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Abstract
This paper summarizes the discourse on student ratings of teaching in higher education. It 
reconceptualizes student ratings within a larger process of promoting quality in teaching 
and student learning. As students engage in productive dialogue with teachers and admin-
istrators, metrics drawn from decontextualized surveys are admittedly a vital resource. Our 
paper contends, however, that student ratings can only become a tool for enhancement 
when they feed reflective conversations about improving the learning process and when 
these conversations are informed by the scholarship of teaching and learning. We illus-
trate this view with a case study of an Engineering Faculty that uses three interconnected 
initiatives to support an evolving conversation on quality among teachers in partnership 
with students. The role of student engagement in enhancement efforts is discussed as well 
as potential challenges to implementation. Our purpose is to spark wider discussion of a 
systems perspective on student ratings that supports a coherent discourse towards positive 
change.

Keywords Course evaluations · Higher education · Quality enhancement · Practice-based 
research · Approaches to learning · Students as partners · Systems perspective

Introduction

Student ratings of teaching are often considered fundamental for measuring the quality 
of teaching in higher education, for educational development and for the enhancement 
of student learning. Different stakeholder interests—national, institutional, teacher and 
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student—create tensions for its multiple purposes. In national and international discourses 
where higher education is increasingly seen as a vital pathway for human development, 
student ratings are widely used as an instrument to measure the quality of teaching, teach-
ers, courses and programs and to influence rankings and funding to institutions.

One recent example is the teaching excellence framework (TEF) in the UK, a govern-
ment-initiated regulatory framework for the higher education sector administered indepen-
dently through the Department for Education. The primary goal of the TEF is to create a 
competitive market by providing improved information on teaching. Another more altru-
istic goal is to promote equal opportunities for students and improved learning outcomes 
regardless of a student’s entry qualifications, characteristics and subject of study. The 
TEF reminds all stakeholders that ‘variability is not simply a statistic’, because underper-
formance of an institution can represent ‘thousands of life opportunities wasted, of young 
dreams unfulfilled, all because of teaching that was not as good as it should have been, or 
because students were recruited who were not capable of benefitting from higher educa-
tion’ (Department for Business, Innovation, and Skills 2016: 46). As one metric, the TEF 
uses the independently administered National Student Survey to gather feedback from stu-
dents registered in participating colleges and universities.

Clearly, the TEF uses student ratings to measure quality in teaching and learning at the 
institutional level. It also pursues and integrates many other complementary metrics. Yet, 
student ratings for summative purposes are largely ineffective as a quality-enhancing role. 
Indeed, in the case of the TEF, it can prompt institutional managers to respond in ways 
that increase revenue, with some reporting changes to their admission routines rather than 
changes in their teaching (Copeland, 2017). Thus, while allowing for student ratings to be 
used for summative purposes, we also need to recognize that this will not necessarily lead 
to the enhancement of teaching and learning.

Dissatisfaction with the quality assurance role of student ratings, especially given the 
biases in instruments used for measuring quality (discussed below), has served to alien-
ate teachers and to weaken the student voice and has prompted some scholars to consider 
abandoning them entirely (Uttl et  al. 2017). It is this tension between measurement and 
enhancement that we address by considering how student ratings can more effectively 
enhance the quality of teaching and learning.

We begin with a review of the literature evaluating whether student ratings can be 
trusted for measuring teaching quality and then discuss complementary literature support-
ing the usefulness of student ratings. The second half of the article provides a case study of 
how a research-intensive institution achieved positive change in teaching by using course 
evaluations and other enhancement initiatives to fuel an evolving conversation on teaching 
quality among teachers and institutional managers in partnership with students.

Can student ratings of teaching be trusted?

Nearly 40  years ago, Marsh (1980) analyzed responses from 511 undergraduate courses 
taught by 221 instructors in search of systematic bias in how students rated their teach-
ers. The analysis included twenty potential biases and concluded that: ‘a variety of vari-
ables that might have affected student evaluations of teaching effectiveness do not seem to 
make much difference’ (p. 236). Marsh and others examining the validity of student ratings 
conclude that they are valid and reliable mechanisms to measure teaching quality (Abrami 
et al. 1990; Kulik 2001; Marsh and Cheng 2008; Marsh and Roche 1999). In other words, 
decades of research have laid a foundation of confidence in student ratings.
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However, long before Marsh’s original study and even predating the formal collection 
of student ratings data, Borg and Hamilton (1956) described a different reality. In a study 
at Lackland Air Force Base, 89 instructors rated themselves and then were rated by their 
students (60 per instructor), their peers and their supervisors on six elaborated criteria for 
good teaching. None of the four sets of ratings correlated with outcomes on a performance 
test. Student ratings in this study appeared to be unrelated to the intended outcome of 
improved teaching and learning.

The debate continues along similar lines today. A second-order meta-analysis by (Uttl 
et al. 2017) re-analysed previously published meta-analyses on the correlation between stu-
dent ratings and the quality of student learning. They found systematic biases in methods 
and analyses and concluded that student ratings and student learning are unrelated. They 
further suggest ‘universities and colleges focused on student learning may need to give 
minimal or no weight to [student] ratings’ (p. 40). Numerous studies support Uttl et al.’s 
conclusion and emphasize a number of biases in student ratings.

Studies have shown that student ratings are influenced by teacher body language 
(Ambady and Rosenthal 1993), gender (Andersen and Miller 1997; Boring 2017; Sprague 
and Massoni 2005), ethnicity (Basow et al. 2013; Boatright-Horowitz and Soeung 2009; 
Huston 2006), leniency (Stroebe 2016) and attractiveness (Wolbring and Riordan 2016). 
Ratings of teaching are also influenced by student fatigue (Spooren et al. 2013), weather 
conditions (Braga et al. 2014), timing (Grimes et al. 2017), physical space (Kwan 1999), 
academic discipline (Bini and Masserini 2016), course type (Alhija 2017) and students’ 
beliefs in their usefulness (Spooren and Christiaens 2017). One study found that student 
emotional response to classroom experience is twice as strong an indicator as cognitive 
reaction (Ang et  al. 2018). In addition, the consistently lower response rate from online 
surveys may privilege anomalous responses and further skew the data (Morrison 2013).

Thus, student and contextual factors may have as much influence on student ratings of 
teaching as teaching behaviour (Bedggood and Donovan 2012). The volume of such com-
pelling research findings is a cogent reminder that student ratings do not provide a consist-
ent measure of good teaching, good teachers or good education. Even though Marsh and 
others arrived at a different conclusion, it is clear that student ratings are problematic as a 
measure of teaching quality.

Furthermore, problems with student ratings are not restricted to what they measure and 
do not measure but also to how they are used. Edström (2008) interviewed teachers in a 
technical university and found that groups of teachers sometimes use selected aspects of 
results from student ratings to confirm pre-existing and disparaging views of students. Var-
ious results were interpreted as signs of student laziness, poor work ethic or a superficial 
understanding of university education. Kember et al. (2002) reached a similar conclusion 
after evaluating a mandatory policy on student ratings of teaching in a Hong Kong univer-
sity. The results show that student ratings do not improve quality, which they attribute to 
the ineffective use of the results and lack of incentives to improve teaching.

Many teachers also report difficulty interpreting results (Wong and Moni 2014). Stein 
et  al. (2013) found that while most teachers reported reviewing the data (87%), looking 
for teaching feedback (77%) and comparing with previous data (77%), few sought help 
interpreting data (12%) and slightly less than half reported discussing data with colleagues 
(47%). While teachers often report mildly positive views of student feedback, evidence of 
impact on improved teaching practice is limited (Beran and Rokosh 2009; Hendry et  al. 
2007; Nasser and Fresko 2002; Stein et al. 2013).

The issue of teacher perception raises important questions about how higher educa-
tion institutions implement and use student ratings. Roxå and Bergström (2013) found that 
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teachers were emotionally affected by student ratings, especially if the results were poor 
(Arthur 2009; Yao and Grady 2005). In the same institutional context, teachers were left 
on their own to process the results, regardless of whether they were positive or negative. 
Student ratings can likely hamper innovation in teaching since it is better to meet student 
expectations than to try something new that may lead to poor results (Arthur 2009; Darwin 
2017).

As institutions evolve toward increasingly managerial structures (e.g. Gunn 1995; 
Meyer 2002), trust issues also arise that can be divisive and increasingly unproductive. The 
variety of uses of student ratings of teaching betray not only the complexities of the univer-
sity (Darwin 2017) but also the variety of implicit notions of how the overall system works, 
who has authority and how change and improvement occur (Trowler and Cooper 2002). 
Administrators can easily understand the university through a scientific management lens 
(Kezar 2018) where student surveys become a blunt instrument of a managerial agenda and 
a ‘good-enough’ metric of work performance to be used for rewards and remediation (as 
envisioned by the TEF in the UK). Such use risks fuelling mistrust, especially in contrast 
to teachers who wish to use student feedback for more self-authored, professional develop-
ment purposes.

The Canadian context offers a glimpse into an alternative national response to these ten-
sions. A legal precedent (Ryerson University v. Ryerson Faculty Association, 2018) has 
ruled that student ratings of teaching are not to be used in decisions on tenure and promo-
tion and further prompted the Ontario Confederation of University Faculty Associations 
(2019) to publish the following statement: ‘To return student questionnaires to their origi-
nal purpose—as sources of formative feedback—the working group recommends discon-
tinuing their use for summative evaluation of teaching performance’ (10). This raises an 
important question for all stakeholders: how can evaluation data considered inadequate for 
summative purposes be productively used for formative purposes? We return to this ques-
tion in the case study below.

Teacher perceptions of student ratings

Although the research portrays student ratings as a flawed measure of teaching quality, 
many teachers retain a moderately positive perception of student ratings. For example, 
Murray’s (1997) synthesis of fourteen studies found that 73.4% of teachers found student 
feedback useful while 68.8% thought it improved teaching. Data from other studies confirm 
the moderately positive teacher perception of student ratings (e.g. Arthur 2009; Beran and 
Rokosh 2009; Darwin 2017; Flodén 2017; Moore and Kuol 2005; Nasser and Fresko 2002; 
Schmelkin et al. 1997; Stein et al. 2013; Wong and Moni 2014; Yao and Grady 2005). A 
small but compelling Finnish study (Lutovac et  al. 2017) suggests that academic teach-
ers with high ratings may find themselves in a positive spiral of development fuelled by 
these results (cf. Shakurnia et al. 2012). However, teachers also experience a negative spi-
ral where low ratings create a sense of failure and poor confidence contributing to teaching 
behaviours that make matters worse (cf. Blair and Noel 2014).

It appears that while administrators and managers might put more trust in student rat-
ings (Linse 2017; Morgan et al. 2003), some teachers and students still remain sceptical. 
A recent study (Hammer et al. 2018) surveyed 2241 university teachers of all ranks and 
from varied institutions about their positive attitudes and trust in student ratings of teach-
ing. Findings suggest that, despite believing in negative myths (student vindictiveness, lack 
of maturity, and negative evaluations of low-achieving students), more than half of the 
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teachers trusted student ratings and found them useful. One-third mistrusted them and felt 
underestimated by their students, and a small subgroup (9%) felt extremely underestimated 
making student feedback counter-productive to their self-image.

Darwin (2017) further highlights how a teacher’s rank can influence the value they 
assign to student ratings. Experienced and tenured teachers balance the results as one out 
of many aspects when reflecting on quality in their teaching. Early career teachers tend 
to assign student ratings greater value leading to speculations about their importance for 
future career opportunities (cf. Flodén 2017; Yao and Grady 2005). These tensions make 
teachers more vulnerable in times when higher education is seen as becoming part of 
the knowledge economy and thereby influenced by neoliberal principles of production, 
accountability and governance. The UK’s TEF is an example of how this view has become 
operationalized. Teacher vulnerability is compounded as a larger proportion of academic 
teachers are placed under precarious working conditions in combination with institutions 
demanding more teaching to more diverse groups through more innovative methods (Field 
2015).

Institutionalized student surveys result in decontextualized statistics that do not match 
the experience of teachers, leading to further alienation. The numbers ironically create 
uncertainty, fuelling an accountability process that alienates teachers from their discipli-
nary norms and ways of thinking and practice (McCune and Hounsell 2005). Student rat-
ings also become a tempting means for managers to reach into the heart of knowledge pro-
duction, student learning and teaching without sufficient contextual knowledge of either 
content or process.

Student ratings have been described as a driver of teaching quality and innovation. In 
reality, their current use often impedes development and sometimes makes matters worse. 
By ignoring some students’ views and by some teachers ignoring results, it would appear 
that student ratings of teaching are not adequately capturing the student voice neither for 
institutional decision-making processes nor for professors’ improvement efforts.

Should student ratings continue to play an integral role in higher education?

In reality, student ratings of teaching are not used simply as surveys of student satisfac-
tion; they have become institutionalized for the purpose of informing promotion and ten-
ure decisions. To understand what this implies, Darwin (2017) discussed with a sample of 
teachers their experience with student ratings and the implications of policy. All respond-
ents acknowledged the need for student input in any discussion on quality in teaching, and 
many expressed concerns that current policies discourage innovative teaching methods. 
Pedagogical innovations are often complex and can require several iterations before achiev-
ing their potential. Meanwhile, there is a risk of low student ratings leaving a trace of poor 
teaching behind. Innovations may also imply a break in traditional teaching and thereby 
create unease among students. Even if this unease is part of the pedagogical intention, it 
can result in lowering scores.

Darwin’s respondents also expressed concern that students entering university often 
hold simplistic conceptions about teaching and learning that are inconsistent with those 
favoured by evidence-based pedagogy. For example, while at university, students often 
follow an epistemological development trajectory from absolute knowing to contextual 
knowing (Baxter Magolda 1992; Perry 1970). Provoking students in ways that lead to pro-
ficiency in dealing with knowledge uncertainty and evidence-based arguments—both nec-
essary competencies in the twenty-first century—may violate their expectations and lead to 
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negative feedback (e.g. O’Donovan 2017). With greater emphasis on student ratings, espe-
cially in hierarchical institutions, it may become harder for teachers to confront student-
held assumptions and expectations. Should we then abandon student ratings of teaching 
altogether, as some institutions are already considering (Flaherty 2018)?

Darwin’s (2017) response is an emphatic ‘no’. He advocates returning to the origi-
nal intent of student ratings of teaching, namely, to invite student input in the process of 
improving student learning. ‘By transforming conventional student evaluation models from 
individual-deficit discourses into one centred on collaborative professional dialogue, the 
student voice can potentially become a more valued (rather than derided) input into col-
lective and individual forms of academic deliberation’ (20). The way to do this is to let 
students report on their individual learning experiences. This, in combination with more 
diverse material, should then be subjected to collegial interpretation among teachers and 
students. ‘Such an engagement offers the real potential to generate more substantial profes-
sional dialogue centred on improvement and innovation’ (21).

Darwin (2017) further calls for reconceptualising not only student ratings but also the 
entire process of determining quality—from metrics founded on decontextualized surveys 
and key performance indicators to a critical dialogue among all stakeholders. We agree 
and go further. Higher education is flooded with data on various aspects of quality; what is 
missing is an evolved, critical discourse around what these data mean in terms of the prin-
ciples underpinning much of the meaning making, interpretation, rationale and judgement 
with respect to quality.

For example, discipline-based professional judgement abounds in higher education, but 
it is often based on an information transfer ideology that represents a conflation between 
teaching and learning. It has been shown that the limiting factor for an evolved discussion 
about quality is not the biases that are built into student ratings but rather naïve conceptions 
on what constitutes quality and quality enhancement (Edström 2008; Kember et al. 2002). 
The way to counteract this reality is to include student ratings as the basis for critical dis-
course. More importantly, this discourse must involve those who are directly involved in 
the educational process: students, teachers and their closest managers.

In the second half of this paper, we bring Darwin’s ideas on using student ratings as a 
mechanism for driving teaching development into practice and put a fresh perspective on a 
divided issue. The change in terminology from ‘student evaluations of teaching’ commonly 
used in the literature, to the more accurate term of ‘student ratings of teaching’ used by 
Darwin (2017) and others, to the term ‘course evaluations’ used in our case study is pur-
poseful. On the one hand, the shift in language may represent a devaluation of these data as 
a yardstick for quality, instead of seeing them as student opinions of their course/teacher/
experience. On the other hand, it represents the change in thinking and practice we advo-
cate—from a preoccupation with measuring teaching quality towards a rejuvenated focus 
on improving student learning. The need for such change is urgent given the ubiquity of 
student ratings of teaching as an indicator for quality despite their many flaws.

The case of Lund University

The following case study illustrates an approach to reconceptualising student ratings of 
teaching within a larger process of promoting quality in student learning. The case is situ-
ated in the Faculty of Engineering (LTH) at Lund University, a traditional research-inten-
sive university in Sweden. The LTH comprises approximately 9000 undergraduate and 
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master’s students, 600 Ph.D. students and 800 teaching staff. Two-thirds of the LTH budget 
comes from competitive research grants contributing to the university’s recognition among 
the Times Higher Education Rankings top 100 institutions globally.

The case is described within its national and institutional context. Three initiatives—
course evaluations, pedagogical training and a reward for excellence in teaching—are 
elaborated in sufficient detail to facilitate understanding their evolution over time. The 
role of student engagement in enhancement efforts is discussed as well as potential chal-
lenges to implementation. Each section begins with a guiding principle extracted from our 
review of the research literature to provide an overall framework for understanding the 
LTH as an illustrative case for reconceptualising student ratings of teaching from a systems 
perspective.

A systems perspective

To avoid creating unintentional cross-purposes within different enhancement systems, dis-
cussions about student ratings benefit from keeping a systems perspective in mind (Darwin 
2017).

In the late 1990s, the LTH established an educational development unit staffed by aca-
demics with scholarly interests in developing and studying a holistic approach to enhance-
ment (Mårtensson et  al. 2011; Roxå 2013; Roxå et  al. 2008). A key concept of this 
approach involves attending to relationships between what, at first, might seem unrelated 
processes (Senge 2006). Similar initiatives related to course evaluation, pedagogical train-
ing and recognition for excellence in teaching operate throughout the world of higher edu-
cation. At the LTH, these initiatives work together as one system with policies and prac-
tices supporting a planned and coordinated systems perspective on enhancement—at the 
level of the student, the teacher and the institution (Biggs 1993).

The overall goal for enhancement—what Bamber et  al. (2009) call the ‘theory of 
change’ guiding implementation—is grounded in the belief that more and better conver-
sations about student learning (especially among teachers and their students) lead to bet-
ter quality education. The meaning of more conversations is perhaps self-evident, whereas 
‘better conversations’ needs an explanation. One aspect of better is that conversations 
are deliberate, build on systematic observations of student learning and relate to relevant 
research on learning. Another aspect, articulated in LTH policy, encourages variation in 
teaching methods with all teachers expected to support their instructional choices with 
rational arguments. This cycle of discourse shaping practices and practices shaping dis-
course is identified with socio-cultural theory; an understanding that the social world of 
universities ‘focuses on the way “practice” itself yields knowledge and learning’ (Bamber 
et al. 2009: 9).

The pattern of discourse and practice in the present case is likened to growth toward the 
scholarship of teaching—from improving one’s own teaching, to dialogue with colleagues 
about teaching and learning in the discipline, to carrying out scholarship to improve stu-
dent learning (Weston and McAlpine 2001). An essential ingredient for success lies in sup-
porting teaching as a mode of critical inquiry. The vision for a culture of scholarship in 
teaching and learning that mirrors what exists in research is, we believe, key to successful 
implementation. It is the application of the academic epistemology of critical inquiry, the 
type that can advance understanding and knowledge of a phenomenon—and the quality of 
that inquiry—that is improving over the years. Student ratings (with all their imperfections) 
play an essential role in this process of positive change.



 Higher Education

1 3

Course evaluations

Valid course evaluation questionnaires let students report on what only they can report—
their own learning experiences (Darwin 2017).

Two decades ago, the Swedish government mandated universities to administer a course 
evaluation (CE) system with a view to enhancing the quality of teaching and giving more 
weight to the student experience. Students lobbied for this mandate during the 1990s and at 
the same time requested that CE results be made available to them. Policy within the LTH 
further differentiated between formative and summative evaluation (Warfvinge, 2003). 
Largely inspired by classroom assessment techniques (Angelo and Cross 1993), formative 
evaluation aims to encourage teachers to evaluate continuously during a course, to focus 
on student progress and to use the results in a productive dialogue with students about 
their expectations. Formative evaluation is strongly encouraged at the LTH as a signifying 
part of good teaching. Summative evaluation—using an end-of-course survey—generates 
statistics intended to inform changes in teaching practice. Policy explicitly states that statis-
tical results should not influence career and promotion decisions, although, in accordance 
with the overall goal of teacher development, any individual putting forward for promotion 
is expected to demonstrate critical reflection on their course evaluation results.

The student survey administered at the LTH for course evaluation purposes is the 
Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ). Conceived by British and Australian researchers, 
the CEQ is designed to measure the quality of students’ learning experiences (Ramsden, 
2005, 1991; Wilson et al. 1996). The researchers’ original intent was to change the level of 
analysis, from the individual teacher to the academic unit responsible for teaching quality. 
The educational theory underpinning the CEQ distinguishes deep over surface approaches 
to student learning (Marton and Booth 1997; Ramsden 2005). Students are asked whether 
they experience features in a course that are known to encourage either a deep or sur-
face approach to learning. Studies have shown that students are more likely to attempt to 
understand if they perceive teaching to be clearly structured and helpful and more likely to 
engage in rote learning under conditions of high workload and restricted choice over meth-
ods and content of learning (e.g. Ramsden and Entwistle 1981).

Question items relate to five scales: good teaching (clarity of explanation, level at which 
material is pitched, enthusiasm and help with study problems), clear goals and standards, 
appropriate workload, appropriate assessment and generic skills (i.e. problem solving, 
communications, planning and team work). One overall question prompts for students’ sat-
isfaction with the course. Although rarely used, teachers are encouraged to add up to three 
of their own questions to the questionnaire before it is distributed to students.

Two reports on the CEQ results are produced. A working report1 includes only the sta-
tistical results—the means and distribution of scores, the percentage of students satisfied 
across all 26 items and contextual data (response rate, student gender, the extent to which 
they participated in various course activities). Comparison statistics among teachers in the 
same department and Faculty are not provided. Written comments on what students appre-
ciated about the course and what is most in need of improvement are included but only 
after being vetted independently by students appointed by the student union.

The working report is distributed to the teacher, the two student representatives and the pro-
gram coordinator for them to discuss at a meeting together. The LTH student union routinely 

1 An example can be found at https ://www.ceq.lth.se/info/dokum ent/filer /exemp el_arbet srapp ort_en.pdf

https://www.ceq.lth.se/info/dokument/filer/exempel_arbetsrapport_en.pdf
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recruits student representatives for every course and trains them as advocates for better quality 
education. This meeting is an opportunity for different stakeholders to engage in meaningful 
dialogue on their interpretations of factors that can potentially influence student ratings as well 
as their personal experiences with the course and data collected through formative measures. 
Generally, teachers at LTH are interested in students’ reflections on courses and teaching and, 
with very few exceptions, students engage seriously during these CEQ meetings.

The program coordinator invites the teacher and the students to a 30–45 min meeting that 
normally takes place during a lunch break where participants bring something to eat. The stu-
dents begin by offering their view of the course, usually reflecting upon not only the CEQ 
results and their personal experiences but also what they have heard from their classmates. 
Sometimes, they refer to the CEQ results from previous years. The teacher then offers his or 
her experience, and the meeting becomes a conversation with the program coordinator asking 
clarifying questions. For the program coordinator, this meeting is a valuable glimpse into the 
course. There are times when the atmosphere becomes tense, but, for the most part, these CEQ 
meetings are viewed as positive and meaningful for everyone concerned.

After the meeting, the three parties independently write up a brief response to the student 
ratings including changes to be made to course design and teaching, when appropriate. These 
responses form part of the final CE report together with the statistical results and exclude the 
written comments. Since the national regulations require that students should be informed 
about the outcome of the evaluation, the final report is emailed to all students registered in the 
course and uploaded to the Faculty’s intranet for access by the head of department and senior 
managers. The fact that responses are in written form creates a ‘trace of learning’ (Wenger 
1999) for each course; it also challenges participants to think hard on the matter because what 
they write will be shared with others.

What evidence is there that the LTH course evaluation system is having the desired effect? 
The analysis of aggregate CEQ results related to teaching quality over the past 13 years shows 
an increase in mean scores from 3.9 to 23.7 (Fig. 1). The most interesting finding in Fig. 1 is 
the linearity in development, not the numbers. We do not claim this development to be excep-
tional, even in a system designed for continuous input of novice teachers. Clearly, however, 
teaching at the LTH has steadily improved as perceived by a large number of students. If the 
LTH is worthy of inspiring others, it is because it has evolved in a positive direction over a 
long period of time.

The CEQ with its students approaches to learning theory is elegant in its simplicity. Ques-
tions asked of students about their course experience aid teachers’ interpretation of how they 
might adjust their teaching to improve student learning. The same theoretical framework 
underpins all LTH enhancement initiatives promoting a common language of pedagogy 
throughout the Faculty. What is valued at the LTH is the teacher’s ability to analyse and make 
use of the CEQ results, not the numbers produced by the system. It is the ability to acknowl-
edge the need for interpretation and discussion of student ratings, with the process of negotia-
tion almost becoming an end in itself that contributes to enhancement. A teacher’s understand-
ing of how students learn in their subject area begins during the CE process and deepens with 
participation in professional development opportunities.

Pedagogical training

‘To respond to the complex ecology of higher education, academics necessarily have to 
become much more engaged learning professionals, who are able to self-monitor, reflect, 
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collaborate on current and improved practice and be subject to peer-level review and scru-
tiny‘ (Darwin 2017: 21).

Professional training in university teaching was voluntary in Sweden during the 1990s 
and became mandatory in 2003. This external mandate has since been lifted; however, 
most institutions including the LTH decided to keep training mandatory as they feel it con-
tributes to a coherent discourse on teaching quality. Pedagogical courses are designed in 
different ways depending on the institution but all adhere to one national framework (Asso-
ciation of Swedish Higher Education Institutions  2016). Presently, employment policy 
requires all teachers to engage in 200 h of training before employment or within 2 years 
of employment. Ph.D. students are also required to spend 20% of their time teaching as 
part of their doctoral program. In addition, promotion from lecturer to associate professor 
depends on evidence of critical inquiry and a capacity to reflect effectively on teaching and 
student learning within the discipline. Thus, all teachers are required to engage in a trajec-
tory of growth in teaching and significant learning as they move from novice to expert 
teacher (Lave and Wenger 1991).

As mentioned, the vehicle for improvement at the LTH is the scholarship of teach-
ing where teachers use observations and evidence of student learning in their arguments 
for why they teach the way they do (Felder 2000; Mårtensson et al. 2011). Teachers are 
required to make their arguments public in a scholarly report that is shared with colleagues. 
The aim is to motivate teachers to become deliberate and explicit about their teaching, 
developing what Shulman (1986) calls pedagogical content knowledge “(PCK). PCK 
is the knowledge that teachers develop over time, and through experience, about how to 
teach particular content in particular ways in order to lead to enhanced student understand-
ing” (Loughran et  al. 2012: 7). The pedagogical training program has a positive reputa-
tion mainly because it focuses on discipline-specific pedagogical realities experienced by 

Fig. 1  Development in teaching at the LTH. Based on analysis of 247,224 surveys (on average 17,500 per 
academic year from 2003/2004 to 2016/2017). Questions rated using five-point Likert scale: (1) fully disa-
gree coded − 100, (3) neutral coded 0, (5) fully agree coded + 100
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teachers rather than educational theory that has limited transfer value (e.g. Broekkamp and 
van Hout-Wolters 2007; Nuthall 2004).

Training is offered in modules of 80 to 120 h. Participants engage in dialogue with their 
colleagues about their own courses and teaching. The idea is to improve student learn-
ing within courses offered at the LTH through critical discourse and inquiry. An educa-
tional expert ensures the right conditions for learning: an appreciation of differing personal 
beliefs, colleagues talking with colleagues of equal status and facilitated dialogue (Bohm 
1996; Senge 2006). The outcome of inquiry is a scholarly report shared with colleagues via 
the Faculty intranet and newsletter or campus-wide teaching and learning conference.

How do we know the LTH pedagogical training system is having the desired effect? A 
searchable database accessible within the LTH currently contains more than 600 scholarly 
reports where teachers in engineering have written to other teachers in engineering about 
teaching and student learning. This represents a percentage of more or less 50% of faculty 
who have accomplished training. Many of the reports result from participants taking the 
training multiple times as well as group projects with the main benefit coming from teach-
ers co-writing a short text with their colleagues about student learning in their discipline. 
Research on these reports shows improvement in the focus on student learning, the use 
of systematic observations with reference to relevant literature and in terms of coherent 
writing (Larsson et al. 2015). Making scholarly reports public contributes to an increased 
awareness of engineering education throughout the Faculty; it also motivates teachers to 
continue engaging meaningfully in professional development even after training. (For fur-
ther description and observations, including summary of five external national and interna-
tional evaluations, see Warfving, 2018.)

Reward for excellence in teaching

It is the notion of quality negotiated over time among all stakeholders in the system—stu-
dents, teachers and administrators—that has the greatest potential for educational change 
(Trowler 2002).

Introduced in 2001, the LTH reward for excellence provides administrators an opportu-
nity to contribute to the quality discourse by clarifying the criteria for excellence against 
which teaching can be judged. The reward aligns with other parts of the enhancement sys-
tem around three criteria: (1) a learning-centred approach to teaching (initiated during the 
CE process), (2) signs of continuous development as a teacher (initiated during pedagogi-
cal training) and (3) evidence of being engaged with colleagues about discipline-specific 
educational matters (continued after training). Reference to literature and research on 
teaching and learning is also expected.

The reward confers the title of Excellent Teaching Practitioner (ETP) on success-
ful applicants together with a permanent raise in salary (Olsson and Roxå 2013). The 
recipient’s department also receives a permanent increase in funding (taken from the 
budgets of all departments) equivalent to the amount awarded when a researcher is pro-
moted to Docent (a senior research title). The ETP application process involves submit-
ting a teaching dossier that consists of two parts. The first part is a statement on learning 
(rather than the traditional teaching philosophy statement) in which applicants explain 
their beliefs about how students learn and specific challenges to learning in their subject 
area. The second part comprises a number of cases written up as scholarly reflections 
where applicants demonstrate through the use of observations of student learning the 
link between their intentions in teaching and students’ actual learning outcomes. The 



 Higher Education

1 3

assessment then focuses on the coherence between these two parts, especially the qual-
ity of the arguments for student learning put forward by the applicant. CE results are 
referenced only as auxiliary material.

Cases are mostly descriptions of a specific teaching problem, such as identified learn-
ing thresholds among students or not enough independence demonstrated by students 
during project work. An example of a case in mechanical engineering focused on how 
students fail to link theory (presented to them in lectures) with practical design assign-
ments (performed during laboratory work). The teacher presented several observations 
on how she perceived the problem and outlined a few interventions, such as deliber-
ate instruction to link theory and practice in lab reports. In a second intervention, she 
linked theory and practice problems more explicitly in the final exam. When during a 
third iteration she introduced a mid-course diagnostic test with a similar type of exam, 
she observed effects that mirrored her expectations. She realized the need for practice 
and feedback related to a major learning outcome; the traditional lecture and lab were 
not sufficient.

Previous reward recipients assess the ETP teaching dossiers against the three criteria 
specified above and conduct in-depth interviews with applicants. If the applicant meets the 
criteria, he or she receives the reward. If not, the process itself is seen as an opportunity for 
constructive feedback and mentorship from excellent teachers. The main tenet of the ETP 
reward is peer review that leads to possibilities for learning not only in individuals but also 
in the institution (Olsson and Roxå 2013). The reward scheme has been in place for almost 
20 years, and, to date, over 100 teachers have earned the ETP title.

How do we know the reward scheme is having the desired effect? The proportion of 
ETPs among senior managers (56%), heads of departments (39%) and program coordina-
tors (25%) is higher than the proportion among regular teaching staff (18–20%). Most of 
these recipients earned their ETP status and acted on the ETP review board early in their 
careers, an experience they have carried with them as they shoulder more responsibilities. 
They are individuals recognized for engaging in what is productive for the LTH (Olsson 
and Roxå 2013). Unlike university awards for teaching excellence that rely on nominations 
of a small number of teachers across a Faculty, any teacher can apply for the ETP reward 
and be subject to rigorous peer review, in the same way as they can apply for the title of 
Docent (senior researcher). The number of people who have been granted a reward pro-
vides evidence of faculty engagement in the scholarship of teaching and far-reaching con-
versations on student learning.

Perhaps more impressively, the LTH reward scheme has spread to the Faculties of 
Science and Social Sciences at Lund University as well as to 27 other institutions in the 
country (Winka 2017) and a number of institutions internationally (Olsson et  al. 2018). 
Evidence to support the ETP initiative has been published by Lund scholars (Mårtensson 
et al. 2011; Roxå and Mårtensson 2016). Additional research suggests that expertise devel-
oped from being an assessor on an ETP panel spreads to processes of hiring and promotion 
(Mårtensson 2010), and the quality of these conversations has improved over time (Kott-
mann et al. 2016).

The ETP funding model further communicates a disciplinary community that val-
ues teaching excellence. Shulman (1993) calls this “teaching as community property” 
that means the disciplinary community takes responsibility for teaching quality, and this 
requires written artefacts to capture the complexity and richness of teaching as well as peer 
review applied to teaching (and not simply colleagues in the office next door). Teaching in 
solitude was never ideal; now in a culture that gives more weight to the student experience, 
it is not even viable.
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Student engagement in enhancement

‘The challenge is for higher education institutions committed to learning to consider mov-
ing beyond their familiar and conventional approaches centred on student ratings alone 
and to investigate deeper and more qualitative engagement with the student voice’ (Darwin 
2017: 21).

Like most institutions, the CE system at the LTH relies on students responding to an 
end-of-course survey that is by definition a passive activity. In fact, one of the biggest 
issues in the transition to online surveys is incentivising students to respond. The aver-
age response rate at the LTH is between 30 and 35%. Research in Lund and Stockholm 
shows that this percentage is sufficient to get an overview of students’ experiences (Hav-
tun and Hjelm, 2019). The researchers have also shown that a response rate of 80% does 
not produce alternative statistical patterns. Furthermore, students are engaged in two ways: 
firstly, they are represented in the follow-up meeting where the working report is discussed; 
secondly, they all receive the results by email shortly after completing the course. Lastly, 
response rate is not an issue at the LTH because it is clear in policy as well as in practice 
that student ratings are not a measurement of quality, but data to be interpreted by those 
directly involved in the course.

CE policy at the LTH further prompts teachers to elicit formative feedback from stu-
dents to provide an opportunity to discuss course improvements early enough in the course 
to make a difference to their learning. This also allows for more targeted course-specific 
feedback. Students are ideally situated to contribute ideas on what helps or hinders their 
learning rather than simply to respond to questions generated by others at different stake-
holder levels. One criticism of a survey like the CEQ is that it identifies generic features 
of a course that do not always match factors specific to a particular course context or the 
uniqueness of the discipline. Formative evaluation then becomes an opportunity to engage 
students more deeply in discussions on learning to learn in their discipline.

In higher education, graduate students are often involved in course improvement in their 
role as teaching assistants and, sometimes, undergraduate students in their role as tutors 
and peer mentors. Rarely are students systematically involved as subjects of inquiry on 
improving teaching or as participants in research on improving student learning, as they 
are at the LTH. During the process described, interventions and evaluation measures are 
designed to address specific issues related to student learning and performance. Students 
have an opportunity to speak on behalf of their peers and to see what it takes behind the 
scenes to make the system work.

The benefits of students working in partnership with teachers on pedagogical innova-
tion and reflection are well documented (Cook-Sather 2013; Healey et al. 2016). There is 
also evidence that such partnerships result in changing student and faculty approaches to 
teaching and learning (Cook-Sather et al. 2014). Thus, when students are paid as part of a 
formal partnership program, resources can be allocated towards institutional change that is 
genuinely transformative (Ahmad et al. 2017).

Potential challenges to implementation

Top-down policies are known to be ineffective in promoting change in higher education 
(Henderson et al. 2011). Successful strategies ‘are aligned with or seek to change the beliefs 
of the individuals involved; involve long-term interventions, lasting at least one semester; 
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and require understanding a college or university as a complex system and designing a 
strategy that is compatible with this system’ (952). The LTH approach to enhancement 
(summarized in Table 1) represents a series of successful strategies that have evolved over 
a period of 25 years. This principled approach is intended to advocate for synergy between 
student ratings of teaching and the development and recognition of quality teaching. It is 
not intended as a master plan for others to implement without serious consideration.

The first potential barrier to implementation is that Lund University affords academic 
freedom to the LTH to negotiate its own quality indicators in engineering education—cap-
tured in their criteria for excellence in teaching. The first criterion is for a learning-oriented 
approach to teaching. Most teachers would support moving students away from evaluating 
their teaching (for which they are not qualified) to letting them report on their own learn-
ing experiences. Would this require adopting the CEQ and its theoretical framework or a 
similarly grounded and validated questionnaire? Potentially, yes. Importantly, however, the 
frameworks and tools used should be judged primarily by how well they feed discourse 
about teaching and learning and can guide improvements in quality. We are not advocating 
for the CEQ or the perfect analytical tool but rather getting to the heart of the issue that 
is supporting teachers in making best use of CE results for improving student learning. 
Another important aspect concerns the role of the student union in recruiting student repre-
sentatives for every course and training them as advocates for enhancement. This practice 
of electing student delegates has long been established in Swedish universities but may be 
challenging to replicate in another university context.

The second criterion for excellence in teaching at the LTH is continuous development 
as a teacher. The LTH exists in a national and institutional context that values profession-
alism in teaching with mandatory pedagogical training required for hiring and promotion 
purposes (a culture prevalent in Europe and Australia but not in North America). The LTH 
further requires a significant portion of a Ph.D. curriculum devoted to teaching. Both poli-
cies may transfer more easily to a smaller institution or Faculty in the same discipline. 
Successful implementation would also depend upon an inquiry-based training programme 
facilitated by highly skilled educational experts. The funding model for the ETP reward 
for excellence operating in parallel to an existing tenure and promotion process may be 
equally challenging to negotiate; although, there are examples of the reward being success-
fully implemented elsewhere.

It is important to note that training was first piloted at the LTH following the student 
union’s national inquiry into higher education in 1988. Funding for training doctoral stu-
dents and experienced teachers was negotiated between the Swedish government and the 
faculty union during the financial crisis in 1991 as a replacement for raising salaries. There 
has been almost no resistance to this training. It began with people who were interested, 
and positive momentum was built department by department until fully scaling up in 2000. 
The key is to work with problems that teachers are experiencing; then, they will come back 
for more. Pedagogical courses have the additional benefit of raising awareness before mak-
ing structural changes. An Erasmus comparative case study provides more details on this 
initiative from its inception (Simon et al., 2019).

The third criterion for excellence involves teachers engaging with colleagues in dis-
cipline-specific educational matters, and this includes conducting scholarship on teach-
ing and learning. In terms of epistemology, the LTH approach relies upon growth in the 
scholarship of teaching to make the overall system work. Teachers can initially be scepti-
cal about this concept, feeling that it is not their responsibility to do research on teaching 
but the purview of educational researchers. We would argue that educational research is 
directed towards generalized knowledge of teaching and learning, not the transfer of this 
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knowledge to a specific teaching context. At the LTH, teachers generally experience schol-
arship in teaching and learning positively as a way to acquire better information about stu-
dents and courses allowing them to make better decisions about their teaching. Teachers 
need motivation to do what only they can do—discipline-based research on student learn-
ing. Since conducting research can jeopardize an already heavy workload, teachers at the 
LTH have the option to pursue a reward for excellence or not. This personal enhancement 
agenda may not transfer easily to an institutional context that does not appeal to similar 
values and beliefs (Kezar 2018).

To sum up, the LTH approach to enhancement represents an internal accountability 
framework that values student input and improved learning outcomes and links funding 
to quality teaching, similar in its altruistic goal to the UK’s TEF framework. The approach 
illustrates how student ratings can be used effectively for developmental purposes to spark 
rich conversations about student learning with conversations over time among individu-
als driving growth. It is hard to say retrospectively where these conversations began, and 
they certainly have not ended. Conversations continue today with development of new LTH 
policy on a cyclical program review process. It is fair to say, reflecting over the LTH case, 
that it is the conversations between stakeholders especially teachers and students that drive 
positive change; the course evaluation, pedagogical training and reward systems are rather 
necessary scaffolding for these conversations.

Conclusion

In this paper, we argue that student ratings of teaching have the potential to function as a 
tool for the development of teaching and learning. We also argue that because of the issues 
associated with student ratings, too much emphasis on control and measurement dimin-
ishes their potential to fuel development. When results are used instrumentally in manage-
ment processes without consideration of the biases and contextual differences built into 
them, they are less meaningful to those directly involved—teachers and students.

We acknowledge that student ratings are ubiquitous in higher education. We also argue 
that when too much weight is placed on using student ratings to measure quality, they are 
likely to impede educational innovation, negatively affect the working conditions of early 
career teachers and further alienate the student voice from discussions on educational qual-
ity. We nevertheless argue that institutions should not abandon collecting student percep-
tions through surveys; yet to improve practice, these surveys must also become the starting 
point for critical discourse over effective teaching practices. It is not rational to teach thou-
sands of students in ways that will develop them epistemologically and ethically without 
also engaging them in discussions about their learning experiences.

Higher education is not a laboratory experiment where success is determined by meas-
uring what goes in and what comes out. Our most important argument to reduce the drift 
that continues to occur due to conventional student evaluation systems is one that re-
engages students in conversations about improving the quality of their learning. We fur-
ther contend that only when student ratings feed reflective conversations about improving 
the learning process, and these conversations are informed by local practice-based research 
and evidence-based pedagogical principles, can they fulfil their original purpose of driving 
teaching development.

We illustrate our thesis with a case example that supports critical dialogue among all 
stakeholders about educational quality. We anticipate that additional cases will offer further 
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insights to spark a critical analysis on how institutions can further reconceptualize the role 
of student ratings. After all, critical dialogue is the most promising strategy for change in 
academia and has always been a powerful way to move our collective forward.

Furthermore, our case example illustrates a response to a universal problem. Simply 
providing data from evaluative processes and expecting positive change is like using a 
trial-and-error process. The same argument can be used against introducing market-driven 
change processes, since these encourage institutional managers to use similar strategies for 
change forcing higher education institutions to become more and more similar in attempts 
to compete with each other based on a limited number of quality aspects. In the private sec-
tor, this type of organisational behaviour has been observed for a long time—organisations 
mimic each other in their effort to compete (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). To avoid this 
tendency, policies and initiatives aimed at improving teaching and learning need a strategy 
for change anchored in a robust theory of change (Kezar 2018).

We conclude that the core issue is not the quality of student ratings but the quality of 
the discourse they generate. Given the many different contexts in which institutions find 
themselves, is it possible to embed student ratings of their learning experiences in a wider 
discussion, as argued here? What would this look like in your context? What are the barri-
ers? Where are the voices of students and teachers heard?
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