Fact Sheet 21: Faculty Evaluation 

Part 3: What Makes a Good Peer Evaluator? 


Introduction; Common Examples of Faculty Review

Fact Sheet 20 introduced the concept of Peer Evaluation of teaching and basic considerations for implementing it.  This Practice will be looked at with closer nuance now, considering closer detail issues involved in setting up a Peer Evaluation system.  Already similar mechanisms exist for some of the primary activities of the education profession: journal reviews, conference program planning, and university promotion and tenure committees.  These usually have close scripts about how to proceed properly, with safeguards for the evaluee built into those scripts.  Each of these problem-scenarios necessarily utilizes peer-review in order not only to function properly, but even to function at all.  However, this is not necessarily true for perceptions about Peer Evaluation of teaching.  Many will see it as an unnecessary and insulting imposition at most, or a noisome, unwelcome novelty at least.  


Special Characteristics of Good Faculty

Yet the potential for proper mobilization of faculty judgment through the use of Peer Evaluation of teaching is considerable.  First of all, faculty know their discipline areas: they sharply know those closest to their particular specialties; and they generally know those that overlap or ride along the peripheries. Furthermore, supposedly academics are educated in critical thinking, in analytical approaches to problem solving, in respect for the creative and the role of intuition in discovery and creation.  Arguably this mix of sensibilities extends to the teaching act. Supposedly academics are protectors of the future in the magnitude of the role they play - 

and share with their peers - in developing future heirs. Supposedly, teaching is an other-oriented activity where the suspense and attainment of success resides ultimately in the other, the learner.  And in this capacity, faculty should be pretty well practiced in the art of observing others, ie, the learners.  So could one not conclude, that faculty who are well seasoned and open and fair in the experience of watching and thinking about students toward positive growth are also capable of doing the same with their colleagues as teachers. 

	Table A 

A List of Qualifications in Educators to be Good Peer Evaluators

	Personal, Professional Characteristic 
	Related Positive Trait for Peer Evaluation

	Experience

Experience in observation
Experience in the educational dynamic   Awareness of the academic culture, sociology 
Awareness of created knowledge of one’s area
Creative Intellectuality

Negative capability/ tolerance for ambiguity Critical thinking
Interpersonal Affect

Used to helping, waiting while learners learn
Love for disputation
Altruism
	Ability in qualitative methods 

Capacity for flexible responding

Contextual grounding in academe 
Expertise

Openness to new ideas   
Analytical ability 

Tolerance & patience
Interest in intellectual engagement
Concern for others, freedom from ego-centrism


 Teaching, at its best, is always an open and an observing sport.  Flexibility, open-mindedness, and keen perception are critical. Each of these traits bode well for sensitive Peer Evaluation.  In addition, why should teaching’s altruistic component not extend to giving attention to and evaluating colleagues’ teaching performance? Discussion, exchange of ideas, desire for new directions, responsiveness to student needs – all of these characterize good teaching and good evaluation, and each is contributory to good peer evaluation of teaching. Table A, below, presents some of these admirable traits in good teachers, good evaluators and good Peer Evaluators. 


Experience

The Table features nine characteristics and their related evaluation traits in three categories: Experience (4), Creative Intellectuality (2), and Interpersonal Affect (3).  First among these is experience in observation – teachers work in a social setting, in a participatory manner. This lends itself very well to the qualitative skills necessary in observations and discussion/interviews.  Second in the Table is the experience in the dynamic of educational process itself; the very dynamic of teaching requires flexibility and constructive opportunism.  None of us teach in exactly the same manner and this flexibility is key to responsive reaction to another’s possibly different way of teaching.  Teaching may be done in a variety of settings, but all fit somehow, directly or indirectly under the Academic umbrella, with all its mores, traditions, usual practices, unspoken assumptions, etc. Experience in that culture and its sociology brings a tacit understanding to perception of and action within it.  The fourth item in the Table, perhaps the most obvious, is still very important: the knowledge-expertise that lies at the foundation of anyone’s qualification to teach in higher education.  


Creative Intellectuality

First among the second cluster of characteristics is tolerance for ambiguity, or as Keats referred to it Negative capability, which has come to mean the ability to hold multiple possibilities int eh mind without prematurely grasping for a single resolution. It is linked with openness to new ideas, and is critical to good research, good teaching, and good evaluation. The second of the Creative Intellectuality characteristics is the capacity for critical thinking.  Depending in part on the above characteristic, it lies at the core of PBL theory and our ongoing effort raise education to higher levels of cognitive engagement. It leads to analytical thinking of a high caliber, roundly well considered and free of trite and banal patterns. 


Interpersonal Affect

The three characteristics in the last cluster refer to people orientation.  The first refers to the helpful waiting good teaching often requires as learners grope, fail, correct, and move toward discovery or mastery.  The second refers to the lively practice of engagement in social-intellectual disputation, which, whether in person, in print or online, feeds all new achievement, and can enliven discussions of teaching among colleagues as well.  The final end trait is the simple one of altruism – taking the time for do for others lies at the core of good teaching, good evaluation and good colleague-support.  It depends on removal of ego supremacy and corresponds with the higher levels of most taxonomies of the affective domain. Taking the time to observe, analyze, and share insights with a colleague about his/her interests requires a degree of selflessness.          


Summary

Evaluation can be an agitating enterprise.  Faculty evaluation, especially of teaching, even more so. When it is rendered through peers, a high level of confidence in the system, the individuals involved, and the potential for constructive outcome is absolutely necessary.  Developing a fair, flexible, and orderly system, properly utilized for improvement, and administered and delivered by qualified personnel of high character is essential.  The kind of collegiality that we strive to foster in the academic community both depends on and feeds into strong evaluation, and our use of one of the most qualified data sources, our faculty, for the teaching evaluation process is not only wise and humane, but integral to attaining a supportive, symbiotic atmosphere and mutually constructive dynamics in the larger educational venue.  

