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Abstract

I comment on the strengths and limitations of Haskell's article and provide a
critical review of his arguments about the negative impact of SEF on tenure
and other administrative decisions. I object to the limited evidence supporting
the claim that the use of student evaluations per se challenges academic
freedom.

This article is in response to Haskell's "Academic Freedom, Tenure & Student Evaluations
of Faculty: Galloping Polls In the 215t Century" (1997) published in this journal as issue
Number 6 of Volume 5, in which it is stated that student evaluations of faculty (SEF)
"impinge on academic freedom" and tenure. Haskell combines arguments and data, and
explores implications of SEF covered throughout the literature to build his case against the
use of student evaluation results. Haskell’s subsequent articles have focused on views of the
court concerning the use of student ratings for promotion, reappointment, and tenure, and
the analysis and implications of court views of SEF instruments’ accuracy and psychometric
validity, as well as teaching quality (Haskell, 1997a, 1997b, 1997c, 1997d).

I agree with Haskell on some issues. I agree that Haskell's claim that SEF infringe on
faculty's academic freedom is a "novel" and thought provoking view of the possible
consequences of SEF not thoroughly discussed in the literature. I also share Haskell's
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concerns about possible misuse of SEF for tenure and other administrative decisions, and
believe that more attention needs to be given to validity issues. However, more empirical
evidence is needed in order to support Haskell's view that SEF challenges academic freedom.

Strengths

Haskell discusses various important issues that deserve special recognition. First, he focuses
on the possible impact of SEF on professors' academic freedom, which is a novel idea not
tully studied in the literature on faculty evaluation. The paper reminds the reader of the
complexities of evaluating teaching by including the views of current research on SEF and
other aspects rarely addressed in the literature, as well as information on administrative
pressures and the legal and political aspects of the evaluation.

Second, Haskell's paper raises important concerns regarding the consequences of evaluation,
especially the misuse of evaluation results and the legal consequences that could result. Legal
considerations ate one of Haskell's strongest points. Misusing the ratings and releasing them
to the public could lead to serious legal consequences affecting a professor’s reputation and
professional life. The paper also emphasizes the need for readers to reflect on how the
evaluation system may impact classroom practice for faculty, students and the institution as a
whole.

Haskell's argument about the validity of the ratings is another strong point of the article.
Validity is an issue in the evaluation of teaching that has already been widely discussed in the
literature. Most of the researchers on college teaching believe the ratings are valid and
reliable because various studies have found little variance across responses (Marsh, 1987) and
because when SEF has been followed over time, student responses have not significantly
changed (Frey, 1976). The validity of the ratings has also been examined by Marsh and
Bailey (1993), who believe that SEF are relatively valid against a variety of indicators of
effective teaching. In a review of the research on SEF, El-Hassan (1995)! found that in
general the literature supports a modest degree of validity of the ratings. Although such
arguments support the statistical validity of student ratings, they say little about their
consequential validity. The problems of construct validity and the issues of possible
untrained raters and untrained decision-makers could lead to invalidity and misuse of rating
results. Most of the research has focused on the possible factors that could affect the ratings,
but if SEF results are misinterpreted and misused, then consequential validity becomes
compromised.

Haskell's article illustrates how the recommendations on the use of the ratings made by the
main researchers in the field are not taking place in practice. Various researchers in the
evaluation of teaching, such as Braskamp and Ory (1994), Centra (1993), Marsh (1984, 1982,
1980) and Marsh and Dunkin (1992), Menges and Brinko (1986) and others, have written
recommendations and limitations when using and interpreting SEF results. Some of the
recommendations refer to: (1) the use of the ratings for formative purposes; (2) the
limitations of SEF and the suggestions for their interpretation; (3) the advised use of the
ratings with other sources, such as peers, external observers, and self-evaluation. These

! El-Hassan (1995) provides an overview of the literature on student ratings of instruction.



Education Policy Analysis Archives 1'ol. 13 No. 32

researchers have also discussed the importance of considering the type of course when
analyzing and interpreting SEF results. Unfortunately, as Haskell's cases illustrate, reality
ignores these recommendations. The data from the evaluation are being used for making
administrative decisions, SEF results are used as the only source for evaluating teaching, and
although decision-makers receive information on the type of course, they compare
professors' ratings without considering these and other important factors. The consequences
of ignoring this reality are serious and more research is needed on the effects of the current
star system. In addition, the possible impact of SEF on academic freedom is an important
issue that deserves further consideration. This claim, however, needs to be proven.

Since universities are facing public pressures for accountability, it is not strange to find that
they are paying attention to SEF as an indicator of institutional effectiveness. Keeping
students as a source for evaluating college teaching may respond not only to democratic
principles but also to a political process. Student involvement in the evaluation is important
but problematic when non-academic political constraints cause faculty members to change
their focus from student learning to an ill-fated focus on earning high SEF ratings. Haskell
believes that SEF is leading professors to improve their ratings even if this means to inflate
the grades of their students. The literature on college teaching is divided on the topic of SEF
impact on grade inflation, but recent articles have provided some support for Haskell's
views.

Limitations

Haskell's paper presents two main weaknesses not fully addressed by his critics: lack of
evidence to support his arguments that SEF challenges academic freedom, and problems
with his interpretation of research findings. In addition, his decision to use an extended
definition of academic freedom brings up new issues related to freedom of speech and its
possible abuses.

Problems with evidence

The lack of sufficient evidence is clear when Haskell cites Dershowitz to support his point
that SEF impinges on academic freedom. Professor Dershowitz is a tenured professor who
was not affected by the remarks that he made in his classroom. Although some of his
students gave him low ratings for his teaching, he continues teaching what he believes and
did not suffer pressures from the administration to change his teaching or limit his course
coverage. So, one can not argue that the academic freedom of the instructor was limited
because of SEF. There is a possibility, as Dershowitz himself noted (1994), that an
untenured professor will be under pressure to change his teaching in order to satisfy student
requests and raise his SEF results. If Haskell had provided a case in which this actually
happened, then he would have support for his argument, but he failed to provide such a
case. The Dershowitz case, as I discuss later, is also problematic as a source of evidence
because it raises issues about freedom of speech.

Lack of evidence is also present in the three cases that Haskell uses to illustrate how SEF
infringes on classroom curriculum. The cases, although important, do not clearly show how
SEF is the cause for curriculum changes. In case one, it is unclear if the instructor was
dismissed because of student pressures or if there was a legitimate reason for dismissal based
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on teaching incompetence. Since Haskell does not provide additional information about the
case, his example is not useful to support his argument. In case two, he used an indirect
source to support his views that SEF impinges on academic freedom. In this case, a single
faculty member affirms knowledge of six other professors whose academic freedom has
been affected. Since the professor did not suffer limits on his own academic freedom, and it
is unclear if he witnessed how his colleagues' freedom was affected, this could constitute
simple "hearsay" for legal purposes. Case three shows how administrators reassigned an
instructor who obtained low rating results to other courses in which she could obtain higher
results. The case is more useful to illustrate the importance of considering the type of course
when interpreting SEF results (e.g., required versus elective courses), and how administrators
use the system and help their faculty to improve their ratings. Haskell avoided criticism by
indicating that he uses the cases as "illustrations of the role of SEF, making no attempt to
assess validity or non validity of the examples". However, this does not excuse him from
providing valid evidence to make his case against the use of SEF for administrative
decisions. By providing such weak evidence he puts himself in a situation similar to that in
the studies that he criticizes.

In another part of his article, Haskell states that when students lack the required knowledge,
instructors have to lower academic standards and adapt the course to student needs.
Although this is an important issue, Haskell needs to show how the lack of students'
knowledge background could affect the evaluation and have consequences for professors'
academic freedom. Adapting the course to student needs or covering the whole program to
provide required knowledge for future courses without considering the students constitutes a
dilemma for many instructors, but this does not necessarily show infringement on academic
freedom. Haskell needs to provide at least one supporting case.

Problems with interpretation

There are also vatious problems with the interpretation of research findings in Haskell's
article. First, Haskell states that if a professor alters his/her behavior and then improves
his/her ratings, this is evidence of how SEF is leading professors to manipulate the ratings
and limit their own academic freedom. However, the circumstance that a professor changes
his/her behavior and then there is a change in his SEF results is not necessatily a causal
relationship. These findings can also be interpreted in the opposite way: if the professor
improves his/her teaching, the ratings may improve because he is becoming a better
instructor. The relationship between ratings and faculty behavior can take place either way.

Second, Haskell cites one survey in which one-third of the faculty perceived SEF to be a
challenge to their academic freedom. However, it is unclear what the perceptions are of the
other two-thirds of the subjects who participated in that survey. In addition, another
problem of interpretation occurs when Haskell states that faculty have been dismissed
because of their low SEF results. Although this may be the apparent cause of dismissal, there
is a possibility that the professors were dismissed because of other reasons. After all,
professors are hired not only for working in the classroom but to conduct research and to
serve on committees as participants in their organizations. A similar problem exists when
Haskell states that SEF shape faculty behavior to avoid dismissal. This may be true in some
cases but not necessarily in all. He also implies that students would only enjoy courses that
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are graded "easy," but this excludes the possibility that students could certainly enroll in a
course for other reasons.

Haskell believes that the public release of SEF ratings is inappropriate, but he neglects
addressing two possibilities: first, the institution publishes SEF results for all faculty
including those who obtained low ratings, and second, the institution publishes only SEF
results for those who obtained higher ratings. Has the academic freedom of those who
obtained higher SEF results been impinged on by publishing their names in a list of excellent
instructors? When invalid data are available to the public about the professor's low SEF
results, there could be a possibility of defamation, but when the institution publishes only
information about those who obtain higher ratings, does it constitute an infringement of the
professor’s academic freedom?

Definition of Academic Freedom

Haskell's decision to support an extended definition of academic freedom is problematic
because it could lead to the same negative consequences of limiting access to higher
education by women and minorities. Although he refers to academic freedom as a right that
allows professors to pursue a line of inquiry or teaching without being "penalized, censored
or fired", he agrees with Dershowitz’s statement that professors should be protected against
pressures "to censure unpopular subjects within the popular belief systems of students." The
problem with the last statement is that this broad interpretation of academic freedom could
lead to negative consequences if the instructor invokes his right to academic freedom when
creating a threatening or harassing environment for women and minorities. There is a thin
line between freedom of speech and its abuse. More information is needed about this case in
otder to know if Dershowitz used his right to academic freedom simply to justify a limited
coverage of rape or the creation of a hostile environment for women in the class.

In his EPAA commentary on Haskell's article, J. Stake (1997) asserted that academic
freedom is limited, since professors are not "free from constraints" imposed by the academy
ot by university regulations of research. I share Stake's perception that academic freedom is
not an unrestricted right of instructors, but I believe that academic freedom belongs to the
individual faculty member, not the academy of professors or the administration. I also
believe that academic freedom is a limited right because in a democratic society individual
rights are constrained by the rights of others. I do agree with Stake that it would be ideal if
the violations of academic freedom could be resolved within the academy rather than in the
courts, but I would not like the university to legislate on individual rights. The protection of
individual and society rights goes beyond the university arena.

Haskell's article has also received commentary from Theall (1997). Theall expressed his
disapproval of Haskell’s not providing constructive criticism, including a limited examination
of the research on student ratings, and misinterpreting Theall's comments on the use of SEF
results. Although Haskell recognizes that there are faculty who believe that SEF does not
influence their behavior and therefore, do not see SEF as an "abridgment of academic
freedom", I agree with Theall that Haskell has provided more evidence to support his views
than to contradict them. It is evident that Haskell is writing about an issue that is important
to him, not only as a researcher but also as an instructor. I agree that more constructive
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criticism would enhance the argument, but I think that the bias present in Haskell's work is
also present in other studies where the researchers say little or nothing of their dual roles as
researchers and administrators. In addition, I agree with Theall's perception that Haskell
does not provide an in-depth analysis of the wide body of research on student ratings. I,
however, think that Haskell's omission is not a serious mistake since the purpose of the
article is not to question the validity of the research on student ratings, but to criticize the
use of the ratings for tenure and other administrative decisions?. Even though Haskell has
not altered Theall's quotation on the limitations of the ratings, I agree with Theall that
Theall’s quotation is used more as an argument against the use of SEF than as a
recommendation to improve the practice of using the ratings.

What I do not share with Theall is the opinion that the literature on student ratings should
not be recommended to those who are not "actively involved in ratings research or practice
because such writings can mislead readers who aren't really familiar with the cited ratings
literature.” I do not agree with this because I believe that research findings can not be
exclusive only for an elite group of researchers. Such a limited audience will deprive
scholarship of valuable multiple perspectives and is contrary to the nature of responsible
scientific inquiry. Haskell's work has weaknesses as well as strengths. Even though he omits
important studies in his discussion of the use of student ratings, lacks enough evidence to
support some of his arguments, and has problems with interpretation, the article provides an
opportunity to reflect on the use of evaluation results and their possible consequences.
Evaluators should cleatly benefit from keeping in mind the importance of the evaluation
context, and the legal and ethical consequences of their work.

Opverall, Haskell has made a strong argument against the use and misuse of student ratings in
tenure and other administrative decisions. His concerns on this point are also shared by
other researchers in the field, including those who support the validity of the ratings. The
weakness in his argument lies in lack of evidence to prove that SEF violates the academic
freedom of the professors.

Conclusion

The evaluation of teaching is complex. Haskell's work is a reminder of this complexity
because it brings up important points that deserve attention for those interested in the
evaluation and improvement of college teaching. Some of Haskell's ideas are not new.
Several of his arguments about the limitations and problems of SEF have been stressed by
various researchers in the field (e.g., Braskamp & Ory, 1994; Centra, 1993; Theall &
Franklin, 1991, and others). His argument also presents weaknesses that deserve attention
and require more evidence to prove that SEF violates professorial academic freedom. What
is new and deserves praise is that he reminds the reader that the evaluation of college
teaching is not only the domain of researchers and scientific inquiry, but also an important
area for teachers' unions, administrators, lawyers, politicians, and the public outside
academia.

? “It is important to note at the outset, that it is not SEF per se that is the issue, but the impact of its
use on salary, promotion, tenure decisions, and equally important, its impact on the delivery of
quality education.” (Haskell, 1997)



Education Policy Analysis Archives 1'ol. 13 No. 32

Evaluators and researchers can benefit from the reminder that teaching assessment takes
place in a context in which multiple factors operate, and in which all those involved, centrally
and peripherally, have a stake.
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