p o n e n t s ,  and as A b r a m i  et al. (1997)  showed ,  
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ing expected grades of individual students seem not to reflect 
grading leniency so that deductions based on Greenwald 
and Gillmore's (1997) within-class correlations seem largely 
irrelevant in relation to teacher grading leniency. 

Fourth, Greenwald and Gillmore's (1997) critical vari- 
able should be grading leniency (not expected grades), and 
they should ask the following question: If one gives higher 
than deserved grades, will one get higher than deserved rat- 
ings? Whereas it would be desirable to measure grading 
leniency separately from expected grades, we accept the dif- 
ficulty of this task (one that should be pursued in further 
research like our exploratory attempts described earlier). 
When expected grades are used to infer grading leniency, 
however, it is important that all reasonable attempts are made 
to control for effects other than grading leniency (e.g., stu- 
dents' learning and preexisting background differences) and 
to fully acknowledge the inherent difficulty in this task in 
interpreting and applying the results, 

Greenwald and Gillmore's (1997) research does reveal 
how much class-average-expected-grade variance can be ex- 
plained by grading leniency, students' learning, presage vari- 
ables, and so forth. They conclude, however, that increasing 
grades by two standard deviations "should produce" a 
change of one standard deviation in SETs and that "Yes, I 
can get higher ratings by giving higher grades" (p. 1214). We 
assert that these conclusions (and their statistical adjustment) 
inappropriately imply causation from correlation. Their path 
models should include measures of grading leniency "uncon- 
taminated" by students' learning (or separate measures of 
the two constructs) and preexisting background variables 
(e.g., prior subject interest, course level) that may affect 
expected grades and SETs. Even then, causal inferences 
would be highly speculative. Moreover, multisection validity 
studies show that SETs are related to students' learning when 
grading leniency is controlled. These correlations of .30 to 
.40 (up to .57 for SET Organization ratings) are larger than 
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