Neath, I. (1996). How to improve your teaching evaluations without improving your teaching.
Psychological Reports, 78, 1363-1372. doi:10.2466/pr0.1996.78.3c.1363.

HOW TO IMPROVE YOUR TEACHING EVALUATIONS
WITHOUT IMPROVING YOUR TEACHING

IAN NEATH
Purdue University, West Lafayette, IN, USA

The current increased interest in evaluating the teaching of college and university
faculty has made course evaluations even more important to the careers of aca-
demic faculty. The most important use of teaching evaluations is to guide instruc-
tors in revising courses and altering teaching methods to become more effective
educators. A second use is becoming more frequent: comparing scores on teach-
ing evaluations across faculty to make major personnel decisions, including hir-
ing, firing, promotion, and tenure. The soundness of these decisions depends upon
the validity of the evaluation instrument, and even the most reliable and consistent
instrument can easily be compromised if administered inappropriately. Based on a
review of the literature, I list 20 ways to compromise teaching evaluations and
improve ratings without improving teaching.

More and more college and university ad-
ministrators are requiring (or 'strongly en-
couraging') faculty to administer teaching
evaluations. With declining revenues, state
legislators are demanding proof from institu-
tions which receive some portion of their
funding from the taxpayers that students are
being effectively taught. With income from
tuition and governmental funds often tied di-
rectly to bodies in classrooms, administrators
want to hire and retain the best instructors to
maintain or even increase enrollment and re-
tention. Worried about continuously rising
tuition and other costs, parents and students
are increasingly concerned about the quality
of the education being provided and are de-
manding more for their money. None of these
concerns are inherently bad, but all serve to
focus attention on course and teaching evalua-
tions. Instead of publish or perish, faculty can
now publish and perish -- if their ratings on
teaching evaluations are not sufficiently high.

This version may differ from the published version.
Correspondence may be sent to ineath@mun.ca.

Students are in a unique position to evalu-
ate some aspects of teaching effectiveness;
collecting this information and interpreting it
appropriately can serve all three needs listed
above. There are two main uses of teacher and
course evaluations collected from students.
Formative evaluations have, as their goal, re-
vising courses and altering teaching methods
to promote more effective teaching. Summa-
tive evaluations, on the other hand, are used
to compare faculty to aid in decisions of hir-
ing, firing, promotion, and tenure. The former
use, although not necessarily as easy to im-
plement as one might think (Canelos, 1985),
has potential for improving undergraduate
education (Marsh & Roche, 1993). There are
no valid arguments against conducting forma-
tive teacher and course evaluations, and there
is no defense for not instituting and encourag-
ing such programs.

The second use-comparing faculty on the
basis of their scores-is the focus of this com-
ment. The easiest and least expensive way to
collect summative evaluations of teaching ef-
fectiveness is to form a committee to write a
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questionnaire for teaching evaluation. Alt-
hough the questions will usually have high
face validity-they look like they measure
teaching effectivenessthere is often no evalua-
tion of construct or convergent validity or of
other measures that might indicate a sound
instrument. The only analysis typically re-
ported is the over-all score, usually expressed
as a percentile. For example, because Profes-
sor X ranks in the 55th percentile on a par-
ticular teaching evaluation and Professor Y
ranks in the 45th, Professor X will get a merit
raise this year whereas Professor Y will not.
The soundness of this decision rests on the
validity and reliability of the measures of
teaching effectiveness and on the manner in
which the evaluation questionnaire was ad-
ministered.

Theoretically, a teacher evaluation rating
should reflect the extent to which the instruc-
tor informed the student about the particular
subject matter and fostered further develop-
ment of educational goals and intellectual
skills. In practice, there is no agreed-upon
definition or criterion measure of effective
teaching. Typically, some composite measure
is used that includes items such as student-
reported gains in factual knowledge, gains in
thinking or decision-making skills, and dis-
covering implications of the course material
(e.g., Cashin & Downey, 1992). Thus, evalua-
tions of teachers usually rely on self-reported
improvements by individual students. Be-
cause evaluations of teaching are based on
subjective feelings of improvement, they are
susceptible to many outside influences that
may not be related to being an effective
teacher. The validity of even the most reliable
instrument can be compromised quite easily if
it is administered or interpreted in an inappro-
priate way.

What follows are 20 tips that Professor Y
could use to increase teaching effectiveness
ratings.

Tip 1: Be Male

The effects of instructors' gender on eval-
uation ratings are complex and interact with a
variety of other variables (e.g., Beck & Drew,
1989; Feldman, 1993; Lueck, 1993). None-
theless, a preliminary conclusion appears to
be that it is better to be male than female.
Changing your gender, if female, can boost
your effectiveness ratings. Students often ex-
pect more support from female faculty than
from male faculty, and, when this extra effort
is not forthcoming, students often downgrade
their ratings of teaching effectiveness (Ben-
nett, 1982; Unger, 1979). If you are female,
do not be very demanding of your students;
students tend to be more critical, particularly
on items measuring faculty's availability and
course stimulation when the instructor is fe-
male (Hearn, 1985). This effect is compound-
ed if you teach a technical course, particularly
to liberal arts majors. If you do happen to be
female and, for whatever reason, do not wish
to become male, all is not lost. The Bern Sex-
role Inventory is a scale that measures the
preponderance of masculine and feminine
traits in an individual. Study the scale and
learn how to be less feminine and more an-
drogynous; your ratings will improve (Bray &
Howard, 1980).

Tip 2: Be Organized

Be as organized as possible. One promi-
nent question on teaching evaluation forms
asks students to rate how organized the in-
structor was. Although one cynic has suggest-
ed that "well-organized garbage still smells"
(cited by Cashin & Downey, 1992, p. 564),
your score on this dimension still factors into
your over-all effectiveness rating. Start class
on time, end class on time, bring extra chalk
or overhead pens to class, and keep all of your
lecture notes in a three-ring binder with neatly
punched holes.

Tip 3: Grade Leniently
Higher grades correlate very highly with
individual ratings of teaching effectiveness



(DuCette & Kenney, 1982; Edwards & Wa-
ters, 1984; Hoffman, 1983; Meredith, 1982),
and grading harshly is a sure way to lower
evaluations (Chacko, 1983; Vasta & Sar-
miento, 1979). The central issue in evaluating
teachers is not whether there is a relationship
between grades and ratings of effectiveness
but rather interpreting that relationship. While
it is clear that effective instruction, which
should increase grades, can give rise to posi-
tive evaluations, lenient grading standards can
also give rise to more positive evaluations.
Although correlation does not imply causa-
tion, in this case the result-higher ratings-is
the same in both cases. Opt for lenient grad-
ing and then defend grades on the basis of ef-
fective instruction; your ratings will back you

up.

Tip 4: Be Present at Your Evaluation

Make sure that you administer your own
teaching evaluations. Many of the recommen-
dations below require your presence rather
than that of a neutral proctor. In addition, you
will have control over when they are adminis-
tered, e.g., after a particularly entertaining
lecture rather than after a poor one, how the
instructions are delivered, and whether the
mood of your students is favorable for obtain-
ing inflated ratings.

Tip 5: Administer Ratings Be/ore Tests

Have yourself evaluated immediately pri-
or to a midterm or final examination, not af-
terwards (Dizney & Brickell, 1984). Many
students do not perform as well as they think
they should on tests, and this disappointment
can reduce their ratings of your effectiveness.
Moreover, administering the evaluation im-
mediately after the students have reviewed
course material for a test can inflate their sub-
jective feeling of how much they have learned
and, by extension, of your effectiveness in
educating them. If possible, inform students
of their potential grades in the course prior to
administering the evaluation, particularly if
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the grade distribution for your course is leni-
ent (see 'Grade Leniently' above).

Tip 6: Provide the "Correct" Instructions

Make sure that you inform your students
that the purpose of the course evaluations is
for administrative purposes rather than for
actual course improvement (Aleamoni &
Hexner, 1980; Tetenbaum, 1977). One reason
for this effect of instruction may be that stu-
dents often feel a lack of confidence in the use
of evaluations for summative purposes and
inflate their ratings to compensate (Dwinell &
Higbee, 1993). Deliver the instructions in a
relaxed, even humorous way so as to induce a
positive set (Dizney & Brickell, 1984). One
instructor I know has honed his instructions to
a fine point: "These evaluations will be used
by the administration to determine whether
my children, ages 4 and 6, will eat for the
next 6 months."

Tip 7: Use Appropriate Answers

Unfortunately, the basic format of the
evaluation questionnaire does not seem to af-
fect ratings, whether the comparison is open-
ended or fixed-alternative (Braskamp, Ory, &
Pieper, 1981) or whether it is paper-and-
pencil or computerized (Cates, 1993). All is
not lost, however. Rating scales have answers
ordered along a dimension, such as strongly
agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disa-
gree, strongly disagree. Fortunately, these are
the types of scales most often used, but more
importantly, they afford more robust halo ef-
fects than other scales (Edwards & Waters,
1984). A halo effect is the tendency to over-
rate other qualities if some abilities are also
rated highly. If possible, then, begin the ques-
tionnaire with a statement that all students
strongly agree with; the halo effect may carry
over to questions about your actual teaching
ability.

Tip 8: The Smaller the Better
Teach small classes; do not teach large
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classes. There is often an inverse relationship
between class-size and ratings on teaching
evaluations, and this effect is larger for rat-
ings that measure the instructor's interactions
and relationships with the students (Feldman,
1984). There are a variety of reasons for this
relationship, including the fact that smaller
classes tend to be higherlevel courses, tend to
afford more faculty-student interaction, and
tend to be accessible only to majors. In addi-
tion, the smaller the class (particularly if there
are 25 or fewer students), the more likely any
bias factor(s) will influence the ratings and
mask your true teaching ability (Feldman,
1977).

Tip 9: The Higher the Better

Teach only high-level courses and avoid
all low-level courses (Neumann & Neumann,
1985). Higher-level courses tend to have
smaller enrollments, more majors, and typi-
cally are electives. Moreover, student interest
is usually higher, or they would not have pur-
sued the subject as far.

Tip 10: Cross-Listings are Bad

Do not allow nonmajors to take your
course. For example, for a psychology course,
require all students to be psychology majors
and prohibit students from other departments
and particularly from different schools. Stu-
dents generally rate classes in their major
higher than classes outside their major (Gil-
more, Swerdlik, & Beehr, 1980; Romeo &
Weber, 1985).

Tip 11: Required Courses are Bad

Do not teach required courses, especially a
statistics course (Brandenburg, Slinde, & Ba-
tista, 1977; DuCette & Kenney, 1982). Re-
quired courses, although educationally im-
portant, tend not to be well-liked even by stu-
dents within the major. As Reynolds (1977)
stated in his title, "Students who haven't seen
a film on sexuality and communication prefer
it to a lecture on the history of psychology

they haven't heard."

Tip 12: Gimmicks are Good

Show lots of films, perform lots of demon-
strations, and use the latest technology. For
example, although using computers on a par-
ticular task may not lead to better learning
than using the old-fashioned paper and pencil,
students prefer it and this shows up in teach-
ing evaluations (Rohde, 1993). Also, do not
be concerned about whether the film is actual-
ly relevant: you can get a substantial increase
in ratings following the showing of a basically
unrelated videotape (Silvestro, 1979).

Tip 13: Entertain

If you have a flair for the comedic, go for
it. Results show that ratings of over-all effec-
tiveness of a teacher are positively related to
the use of humor (Van Giffen, 1990). Do not
worry if the entertainment value reduces or
eliminates the educational value. For exam-
ple, Naftulin, Ware, and Donnelly (1973) re-
port a study in which an actor was hired to
play the part of a visiting instructor, Dr. Fox,
M.D. He delivered a lecture to medical doc-
tors which was very enthusiastic, expressive,
and entertaining. His ratings of teaching ef-
fectiveness were very impressive, sufficiently
high to win a teaching award at most institu-
tions. It did not seem to matter that the lecture
was almost entirely content free.

Tip 14: Fulfill Students' Expectations
Although the prior expectations of students
can influence ratings of a teacher's effective-
ness (Barke, Tollefson, & Tracy, 1983; Bock,
1979; Terry & Mclntosh, 1988), it can be dif-
ficult to take advantage of this because evalu-
ating preexisting opinions may have an un-
wanted side-effect. Parish and Campbell
(1977) had all students fill out evaluation
forms after taking a course, but half of the
students also filled out precourse evaluations.
Although preand postcourse evaluations were
correlated, the students who had filled out the



precourse evaluations were much more criti-
cal of their instructors on their postcourse
evaluations than students who did not fill out
the precourse evaluation form. Perhaps an
easier way to take advantage of students' ex-
pectations is to find out informally what the
reputation of a course is and teach the course
to be consistent with or even easier than the
reputation.

Tip 15: Teach Only Male Students

There is some suggestion that female stu-
dents may be more fair and honest than male
students and that they do not believe as
strongly that their grades will be jeopardized
by their evaluations (Taylor & Ricketts,
1981). Males are more likely to inflate ratings
than females because they are less prone to
honesty and more likely to believe that retal-
iation by the instructor is possible. This un-
doubtedly interacts with gender of instructor,
however, where being male is better (see
above). Just to be safe, though, do not let
women take your course.

Tip 16: Be Like Your Students

Adopt and promote values, attitudes, and
beliefs consistent with those of your students,
regardless of your actual beliefs. Students
generally give higher ratings to an instructor
when the students' attitudes are congruent
with the instructor's perceived attitudes
(Follman, 1975; Hofman & Kremer, 1980;
Kovacs & Kapel, 1976; Morstain, 1977).
Thus, you might be more liberal if you teach
at Berkeley but more conservative at Baylor.
If you are successful, students are more likely
to identify with you, and the more they do
this, the more they will rate the course more
favorably, perceive greater progress on their
part toward course-related objectives, and re-
port higher motivation to learn (Thomas,
Ribich, & Freie, 1982).

Tip 17: Teach What They Want How They
Want It
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Change your teaching style to that pre-
ferred by your students (Cooper & Miller,
1991; Drummond & Mclntire, 1977). You
might not be as successful when adopting a
new or foreign teaching style every semester,
but your ratings may very well improve.

Tip 18: Pick Successful Students

Set high minimum grade standards on pre-
requisite courses as a criterion for enrollment
in your course. This will prevent poor stu-
dents from enrolling and permit only those
with high GPAs to take your course. Success-
ful students often perceive internal factors as
more important causes of their performance
and unsuccessful students often perceive ex-
ternal factors as more important causes of
their own performance. Internal attributions
for performance are often significantly related
to positive course evaluations, and external
attributions for performance have been shown
to be related to negative course evaluations
(Ames & Lau, 1979; Arkin & Maruyama,
1979). Thus, a good student will not attribute
failure to you.

Tip 19: Evaluate Everyone

Make sure that all faculty at your institu-
tion are evaluated, especially those faculty
who do not want to be. After implementing
this change, the distribution of scores will be-
come much wider, particularly at the lower
end, and your percentile score will improve.
The reason is straightforward: those faculty
who choose not to be evaluated typically re-
ceive worse evaluation ratings than those fac-
ulty who choose to be rated (Moore, 1978). In
arguing for this change, you will also have the
advantage of the moral high ground.

Tip 20: Evaluate Everyone

A final tip-the only one I have personally
used and verified-is to examine your evalua-
tion data for accuracy. One semester, as I was
looking at the teacher evaluation scores for
my course on 'Introduction to Cognitive Psy-
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chology,' I noticed several forms were from a
botany course. These students apparently did
not think much of that particular course, but
because they were included in my summary
data, my ratings were lowered. When I re-
moved the botany ratings, my ratings im-
proved.
Caveats and Conclusions

It is clear that the factors listed above, alt-
hough not necessarily related to the ability of
a person to educate students, can elevate rat-
ings on evaluations of teaching. Despite the
fact that they are not all equally effective,
there is sufficient evidence to suggest that
most of them can influence individual ratings
independently of the questionnaire. If you
were Professor Y, the teacher judged less ef-
fective than Professor X, and you employed a
combination of these techniques, the literature
on course evaluation suggests that you should
now be rated as a more effective teacher than
Professor X.

Obviously, you should not use these tech-
niques when conducting evaluations for form-
ative purposes because they greatly distort
students' ratings of your effectiveness and you
might start thinking that you were an out-
standing educator. Ideally, then, you should
have yourself evaluated twice: once, using the
above techniques for summative purposes and
a second time without using the techniques
for formative purposes.

Occasionally, an institution will establish a
minimal set of standards for implementing
evaluations of teachers for summative pur-
poses. If, at your institution, teaching evalua-
tions for summative purposes (1) are adminis-
tered and implemented uniformly and univer-
sally and not by the presiding faculty mem-
ber; (2) are not based solely on students' sub-
jective evaluations; (3) include objective (not
self-reported) data about students' GPA, ma-
jor, and class level; (4) take into account
whether the course is required or an elective,
a seminar or a lecture course, a small or large

enrollment, and an upper or lower level
course; (5) take into account the grade distri-
bution relative to other classes; (6) take into
account the extent to which gimmicks and Dr.
Fox-like factors may be present in the class-
room; (7) take into account the gender of the
instructor and of the students; (8) ensure in-
terpretation only by personnel trained in ad-
vanced statistical measurement, experimental
design, and education; (9) are based on re-
sponses from more than 25 students; and (10)
are thoroughly and routinely evaluated for
both reliability and validity under the condi-
tions in which they are normally administered
at each particular location, then you are out of
luck. You might have to become a better
teacher to improve your ratings.
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