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Figuring Out Student Feedback on Teaching:  

Strategies for Reducing Potential Personal and Professional Harm to Faculty 

There’s an elephant trampling through every chapter of Picture a Professor: Interrupting 

Biases about Faculty and Increasing Student Learning.1 It’s not a cute cartoon elephant eating 

peanuts or a gentle giant majestically traversing the Serengeti. No, this is a massive nightmare 

creature with razor sharp tusks, rampaging through the pages of our book and trumpeting in rage. 

The elephant in the room is anonymous end-of-the-term student evaluations.  

From rigorously designed and implemented scholarly studies to moving personal essays 

to heartfelt outpourings on social media, a mountain of evidence powerfully documents the ways 

that student evaluations of teaching (SET) can be personally and professionally damaging to 

faculty, especially to faculty from historically marginalized populations such as women faculty 

of color. Scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) and teaching advice for college instructors 

as a whole frequently fails to adequately address what sociologist Roxanna Harlow terms the 

“disparate realities” of college teaching,2 that is, how systemic racism, sexism, ableism, and 

other types of discrimination, along with employment status, creates teaching labor inequities. In 

marked contrast, there are an abundant number of articles and studies documenting how 

students’ racial and gender biases impact anonymous teaching ratings and evaluations.3 

SET reflect student biases and the way that almost all universities utilize anonymous end-

of-the-term SET to evaluate teaching efficacy as part of making employment decisions notably 
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contributes to unjust and inequitable working conditions in higher education.4 However, a variety 

of student feedback on teaching (SFT) can be an important source of insight and information on 

teaching efficacy when the questions and the survey instrument are designed, administered, and 

interpreted carefully. It’s complicated. No wonder that the authors in Picture a Professor do not 

delve into SFT and/or SET in any detail. This topic demands its own dedicated chapter.5  

There is increasing awareness in academia about the proven ways biases impact 

anonymous end-of-term SET.6 Some institutions have added an introductory statement on their 

SET form that defines implicit bias and reminds students to give only constructive, course-

related feedback.7 One notable advance is that some colleges have a policy which allows 

instructors to permanently remove from their employment file any student comments that are 

racist, sexist, deliberately demeaning, or in other ways inappropriate.8  Teaching portfolios that 

draw on numerous types of teaching assessment and documentation of teaching efficacy, instead 

of focusing solely on SET, are more commonly used now to assess college teaching.9 Yet the 

notoriously slow-to-evolve culture of higher education is just barely beginning to reckon with 

student biases and other systemic discrimination in higher education when it comes to evaluating 

teaching efficacy. Such a reckoning could, conceivably, even eliminate SET altogether.  

There are compelling reasons to assert that useful feedback on teaching cannot be 

extricated from all the attendant biases and systemic prejudices shaping anonymous SET 

whenever the instructor fails to fulfill students’ gendered and intersection expectations and 

assumptions about academic expertise and authority, particularly regarding race. Scholar of 

urban education H. Richard Milner argues that 

[W]hen structures and systems are in place to maintain white people’s privileges and 

whiteness, we must carefully probe why teaching evaluations can actually do more harm 
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than good in the overall cycle of feedback to faculty to improve their practices. Or 

perhaps, more importantly, are teaching evaluations actually designed as mechanisms to 

intentionally push out particular faculty in order to maintain a white-centric, male 

majority university?10  

Milner is not asking a rhetorical question when he suggest that within the context of higher 

education systems and culture, student evaluations substantively reinforce racial discrimination 

and other intersectional hierarchies.11 Student evaluations can reinscribe in a real way the violent 

maintenance of these racial exclusions onto instructors. As professor of education LaVada U. 

Taylor writes:  

Institutional practices that use course evaluations—in very punitive ways—further 

marginalize faculty of color by relying on a very subjective measure of teaching 

effectiveness based on student perception of experience. In so doing, systemic racism is 

perpetuated on college and university campuses as administrators ignore the influence of 

race and racism in students’ evaluative feedback.12  

Taylor is pointing out that SET is deeply, perhaps irrevocably, enmeshed in higher education’s 

systemic racism. Scholar of curriculum and professor of education Donyell L. Roseboro 

summarizes the problem: “Absent a complete eradication of systemic racism … we face the very 

real possibility that student perceptions of teaching not only do not measure ‘good’ teaching but 

actually reinforce assumptions about who is smart/qualified/capable enough to teach in the 

academy.”13 Those assumptions about who is “smart/qualified/capable enough to teach in the 

academy” are precisely what the authors in Picture a Professor are working to deconstruct in the 

college classroom.  
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Like those authors, I am very aware that any discussion about pedagogical practices must 

pay close, nuanced attention to how embodied identity matters to teaching and learning. But also 

like every author in this collection, I want to provide readers with some practical ways to 

navigate and contend with teaching inequities while also successfully facilitating student 

learning. In the case of student evaluations, I’m also attentive to supporting faculty’s own 

individual career advancement because so many institutions give SET disproportionate power 

when making employment decisions. This chapter aims to directly address unjust and inequitable 

teaching conditions by offering some concrete ways instructors can empower themselves 

professionally and personally when it comes to reflecting on, documenting, and assessing their 

teaching efficacy via student feedback. 

I’m a college instructor who experiences students’ sociocultural gendered expectations 

and certain assumptions about disciplinary expertise in my scholarly field (history) and, as I 

discuss in later in this chapter, I’ve been harmed by SET. But as an instructor, I directly benefit 

from what Resmaa Menakem terms “white body supremacy,” as well as other advantages as a 

cisgendered able-bodied heterosexual tenured humanities professor, with a small teaching load 

and small classes.14 With that in mind, I’m wary of echoing previous work on SET that discusses 

it as a reality that just exists, period, and that we have to accept reality. There’s a subtext to that 

type of comment, like “Yeah, sure, anonymous student evaluations totally do contribute to 

gender, racial, and a whole host of other hierarchies in higher education but oh well, what are 

you gonna do? LOL *shrugging emoji*”  

In this chapter, I describe three strategies for mitigating some of the worst ways SET are 

routinely administered and used in higher education: Strategy #1.) Ask students questions about 

teaching that they can productively answer. Strategy #2.) Frame all student feedback as 
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formative, not summative. Strategy #3.) Position student feedback as only one small portion of a 

much larger and multifaceted teaching assessment process. These actions at the individual level 

can, at a minimum, lessen the personal and professional harm SET may wreck on college 

educators who do not conform to the normative racialized, gendered, and other embodied ideals 

of academic expertise and authority.15 Applied more broadly, they could improve SFT and 

teaching assessment at a comprehensive level. 

These three strategies are by no means the only thing we can do, individually and 

collectively, regarding SET.16 Everyone in higher education should advocate for systemic 

reforms in evaluating teaching efficacy that better account for teaching inequities, including 

continually learning exactly how student biases and assumptions impact SET. Even if you just 

happen to perfectly fit the profile of the stereotypical professor, you should work to improve and 

make more just and equitable how we assess college teaching. When describing who would 

benefit from reading her chapter in Picture a Professor, “Empowered Strategies for Women 

Faculty of Color Navigating Teaching Inequities in Higher Ed,” Chavella Pittman convincingly 

summarizes why all faculty, administrators, educational developers and consultants working in 

higher education need to cultivate their knowledge about disparate teaching realities: 

Don’t belong to any marginalized groups? Pay attention. This is an opportunity for you 

learn about teaching inequities so you understand how embodied statuses impact teaching 

practices and how your women of color colleagues cannot implement teaching practices 

in the exact same way nor with the same outcomes as their White male or male privileged 

peers.17 

I would add that because SET can significantly damage personal teaching self-efficacy18 and 

professional employment prospects, it is especially urgent that everyone in higher ed “pay 
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attention,” as Pittman writes, to the inequitable teaching contexts in which we administer and 

interpret student evaluations or ratings of teaching. 

Importantly, the strategies I outline in this chapter are premised on creating, soliciting, 

and interpreting multiple types of SFT (student feedback on teaching), at multiple times 

throughout the term. The term SFT deliberately decenters and deemphasizes the most potentially 

damaging type of student feedback—anonymous, end-of-term student evaluations or ratings of 

teaching.19 Methodically redefining our communications with students about teaching as ongoing 

(formative) feedback at a single moment in time, rather than a comprehensive or definitive 

judgement about teaching skills, is a vital part of reducing the harms that standard anonymous 

SET can have on instructors.  

That shift in terminology is also in keeping with the idea, expressed and demonstrated 

throughout Picture a Professor, that we can and should fully acknowledge student biases while 

at the same time empowering teaching self-efficacy. The contributors to Picture a Professor 

show that although we must identify biases and discrimination in the classroom, we must 

simultaneously maintain faith in the transformative power of education and the ability of 

students to learn. In this bonus chapter, I argue that the same is true for creating, administering, 

and interpreting student feedback on teaching.  

Strategy #1: Ask Questions That Students Can Answer 

Pop quiz: What can constructive and thoughtful student feedback, elicited via a well-

designed questionnaire, tell you about your course design and teaching practices? 

A. If you’re a good teacher  

B. If you’re bad teacher 

C. If students learned a lot 



Neuhaus, “Figuring Out Student Feedback on Teaching,” page 7 of 38 

 

D. Nothing because students aren’t experts in your field or on teaching  

E. How one student in one class at one specific point in time and as an individual deeply 

embedded in their own complex academic experiential context—a context shaped by 

numerous personal, sociocultural, economic, and other factors on campus and outside 

your classroom, including their unconscious biases and their assumptions and 

expectations about professors and about college—perceived and reacted to some aspects 

of your class, some interactions with you, and some aspects of your teaching practices 

Step one in figuring out student feedback on teaching is to accept that the correct answer is “E.”  

Gathering, interpreting, and applying useful student feedback on teaching is, in a word, 

complicated. Very, very complicated. Anyone who says differently is selling something. It’s 

complicated and full of contradictions, such as the fact that student feedback can, but not always, 

contain virulent, demeaning, utterly inappropriate, and profoundly wounding comments about an 

instructor and, at the same time, student feedback can, but not always, contain extremely 

valuable insights which help enable instructors to improve their teaching practices. Classroom 

power dynamics, traditional grading systems, the consumerization of education, and the highly 

individualized interpersonal and emotional aspects of teaching and learning, occurring within 

systemic racial, gender, and other intersectional hierarchies, make student feedback on teaching 

efficacy complicated in innumerable ways.  

Yet many employment review systems do not account for these complexities and most 

people in most college teaching contexts must administer and include in their employment files a 

standard SET form, usually an anonymous end-of-the-term form completed online. All too often, 

such surveys were slapped together by a long-defunct committee with little in-depth knowledge 

or expertise in constructing, administering, and interepreting statistically meaningful and 
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constructive student feedback about teaching. As a result, instructors may very well be stuck 

with mandatory questions that, at best, won’t yield good data and, at worst, can damage our 

employment advancement opportunities and our own teaching self-efficacy. That’s the bad news. 

The good news is that often these forms allow instructors to add some of their own 

questions. The even better news is that many instructors can create and administer their own SFT 

survey instruments in their classes and include that additional data in their employment or review 

files. For instructors who have repeatedly experienced students’ racialized and/or gendered 

attacks on their expertise via SFT and SET this might not sound like good news at all. Create 

more opportunities for students to say discriminatory, demeaning things about me? Um, no 

thanks! This is where acknowledging the complexity of the process can be helpful. Most of us 

need to proactively solicit more regular student feedback because to figure out something so 

complicated, we need all the information we can get and we need it when we can actually maybe 

even use it, that is, while a class is happening, not after its conclusion. We need to ask better 

questions when we’re asking for student feedback.20  

For example, consider what seems like a simple question: “Did you learn in this class?” 

This is not a simple question at all. Learning is always an emotional and cognitively convoluted 

process that can take years.21 A student may very well not be able to completely and accurately 

assess, at the moment of completing a class, all the skills they’ve gained or the learning they 

did.22 Throw in an outside factor such as, say, an unprecedented global pandemic. That would 

(and did) have an enormous impact on everyone’s ability to learn because a brain that’s scared, 

in a body that’s fearful, hungry, stressed or traumatized, is not going to expend its valuable 

energy on learning new things.23 That has implications at all times, not just in the midst of a 

pandemic, because at any given moment, a student may be struggling with trauma or dealing 
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with food or housing insecurity.24 Their brain’s physiological ability to absorb new information 

and build new knowledge is compromised, and a question about their learning may not 

sufficiently account for this contextual reality.  

Another common question on SET forms is something like “Was this class intellectually 

engaging?” Compared to what? Engaging for who? And is “intellectually engaging” a positive or 

negative description? For some students, “intellectually engaging” is not the compliment we in 

academia may assume it is. And, again, in any case, an individual student can only assess to what 

degree they themselves found the course “intellectually engaging.” Similarly, a single student 

can’t usually accurately comment on whether or not an instructor “returned all assignments in a 

timely way.” They could comment on their own individual experience but they can’t make any 

broader assessment claim. There’s another big problem with that question: what does “timely” 

mean? If student and instructor don’t agree on this, the feedback is flawed. A better question is 

“How long, on average, did it take for the instructor to grade your assignments?” In my view, an 

even better wording for this question would be “How long, on average, did it take for me to give 

you feedback on or grade your completed assignments?” One thing we can do to potentially 

mitigate the latent harms of SFT is to humanize the process by using “me” or “Professor 

Neuhaus” instead of “the instructor,” discouraging kneejerk negativity or overt hostility that 

more distancing, depersonalized language more easily enables.  

 A good SFT question is as specific as possible. Sweeping, overly general questions about 

all facets of any aspect of teaching or the class do not elicit useful student feedback.25 As one of 

the best known researchers on SET, statistician and scholar of teaching and learning Ronald Berk 

states: “The single rating of a global item can be (a) unreliable, (b) unrepresentative of the 

domain of teaching behaviors it was intended to measure, and (c) inappropriate for personnel 
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decisions according to U.S. professional and legal standards.”26 As a rule of thumb then, 

questions about course characteristics yield more meaningful information than questions eliciting 

emotive responses or general comments or qualitative comments about the class or professor. 

Some examples of course characteristics that students may be able to more productively 

comment upon include alignment between learning goals and required work; the instructor’s use 

of differentiated instruction (different types of in-class instruction and activities); clarity of 

course objectives; punctuality of instructor; and what types of resources the instructor provided 

in order to help students improve.27 

Questions about some specific student perceptions at key points in a class can yield 

useful and productive feedback. Notice my word choice: perception. One way to reduce the 

potential personal and professional harms student feedback can do is to emphasize this nuance. 

SFT does not always capture objective reality but it can capture student perceptions, and student 

perceptions are important. To take one essential example, do students perceive an instructor as 

approachable and willing to offer assistance? As a socially awkward introvert, I do not always 

readily radiate approachability to my students, even when I’m deeply committed to my students’ 

success and very willing to assist them. The reality is that I want students to approach me for 

assistance but if students perceive me as projecting a “Don’t talk to me, I am way too intellectual 

for mere mortals to bother me with their petty academic shortcomings” vibe, then the reality 

becomes that I’m not approachable. In order for students to see me as approachable and helpful, I 

have to enact teaching practices that a more extroverted instructor might not have to use. SFT 

can help me gauge and plan for this.  

Of course, in addition to an instructor’s individual personality traits, student perceptions 

are  always shaped by sociocultural biases and expectations. For instance, in order for students to 
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perceive me, a cisgendered woman, as “helpful,” I have to enact additional teaching practices 

that my male colleagues do not. In this obvious example of disparate teaching realities, students 

have different gendered expectations for “helpfulness” and the expectations for women are more 

demanding and appreciably harder to fulfill than expectations for men, and this will influence 

their perceptions and, in turn, their SFT.28 One of the major reasons students should not be asked 

to evaluate or even comment on an instructor’s expertise in the field is not only do they lack the 

training and knowledge to make that assessment but just as significantly, their perceptions of 

“expertise” are substantially defined by sociocultural stereotypes and assumptions about the 

embodied identity of professors.29  

There’s no magic wand we can wave to eliminate those student biases in SFT. Trying to 

pretend they don’t exist will exacerbate the harm. But asking more, and asking better questions, 

when we ask for student feedback, with the understanding that we’re checking for certain 

perceptions that we do actually have some power to productively address, is a way to reduce the 

harm they can cause. I recommend, at minimum, a short survey at the end of the first class 

meeting; a two week (in a semester) check in survey, and a survey at the midpoint of the term 

and/or shortly before the first major assessment activity or assignment.30 For example, at the end 

of the first class I usually ask questions such as: “What are you looking forward to in our class 

this semester? Which of the Student Learning Outcomes for our class sounds most interesting to 

you and why? Do you have any concerns or questions about our class at this point? Is there 

anything else you’d like me to know?” 

At the two week mark, I often ask questions such as: “What questions do you still have 

about your [upcoming assignment] due on [date]? In what ways are the other students in our 

class supporting your learning? What aspects of your work so far do you hope to improve or 
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keep doing well? What aspects of our class are you most enjoying? Is there anything that is 

unclear or confusing to you about our class assignments, our in-class activities, or any of the 

feedback that I’ve given you about your work so far? What additional information or specific 

supports could I provide or continue to provide to make sure everyone in our class feels included 

and able to learn effectively? Is there anything else you feel that I should know about our class 

meetings, LMS site, assignments, or student interactions?” 

There are many ways you can effectively productively solicit SFT at the midterm.31 I 

frequently use a modified version of the Stop-Start-Continue format:32 “Is there anything we as a 

learning community together should stop doing / start doing / continue doing in order to help 

students learn and succeed in this class? Is there anything you should stop doing / start doing / 

continue doing in order to help yourself learn and succeed in this class? Is there anything I 

(Professor Neuhaus) should stop doing / start doing / continue doing in order to help students 

learn and succeed in this class?” These are just a few examples of asking questions that students 

can productively answer and that I could subsequently address as the class continues, making 

some course adjustments or clarifications when possible. 

Crucially, asking SFT questions that students can productively answer should always 

include asking students to identify and reflect on their own roles, actions, and responsibilities as 

learners. Obviously this does not guarantee that all students will be able to automatically realize 

and thoughtfully reflect on their own agency as learners and their own individual responsibilities 

in making a class successful. But in my experience, if given regular, frequent opportunities to 

identify and reflect on their own actions without fear of penalty, many students can apply honest 

self-assessment to their academic work habits. These types of questions can give you more data 

and documentation, which in turn may mitigate the damage SFT can do to your teaching self-
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efficacy and teaching assessment in an employment context. For instance, sometimes when a 

student has not done well on a big assignment, I offer the chance to revise and resubmit it as long 

as the resubmission includes a brief summary of what, according to the student, went wrong the 

first time, how they improved this time around, and what they can do in the future to avoid 

making similar mistakes. I use these student self-reflections to assess the revised assignment but 

also as a means of documenting some of the complexities around student learning and progress; 

complexities that need to be accounted for when assessing my course, assignment design, and 

actions as the instructor.  

Another example would be including questions about students’ time management in your 

SFT form. Many students will readily admit to struggling with procrastination when given the 

chance to reflect on their own learning. General questions along these lines could add an 

important piece of information to your SFT: “What did you learn about your own individual time 

management skills in this class? Do you think procrastination had a negative impact on your 

ability to successfully demonstrate your learning in this class? If procrastination was an issue for 

you, what steps could you take in the future to improve in this area?” Including questions about 

how the student is budgeting their time and what strategies they could implement to avoid 

procrastination in the future could help ensure that the feedback is not solely focused on the 

instructor’s actions but also addresses student actions and responsibilities. 

To take another example, returning student work in a timely way is an important part of 

effective teaching and SFT can be a good way to ascertain if an instructor is doing this, but only 

if students are consistently accessing, reading, and understanding an instructor’s feedback and 

graded work. For instance, my midterm SFT form sometimes includes this question:  
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“Have you been reading all my detailed feedback in Moodle and applying it to your next 

assignment? Is my feedback clear to you? (check one)  

□ I always read and understand Professor N’s feedback. I know how to apply it 

order to keep improving my work.  

□ I usually read and understand Professor N’s feedback. I mostly know how apply 

it in order to keep improving my work.  

□ I have been reading Professor N’s feedback but don’t always understand it and 

am not sure how to apply it.  

□ I don’t know how to access Professor N’s feedback. I haven’t been reading it.”  

This type of question encourages students to notice and reflect on their own responsibility in the 

learning assessment process as well as giving me important information that I can directly 

address to improve student learning. If more than one or two students checked “I don’t know 

how to access or apply it,” I could dedicate more in-class time to reviewing the LMS or offer 

drop-in help sessions. After I return an important assignment, our class meeting time could be 

allocated for students to read my feedback, asking me for clarifications as needed, and plan for 

how they are going to apply it to their future work.  

This type of SFT is information that I could include alongside any summaries of student 

feedback on my teaching practices, perhaps even as a corrective if the anonymous, end-of-the-

term SET suggested erroneously that I did not provide timely feedback on student work. But in 

addition to this practical reason to include questions about students’ own action in any SFT form, 

there is a compelling pedagogical reason to ask students to identify and reflect on their own 

actions and responsibilities: most college students need to build and strengthen their own 

academic agency as learners. Many people arrive to college disempowered and disconnected as 
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students and learners. Again, this isn’t to excuse or minimize the damage students can do to the 

personal and professional work lives of instructors from historically marginalized groups. But I 

would argue that students’ reiteration of biases in SFT may be due at least in part to student’s 

past experiences of education that reinforced a top-down “banking” model and focused on high 

stakes standardized tests instead of authentic learning that requires repeated practice, making 

mistakes, getting feedback, making incremental improvements, and gradually over time building 

new skills. As I write this in January 2023, there’s also increasing evidence that for a variety of 

pandemic era reasons, college students as a whole are becoming even more disengaged and 

disempowered.33  

One of the complexities we need to acknowledge in soliciting and interpreting SFT is that 

many students don’t understand and haven’t practiced viewing their learning experiences as 

active participants. They believe, quite incorrectly, that learning happens to them rather than is 

something they have to do. This misunderstanding directly undermines many students’ ability to 

give productive, thoughtful feedback on teaching. I encourage students to build their reflection 

skills and academic self-efficacy throughout the semester by assigning required, low-stakes 

assignments that students can submit as written assignments, videos, or voice recording in which 

they identify their progress, steps they’ve taken to improve, study strategies that didn’t work 

well, those that did, and so on. That way, by the time the end of the semester arrives and they’re 

answering my end-of-term SFT survey, they’ve already had to regularly think about and describe 

the different things they’ve done to help themselves learn and to succeed. When they get to the 

questions “In what ways did the class structure help you learn?” and “What aspects of my 

teaching supported your learning?” they’ve already had multiple occasions to consider “What did 

you do to help yourself learn?”  
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As the above example suggests, just as we should facilitate student reflection on their 

own progress and help them build their academic agency, so too must we facilitate student 

feedback about the things we’re doing well as teachers. We have to ask questions that encourage 

students to better identify the effective teaching practices we are implementing. We have to 

directly, proactively, counteract the negativity bias at work in SFT, particularly since most 

anonymous high stakes SET forms are administered at the end of the semester when everyone is 

awash in negativity; when students (and instructors) are the most stressed out they’ve been all 

year and may well be thinking primarily of all the things that went terribly, terribly wrong and 

only dimly remember, if at all, the many things that went very, very well.34  

I’m not advocating stacking the deck with loaded questions to get good results. (“Explain 

why Professor Neuhaus is the most awesome, most wonderful, most perfect professor ever. Use 

additional pages if necessary.”) But SFT should always include questions that ask students to 

specifically identify positive aspects of our teaching practices and course design. Because you 

are reading this, consulting the SoTL to continue improving your teaching practice, I know you 

want to be an effective educator. So I can assert with complete confidence that there are things 

you’re doing well as an educator. There are aspects of your course design that work well, and 

that students perceive as useful and helpful. But students might not, unless you ask them directly 

and specifically, clearly identify those things in their SFT, especially if you’re required to 

administer a poorly designed standardized anonymous end-of-the-term survey and if their biases 

and stereotypes are getting in the way. So we need to regularly and proactively request feedback 

that speaks to our teaching strengths. Just like good feedback to students always points out what 

they’re doing well and where they’ve made progress, good SFT identifies what instructors have 



Neuhaus, “Figuring Out Student Feedback on Teaching,” page 17 of 38 

 

been doing well and, if applicable, where they’ve made adjustments or improvements during the 

class.  

 Here are some sample questions along this lines, based on forms I’ve used in my previous 

classes: “What aspects of our class did you find enjoyable? List one aspect of our class that you 

found challenging but worth your time and energy to do. List one specific way that I supported 

your learning in this class. What academic skills did you build in this class and how will you use 

them in your future classes? What are some things I should continue doing if I teach this class 

again?” Admittedly, every once in a while a student will answer these types of questions as 

negatively as possible: “Nothing, I hated everything. She knows nothing and shouldn’t be 

teaching.” (And it’s always “she,” never “you,” or even “the professor.”) But these are the 

outlying comments, the ones that by and large should not be counted or weighed heavily in 

statistical analysis, and to the extent it’s possible, in our own personal views of our teaching 

abilities.35  

One way to avoid the “she did nothing right” answer is to phrase the question as multiple 

choice. For instance: “Which of the following aspects of my teaching practices helped you 

succeed this semester? Check all that apply. □ Starting and ending class on time  □ Providing 

notetaking guides ahead of time □ Posting recorded lectures on Moodle □ In-class work and help 

sessions □ Offering the option to revise and resubmit the research paper assignment □ Grading 

rubrics for major assignments □ Meeting with you outside of class for extra assistance □ My 

enthusiasm for the course content and for student success.” I can attest from personal experience 

that no boxes checked for this question is not as personally harmful and hurtful as reading the 

words “there was nothing good about this class.” The point here is not that we should go on a 

fishing expedition to force students to sing our praises but rather that we need to help our 
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students better name specific positive teaching practices that, as students (not to mention being 

really tired and stressed-out students at the end of the semester), they have little practice or 

training in describing. 

As instructors, we also need to fight our own negativity biases and get in the habit of 

recognizing and finding ways to concretely document the things we’re doing well pedagogically. 

It’s far too easy when teaching to focus on what’s going wrong. Routinely and regularly asking 

students to reflect on what is working is a concrete strategy for building resistance—in 

instructors and in students—to the trap of having our attention catch only on the failures and 

frustrations. I’m not suggesting we don rose-colored glasses or naively ignore what we need to 

improve or disregard the fact that student feedback can be unproductive and harmful. But I am 

asserting that one type of question that students can answer, when we ask them, is about what 

we’re doing right and what is working well. 

Strategy #2: Frame SFT as Formative 

 Before I began my tenure track career at SUNY Plattsburgh, I had a one-year 

appointment as a visiting lecturer at a small liberal arts college in Ohio where, that same year, a 

tenure track job in my field opened up. For a little while, it looked like I had a very good chance 

of getting the position. As a visiting lecturer, I was killing it. I was doing a ton of department 

service; my first book was published; I was enjoying teaching; and I was getting a lot of positive 

reinforcement from the department Chair. Then, overnight, everything changed. What happened? 

My anonymous end-of-semester student evaluations came in and they weren’t great. After the 

Chair read them, a glacial pall fell over my interactions with the entire department, and when 

they informed me that they were hiring someone else, I’d already started packing. 
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 At the time, it was devastating, but looking back it’s also infuriating. It was ridiculous to 

judge my entire potential as an effective educator solely on the basis of one-time anonymous 

SET from approximately 50 students. In addition, the interpretation of these comments and 

ratings ignored all the complexities of student feedback. For instance, at no point in the process 

was there even a passing acknowledgement that students’ gendered biases could be at work in at 

least some of the SET. Another thing I notice looking back now is the college generally, and the 

department specifically, provided zero support for professional development or opportunities for 

reflecting on and improving teaching practices in a meaningful way. Freshy hatched from my 

doctoral program with no pedagogical training whatsoever, I was nonetheless expected to be 

endowed with all the teaching skills I’d ever need, just because I’d earned a Ph.D. They 

interpreted that SET as a summative, not formative, assessment of my teaching abilities. 

In my case, the major professional damages wrought by this single set of SET framed as 

summative rather than formative did not ultimately derail my career as a college educator nor my 

personal teaching self-efficacy. But I was exceptionally lucky. SUNY Plattsburgh offered me a 

tenure track job that year, and, fortunately, the school turned out to be an excellent fit for me as a 

scholar and teacher. It also gave me the opportunity to get support from the campus teaching 

center for reflecting on and building my teaching skills. Furthermore, a personal need to prove 

the historians at this Ohio liberal arts college wrong about my teaching potential directly fueled 

my subsequent work in SoTL and dedication to building my scholarly teaching skills.36 I tell this 

story not just because I want share my own experiences with the real harm SET may cause when 

interpreted poorly but also because my experience illustrates one of the most damaging fallacies 

about student feedback and way it is utilized in academic employment decisions: framing it as 
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summative, not formative, feedback about teaching when, in reality, student feedback is always 

exactly the opposite.  

In my book Geeky Pedagogy: A Guide for Intellectuals, Introverts, and Nerds Who Want 

to Be Effective Teachers, I define formative and summative assessment this way: 

“Formative assessment: Checking and reviewing progress in teaching and learning with 

actionable feedback enabling learners and teacher to demonstrate progress and 

improvement; includes low-stakes assignments or checks on learning towards the 

summative/final produce of teaching and learning. Summative assessment: An ‘end 

product’ review and evaluation of teaching and learning such as a final exam (student) or 

employment decision (teacher).”37 

Formative assessment is never the final word on someone’s skills and abilities. It is embedded 

into a process of ongoing learning, reflection on and review of learning, application of feedback, 

and further demonstration of progress and improvement. It aims to provide productive, useful 

input and guidance, including encouragement about what’s being done well, and specific, 

actionable insights into how to build and improve skills and abilities. Summative feedback and 

assessments are the conclusion of the feedback process, and the final summary of what has been 

learned or achieved.  

 Student feedback cannot be a summative assessment of anyone’s teaching abilities 

because as participants in one class, at one point in time in the instructor’s teaching career, 

students do not have the information needed to make a summative assessment. When the survey 

instrument is carefully designed and interpreted, and biases are fully accounted for, students can 

provide formative feedback focused on some specific aspects of teaching and learning. But 

students don’t have access to information that must be included in any summative assessment of 
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anyone’s teaching, such as what types of professional teaching development the instructor has 

completed; what specific improvements the instructor has implemented in their course design 

and pedagogical practices over time; any SoTL research the instructor has completed; and in 

what ways the instructor has had to navigate student biases and stereotypes.  

 Framing SFT as formative means that one important criteria for interpreting SFT, with 

harm reduction firmly in mind, is to always ask: “Does this student comment and/or response 

give me formative feedback for my teaching?” If the answer is “no,” then it should not be viewed 

as a viable or useful part of assessing teaching. Unfortunately, instructors are almost always 

required as part of their employment reviews to address SET that does not meet this criteria. 

However, I believe we can reduce the potential professional and personal harm SET can do by 

insisting by whatever means possible that SFT must be framed as formative. When interpreting 

SFT ourselves and when responding to it as part of broader assessment of our teaching, we can 

work to systematically and meticulously define SFT as formative. 

 Take a student comment such as “This class was a waste of my time and money.” Ouch. 

This one always hurts. But read it again through the framing question “Does this student 

comment and/or response give formative feedback for teaching?” No, it really doesn’t. If a 

statistically relevant number of students made this comment about a class taught by many 

different instructors, across many semesters, it could be meaningful feedback about the course 

for the Curriculum Committee to consider. But there is no actional feedback here for improving 

teaching. It is not formative feedback that an instructor could use to reflect on and plan for how 

to keep improving their pedagogical practices. Framing all SFT as formative feedback won’t 

eliminate the shot to the heart that hurtful student comments like this can inflict upon instructors 
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who care about teaching and student learning but it can serve as a kind of shield to at least reduce 

the harm caused to our teaching self-efficacy when we read a comment like this. 

Non-formative feedback could still, perhaps, with careful interpretation, yield some 

useful information about the student population or overall student perceptions of college and 

learning. We might ask how the comment, though not formative feedback for teaching, is an 

example of overall student disengagement or lack of academic agency or biases about academic 

expertise or widespread misunderstanding of how learning works. What I want to emphasize is 

that these types of comments do not provide formative feedback regarding the specific 

instructor’s actual teaching practices and are most definitely not a conclusive summary of an 

instructor’s teaching efficacy. 

 Rigorously and consistently framing SFT as ongoing formative feedback rather than 

summative assessment has implications beyond how we as individuals contend with specific 

student comments. It is one of the main reasons we should be implementing regular and routine 

surveys and check-ins with students, as described in the previous section, and not relying solely 

or even mostly on end-of-the-term anonymous surveys. Framing SFT as formative reinforces 

that the feedback process about any type of work and learning is complicated, and doing it well 

requires a lot of information, data, and understanding of broader issues and contexts. Not 

incidentally, demonstrating to students that you care about their ongoing formative feedback 

helps them better understand the formative feedback you will be giving them about their 

learning: it helps cultivate a classroom culture of feedback.  

Perhaps most significantly, framing SFT as formative feedback helps powerfully define 

teaching efficacy as an ongoing process, for ourselves and for outside assessors. Contrary to the 

popular myth of some people being “born to teach” and to the popular imagery of the Super 
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Teacher, learning how to teach effectively is a career-long process of ongoing learning, 

reflection, and making changes and adjustments.38 From our first class to our last, everyone 

always has to keep learning how to effectively facilitate student learning and in this way, we 

need to cultivate a teaching growth mindset, viewing our teaching practices as skills and abilities 

we can always keep building and improving.39 This can be an especially useful technique for 

reducing the harm SET can do to our teaching self-efficacy, a way to sift out and shake off the 

feedback that is not formative. 

 When we get feedback that is truly formative and suggests specific things we can do to 

improve, it really helps to see this not as our failure to live up to an impossible Super Teacher 

ideal—an ideal that is very much enmeshed in stereotypes and biases about academic 

expertise—but as part of the necessary learning we do as educators who are always adding new 

things to our pedagogical toolkit. In this way, SFT can be one part of how we are always 

reflecting on our teaching practices and considering how to best facilitate student learning. It is, 

however, only one part of what should be a large, multifaceted teaching assessment process.  

Strategy #3: Put SFT In Proportion  

In all the permeations of all the various debates and discussions about SET in SoTL, one 

conclusion clearly emerges: We need multiple sources of information in order to assess teaching 

efficacy.40 Wherever you may fall on the scale of how you see SET in college teaching, from 

“Never useful, too problematic to even factor in at all” on one end to “Student voices are so 

crucial, their every word is gold” on the other, we do actually all agree that accurate assessments 

of teaching efficacy should never be based solely on SET or SFT, particularly as part of 

employment decisions. As one group of researchers bluntly stated: “Using one measure to make 

an important decision about a person’s career is the cardinal sin of psychological and educational 
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measurement.”41 The very worst thing we could do—the “cardinal sin”—when trying to measure 

or assess teaching efficacy would be to rely solely on SFT or SET. 

Everyone in higher education who has any role whatsoever in assessing teaching, and anyone 

who plays any part in using teaching assessments to make employment decisions, should insist 

that reviews or assessments of any instructor’s teaching always include numerous types of 

feedback, reflection, and evidence of teaching effectiveness, with SFT given some but only 

limited weight.  

This is probably the most important way to begin to reduce the professional harm SET 

and SFT can do and should not be viewed as a momentous rethinking of teaching assessment. 

Yet I realize that making concrete changes to the employment review process in any one 

department or university could actually be pretty daunting, depending on how much red tape, 

inertia, and, frankly, ignorance is at play. Culture eats strategy isn’t an empty axiom. Entrenched 

aspects of campus culture can devour the best, most necessary change with a few quick chomps. 

However, my point is that there is virtually universal agreement on the fact that 1.) teaching 

efficacy can be difficult to define and to measure and therefore 2.) many different types of 

evidence should be used when we are trying to assess teaching efficacy. For this reason, it 

shouldn’t be considered a radical or groundbreaking move to require that any college educator’s 

employment review consist of numerous types of evidence of teaching skill; evidence such as 

peer review, self-reflection documenting growth and improvement over time, scholarship of 

teaching and learning, and completed professional development. But given how difficult it can 

be to move the dial on higher education policies, we may encounter systemic resistance to this 

strategy. 
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Putting SFT in proportion is not easy to do at the individual level either. For instructors 

who have worked hard on their classes, pouring a lot of time and energy into teaching, a 

carelessly worded comment or deliberately cruel statement from even one student can become 

lodged in our brains for years, undermining our teaching self-efficacy and our desire to keep 

building our teaching skills. For instructors from historically marginalized groups, the potential 

harm of SFT is even more profound. But implemented routinely and regularly, the strategy of 

putting SFT in proportion for ourselves can build up some protection against these harms. If we 

consistently remind ourselves about what types of questions students can answer and what 

questions they cannot answer, the outlying comments or rankings may be less permanently 

scarring. If we consistently document and give weight to what we’ve been doing well, it will be a 

little easier to view unproductive, even harmful student feedback as more of a blip on our radar 

than a boulder on our back.  

Try thinking of your teaching assessment as a big beautiful pie and SFT as just one small 

slice, more a sliver really, of that pie. The work you’ve done implementing the first two 

strategies I describe—ensuring that you have more feedback from students thus minimizing the 

import of anonymous end-of-term SET and framing student feedback as always formative—give 

you so much more to work with when you’re assembling that pie. All the many, many other 

ways that you are reflecting on your teaching, building new teaching skills, and adding  to your 

pedagogical content knowledge—those are the ingredients that should constitute the majority of 

your assessment pie, keeping SFT in its proper perspective and proportion. 

Conclusion   

 “Strategies” are not “permanent perfect solutions that fix everything” and “reducing 

harm” doesn’t mean “totally eliminating every potential damage.” The three strategies I suggest 
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here—ask questions that student can productively answer, frame student feedback as formative, 

and put SFT in proportion—can reduce the possible harms of SET and SFT but of course they 

can’t lessen systemic racism or demolish once and for all the intersectional assumptions about 

academic expertise and embodied identity. Personally and professionally, SET and SFT can hurt 

us, and it can hurt some of us more than others.  

There is no just way to make soliciting, interpreting, and applying student feedback on 

teaching a simple process when teaching and learning—and the human beings who teach and 

learn—will always and forever be complex and complicated. Fortunately, many of us in 

academia are comfortable with complexity. We’ve spent many years training our big brains and 

using them to tackle the most perplexing problems of our field. As fraught and problematic as it 

can be, SFT does not have to wield unlimited power. We can redefine it, reframe it, and put it 

into proportion. Just as the professoriate become ever more diversified, as we increasing 

challenge and slowly start to change what a professor is “supposed” to look like, so too can we 

challenge and slowly start to lessen the professional and personal damage that SET and SFT can 

do.  

Teaching Takeaways  

• Soliciting and interpreting student feedback on teaching (SFT) is extremely complicated, 

not least because of the way that SFT is administered and utilized in higher education 

frequently contributes directly to unjust and inequitable work conditions. 

• We should regularly and routinely solicit SFT throughout the term but only ask questions 

about teaching and learning that students can productively answer. 

• SFT should always include questions asking students to reflect on their own actions and 

responsibilities as learners. 
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• SFT should always include questions asking students to identify the instructor’s teaching 

strengths. 

• Frame all student feedback as formative assessment. Student feedback cannot constitute 

summative assessment of teaching. 

• SFT can only be one small part of assessing teaching skills and abilities. Proportionally, it 

is only a single item of information as part of a much larger, multifaceted body of 

documentation on teaching. 
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