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The Nature of Teaching Evaluation Systems at TCNJ
The mission of the College is focused on excellent teaching. This lofty goal challenges faculty and administrators to build the culture and institutional practices that define teaching excellence and assure that its teaching community models this standard of practice.  Through transformation of the curriculum and faculty workload important steps have been taken recently.  To continue this effort, it is necessary to persist in aligning our efforts and our academic structures in ways that consistently support faculty to provide the excellence in teaching that is our aim.

The need for a comprehensive system to support effective teaching.  In order to establish a campus climate with a high quality in teaching and learning settings, we believe it is essential for the institution to establish an integrated system for faculty development and review.  This foundation needs to be defined by common, collegial agreements about the standards of excellence in teaching.  These standards must provide a framework for expectations for all TCNJ teachers.

The establishment of a system for supporting high quality teaching means that support mechanisms must be developed that assure that all faculty understand and practice these standards.  A well-designed evaluation system would use these standards to provide feedback that allows faculty to determine how well they and their colleagues are creating effective teaching and learning environments.
Peer evaluation of teaching is a central component of such a campus system, allowing faculty to collaborate in sustaining strong teaching expectations.  Peers provide one of the most knowledgeable sources of review that a faculty member has access to.  When the system for peer review is designed around appropriate standards, designed around effective models, and implemented by trained faculty, it offers one of the most effective campus resources for sustaining a climate of high teaching expectations.
Our present system.  At present such an integrated system for developing or evaluating faculty teaching around a common set of standards is not in place.  There is a gap between the expectation of excellent teaching and the system that supports its practice.  This gap is not the result of negligence, but rather the result of rising expectations for more systemic ways of defining faculty work.  TCNJ’s commitment to effective teaching was confirmed at the outset of the Academic Transformation process when the Guiding Principles for Academic Work stated, “The accomplished and engaged teacher-scholar becomes a master of pedagogy, striving to create a learning environment that cultivates analytical and creative problem solvers.”
  Faculty have engaged in a number of discussions about the characteristics of effective teaching.
  The resulting lists of characteristics provide a good starting point, but further conversations must define specific description and indicators of performance levels if we are to have clear guidelines for faculty development and a consistent teaching evaluation program.
At present, schools and departments are expected to develop their own guidelines.
   Acknowledging the need for disciplinary flexibility and autonomy, however, does not reduce the need for a specific, common framework for describing campus-wide expectations.  In fact, without it, an integrated system for faculty support and teaching evaluation will remain disconnected and idiosyncratic.
While academic transformation process has provided some important structural changes that redefine faculty work in ways aimed at enhancing the quality of scholarship and teaching, it is vital to take the next steps at organizing an infrastructure to support these structural changes.
  More than a list of new or modified programs, it is our belief that these efforts should be coordinated around a vision of teaching excellence.
In a similar way, we believe that any evaluation program should be designed to provide information about how well each teacher meets this vision.  Teaching evaluations should gather data from multiple sources, each relying on instruments that validly indicate how well this vision is being met.  Accordingly, this data must be interpreted using standards known to demonstrate the knowledge, skills and dispositions that promote effective learning.  Current efforts to re-define both student and peer evaluation models should be guided by such a framework.
Specific to the work of this committee, we recognize that peer evaluation has been an expectation for reappointment, promotion, and tenure at TCNJ for some time.  At present, the system used on the campus relies on department procedures and individual expertise that vary widely in their understanding of teaching standards and peer review protocols.
  
Without conducting a survey of current practices, our experience is that many of the common concerns regarding peer evaluation programs across the country can be found here.  Typically, peer evaluations of classroom behaviors tend to show consistently more positive reviews than other data.  It is also common for such evaluations to be based on inadequate data collection techniques, often relying on one or two classroom visits, and maybe some conversation about the course, that does not provide dependable data.  For some time, there has been questions raised about whether peer evaluations were reliable and valid forms of teaching review (Arreola, 2000:69-77).  We believe that many of these concerns can be raised with practices used on this campus.

Discouraging reviews of peer evaluations runs counter to the Academy’s important commitment to review by peer.  In a well-designed, comprehensive evaluation system, there are two ways that peer evaluation plays a vital part of sustaining a community of excellent teaching.  First, it can provide crucial evidence of effective teaching.  Second, it can be an extremely valuable tool for improvement when used in a formative process, where it provides corrective feedback to help teachers gain mastery of specific pedagogical abilities (Arreola, 2000). It is our belief that our peer evaluation practices are not taking full advantage of this potential – a fact that serves to limit community discussions on teaching and learning.  
Our review of the current practices, then, leads us to accept that the campus has a genuine commitment to high quality teaching but continues to rely on general and non-integrated strategies that do not fully support faculty development and evaluations efforts.  Yet, we also believe that The College is committed to continuing their efforts to transform the learning environment by supporting improvements in these areas.  Our recommendations for how the peer evaluation program can be revised to support an integrated system of faculty development and evaluation are discussed below.
Recommendations

Our specific recommendations for peer evaluations are based on our belief that this program must be conducted within an overall program of faculty evaluation that is based on common standards of effective teaching and supported by directly related faculty development programs.  First, we describe the general outline of these assumptions, and then we provide details for action.

General Recommendations.  We believe that a systematic approach to faculty development requires an integrated balance of formative and summative evaluations around a clear vision of teaching excellence.
   Integrated with appropriate faculty development programs, this system promotes a campus climate focused on individual and program improvement in teaching that allows clear accountability to high expectations.
We are supportive of the report of the Task Force on the Teacher-Scholar Model at TCNJ and its recommendation to establish a vision for the teacher-scholar with an infrastructure to support it.  We believe our call to better define teaching qualities is an aspect of that work.
An integrated teaching evaluation program should include multiple sources of information regarding teaching, appropriately designed to provide informed and accurate responses.  Students, peers, external colleagues, administrators, and personal reflection are all legitimate sources for evaluation data.  Each provides a reliable source of information regarding some aspects of college teaching.  Each also serves a potential role in formative and summative evaluations.  An effective evaluation system defines each according to their roles.

The role peer evaluation serves in formative evaluation has been generally regarding as its most powerful contribution to supporting effective teaching.  When peers review syllabi, course materials, course assessments, and observe classroom behaviors, they can provide knowledgeable insights into the individual’s teaching approach.  This is especially the case when the reviews are guided by specific standards (those to be used in summative evaluations).  Additionally, the formative use of peers for improvement in teaching is one of the best uses of colleagues in the review process.

Peer evaluations for summative purposes are appropriate when carefully targeted and conducted using clear, reliable protocols.  The most effective use of peer evaluations is generally accepted to be reviews focusing on subject matter preparation and the teachers instructional and assessment approaches.  Peers can assure that content currency and rigor meet high standards.  Peer reviews of portfolios are also widely accepted as effective teaching evaluation methods, especially when these committees operate with clear, public standards.  In fact, any number of forms of peer evaluation can be used.  Developing effective data gathering instruments and offering the necessary training to use them can assure consistent, reliable summative evaluation measures.

It is our belief that these requirements suggest that a campus-wide program needs to be developed, one that has appropriate flexibility for disciplinary adaptations.  To assure these standards and uniformity through campus-wide initiatives, we recommend that The College should develop an integrated system that coordinates faculty development and evaluation in teaching.  Emerging from ideas on faculty work, the definitions of the teacher-scholar role, as well as the characteristics of teaching excellence, the next steps would be to
1. construct a model of teaching excellence
2. provide guiding standards based on this model

3. develop clear indicators of performance levels in these standards

4. define an appropriate mix of formative and summative evaluation methods that effectively utilize multiple measures from different sources as appropriate for each academic discipline

5. establish a system of professional development services that are framed by this model and use evaluations to help each faculty member reach and sustain high performance standards.

Specific peer evaluation recommendations.  We believe that any effective use of peer evaluation can only be appropriately created within this broader vision of a comprehensive evaluation system.  In the interim, steps to enhance the existing peer evaluation program as can be taken as a way to encourage us to become a community of teacher-scholars who are committed to teaching excellence.  Creating a “tradition of peer mentoring” provides a valuable focus for the following recommendations:
 
1. Sunset for Current System.  The current system of peer evaluation should be dis-continued after two years, ending in May 2008.  While acknowledging that the current practices are not fully adequate, they have served as the accepted approach and should remain as a consistent program for those faculty who are currently under review.  As we identify best practices (recommended below), we encourage that they be incorporated into existing practices as departments and individuals choose.
2. Identify Best Practices.  The Faculty Senate should ask individuals and/or a committee to identify best practices in peer evaluation and provide a report outlining the scholarship on peer evaluations and recommendations for appropriate models for the campus.

3. Develop Scholarly Tradition.  The Faculty Senate should create and encourage mechanisms for faculty and departments to share these ideas and develop a scholarly discourse about current practices.  We recognize that most departments are not prepared at present to develop uniformly high programs for designing evaluation protocols and training its faculty to implement them.  The College should provide information and training to departments.  In particular,  we feel it is vital to begin to provide professional development for evaluators in order to strengthen our existing peer evaluation program and should be provided as soon as best practices have been identified.
4. Revise Peer Evaluation System.  As the campus-wide model for teaching excellence emerges, the peer evaluation program should be re-designed to play an integral part of the overall system.  The role that peers take in this process, the standards used, and the protocols for data gathering and interpretation should be established in accordance with best practices found at comparable institutions.  A key component will be assuring that training in the evaluation system will be provided to those who implement it.  Standards for what constitutes effective evaluations should be provided and mechanisms for monitoring
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�   Guiding Principles for Academic Work, p. 4.





�   The Final Recommendations on Re-Examination of the Promotions Document of the Committee of Faculty Affairs states:


The College is an exemplary liberal learning institution with the mission of offering a quality education to high achieving students in a residential setting where teaching is an essential priority.  Teaching faculty should aspire to be teachers of the first order.  High caliber, effective teaching is characterized by:


subject mastery, currency, and ongoing growth in one’s discipline


commitment to and support of the College’s liberal learning efforts 


careful preparation and clear organization


enthusiasm


attention to student learning outcomes


incorporation of one’s scholarship into teaching when appropriate


incorporation of students into one’s scholarship when appropriate


purposeful experimentation with one’s pedagogy


creating and significantly revising courses and curricula


effective supervision of student research


thoughtful mentoring and advising


respect for and fair treatment of students as individuals


timeliness and professionalism in meeting classes and evaluating student work


rigor and transparency in evaluating student work


rapport with students, and 


the ability to arouse student interest and curiosity.  (p.6)





Earlier, in Guiding Principles for Academic Work another list was presented:


Pedagogy:  The accomplished and engaged learner relishes challenging problems and generates creative solutions using tools of analysis and inquiry.


faculty emphasize active learning strategies, problem solving opportunities, development of quantitative, qualitative, and written discourse skills


faculty take advantage of small classes using interactive methods and intensive assignments as well as personalized learning experiences (including opportunities for student-faculty research, clinical and field experiences, and other forms of experiential learning


faculty incorporate technological tools into curriculum and pedagogy (p.3)





Recently The Preliminary Report of the Task Force on the Teacher-Scholar Model at TCNJ added some additional thoughts:


Departmental Teaching Evaluations should focus not simply on the presentation or command of material but on the faculty member’s ability to challenge students as scholars.  A review of course assignments, for example, would help departments learn the extent to which students are being addressed as scholars. (p. 5)





�   The Final Recommendations on Re-Examination of the Promotions Document states:


The promotion process relies on peer evaluation and recognizes the individuality of academic disciplines. Therefore, the Departments (or Programs where there are no Departments) have the major responsibility for establishing guidelines for promotion, particularly for disciplinary scholarship, and for making initial promotion recommendations. (p. 4)





�     In the Guiding Principles for Academic Work, it was anticipated that the elements of a systemic approach to supporting a community of effective teachers would be necessary.  Specific suggestions included:


Center for Teaching Excellence


Mentoring programs to supplement (or replace) traditional advising responsibilities


instructional technology support


curricular reform and pedagogical development (p.4)





The Preliminary Report of the Task Force on the Teacher-Scholar Model at TCNJ re-affirmed the need to commit to an ‘environment that supports the teacher-scholar, recommending specifically,





The College should create and adequately fund a Center for Teaching and Learning.  The Center should offer workshops and consultations for faculty seeking to improve their teaching outside the already established practice of departmental review.  The Center should provide an interdisciplinary home for the scholarship of teaching, encouraging faculty to share new pedagogical approaches.








�   In Final Recommendations on Re-Examination of the Promotions Document, the CFA re-affirmed the current peer evaluations practices and raised some similar concerns.


Evaluation of teaching relies on both peer evaluation and student evaluation. The new documents continue this practice, but the CFA recommends needed improvements in both forms of evaluation. First, peer evaluation could be much more informative than it usually is. Thus, the document points out that 


Peer evaluations minimally should be based on observation of teaching in two class periods (although this may be reduced to one if two is not feasible in very small departments), in which the teaching activities are described and evaluated for quality. Evaluations should also inspect and comment upon the clarity, rigor, and currency of syllabi, assignments, and other course materials.


…


In addition, candidates must submit at least three peer evaluations, conducted within the three years prior to the application, by tenured colleagues. The candidate should consult with the PTC when selecting peer observers, and at least one must be a member of the PTC. Ideally, a candidate will ask for peer evaluations for each course topic they teach. Peer evaluations minimally should be based on observation of teaching in two class periods (although this may be reduced to one if two is not feasible in very small departments), in which the teaching activities are described and evaluated for quality. Evaluations should also inspect and comment upon the clarity, rigor, and currency of syllabi, assignments, and other course materials. (p. 2)








�     Formative evaluations are those whose primary aim is to gather data and interpret it in terms of standards in order to identify areas for improvement.  Summative evaluations are those whose aim is to gather data and interpret it in order to draw conclusions; in this case judgments are usually provided regarding qualifications for re-appointment, tenure, and promotion.  It is our belief that the two are both essential parts of a common system: formative evaluations provide indicators of progress on those standards being used in summative evaluations.








�    This supports recommendation #3 of The Preliminary Report of the Task Force on the Teacher-Scholar Model at TCNJ : “Faculty must develop a tradition of peer-mentoring for both teaching and scholarship” (p. 5).
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