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ABSTRACT

Teaching evaluation atmany institutions is insufficient to support, recognize, and reward

effective teaching. We developed a long-term intervention to support science, tech-

nology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) department heads in advancing teach-

ing evaluation practices. We describe the intervention and systematically investigate its

impact on departmental practices within a research-intensive university. The outcomes

varied considerably by department, with four departments achieving extensive teaching

evaluation reform and seven departments achievingmore limited reform.We used quali-

tative content analysis of interviews andmeetings to investigate department head readi-

ness for change and how it related to the reforms they achieved. All department heads

perceived inadequacies in their current evaluation practices, but this dissatisfaction did

not reliably predict the changes they pursued.Heads only pursued changes that they per-

ceived to have clear benefits. All heads worried that faculty might resist new practices,

but heads who were most successful in facilitating change saw ways to work around re-

sistance. Heads who led the most change questioned their own expertise for reforming

teaching evaluation and delegated the work of developing new evaluation practices to

knowledgeable colleagues. We discuss emergent hypotheses about factors that support

heads in challenging the status quowithmore robust and equitable evaluation practices.
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INTRODUCTION

Reward systems at many higher education institutions inadequately support, recog-

nize, and incentivize effective teaching and teaching improvement (e.g., Brickman

et al., 2016; Dennin et al., 2017). Research-intensive institutions often make reward

decisions (e.g., promotion, tenure, raises, titled positions) based primarily on an

individual’s research contributions, missing an opportunity to incentivize faculty in-

vestment in improving teaching (Bradforth et al., 2015). Even if an institution or

department wants to give meaningful weight to teaching in reward decisions, the

evidence they collect to evaluate teaching is often limited and unreliable (Bradforth

et al., 2015; Dennin et al., 2017).

Teaching evaluation in most institutions of higher education fails to support

teaching improvement or provide robust evidence of teaching quality. Student

evaluations are the most common form of teaching evaluation (e.g., Brickman

et al., 2016), and student ratings show bias based on instructor’s social iden-

tities (e.g., race, gender, native language) and may not correlate with student

learning outcomes (e.g., Bedard and Kuhn, 2008; Boring, 2017; Fan et al., 2019;
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Esarey and Valdes, 2020; Aragón et al., 2023). Additionally,

instructors feel dissatisfied with student evaluations because

they only measure satisfaction, often suffer from low response

rates, and fall short of providing constructive and insight-

ful feedback that instructors can use to improve their teach-

ing (e.g., Bouwma-Gearhart and Hora, 2016; Brickman et al.,

2016). Peer evaluation is another form of teaching evaluation

available to some faculty, but these processes typically lack

structure or trained observers and, as a result, tend to pro-

vide feedback on superficial aspects of teaching rather than

the substantive feedback instructors desire (e.g., Bouwma-

Gearhart and Hora, 2016; Brickman et al., 2016). Not surpris-

ingly then, instructors often do not perceive information from

teaching evaluation as meaningful and may not rely on these

data to inform their teaching (e.g., Blaich and Wise, 2010;

Bouwma-Gearhart and Hora, 2016). If institutions aim to sup-

port, recognize, and incentivize high-quality teaching, teach-

ing evaluation practices must be reconsidered.

Multiple projects have responded to the need to advance

teaching evaluation practices, often in the context of sci-

ence, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) de-

partments. At a national scale, the Association of Ameri-

can Universities and Cottrell Scholar Collaborative have gath-

ered institutional leaders and change agents to propose ways

that teaching could be better recognized and rewarded in

research-intensive universities (e.g., Bradforth et al., 2015;

Dennin et al., 2017). At the institutional level, the TEval

project has developed new approaches to teaching evaluation

and supported their implementation at four institutions (e.g.,

Finkelstein et al., 2020; Weaver et al., 2020). Key outcomes

of TEval include a common framework and rubric that de-

fine dimensions of effective teaching and articulate criteria for

each dimension in a rubric, as well as tools for collecting ev-

idence of teaching effectiveness from multiple perspectives.

Researchers at Boise State University also created a frame-

work to define effective teaching and evaluate teaching for-

matively and summatively (Simonson et al., 2022). Outside of

the peer-reviewed literature, numerous departments and insti-

tutions have developed resources for teaching evaluation (see

a list in Supplemental Materials Appendix B from Krishnan

et al., 2022). These efforts have contributed to national con-

versations about the importance of shifting teaching evalu-

ation practices, produced resources, and demonstrated that

change to teaching evaluation practices is feasible in research-

intensive institutions and STEM departments.

An important next step for the work of transforming teach-

ing evaluation, is developing, testing, and reporting the effec-

tiveness of different models of facilitating change. Currently,

evidence of the impact of such efforts remains scarce. Here

we begin to address this gap by presenting the design, imple-

mentation, and evaluation of a novel Leadership Action Team

(LAT) intervention at one research-intensive university. The

LAT is a facilitated working group of STEM department heads

developing and piloting new teaching evaluation practices in

their departments over 2–3 years.

In this paper, we start by describing the changes to teach-

ing evaluation practices that we aimed to achieve with the LAT

intervention, its theoretical underpinnings, and how the LAT

worked. Then we present evidence about changes to teach-

ing evaluation practices in participating departments and how

the change achieved related to readiness for change among

department heads.

Desired Change: Robust and Equitable Teaching

Evaluation

Instead of relying solely on student end-of-course evaluations,

a more robust and equitable approach to teaching evaluation

involves collecting evidence from multiple sources (Andrews

et al., 2020; Weaver et al., 2020; Krishnan et al., 2022). Con-

siderable work has pointed toward more holistic ways of eval-

uating teaching (e.g., Glassick et al., 1997; Smith, 2008; Lyde

et al., 2016; Dennin et al., 2017; Weaver et al., 2020). The

three-voice framework for teaching evaluation stems from this

work, and uses evidence from students, trained peers, and

the instructor to create a holistic picture of teaching effec-

tiveness and improvement (Reinholz et al., 2018). The stu-

dent voice can include end-of-course evaluations, as well as

midsemester evaluations, assessments of student outcomes,

and student interviews (Weaver et al., 2020). Data about stu-

dent learning, such as from comparisons of preassessments

and postassessments, can be an especially powerful source of

evidence. Notably, student evaluations do not necessarily cor-

relate positively with student learning and therefore cannot

be assumed to serve as evidence of learning (e.g., Bedard and

Kuhn, 2008; Boring, 2017; Fan et al., 2019; Esarey and Valdes,

2020; Aragón et al., 2023). Nonetheless, students, as the in-

tended beneficiaries of teaching, can offer important percep-

tions of their experiences in the course (Krishnan et al., 2022).

The peer voice collects evidence about an instructor’s teaching

from other instructors, usually through teaching observations

or review of teaching materials (Weaver et al., 2020). Peers

have relevant expertise in the discipline and teaching expe-

rience, situating them to provide more constructive feedback

than students (Thomas et al., 2014). The self-voice involves an

instructor reflecting on their teaching and teaching improve-

ment (Weaver et al., 2020). The instructor knows best their

goals for the course and changes they have made, and can syn-

thesize and contextualize evidence from the student and peer

voices to characterize teaching accomplishments, strengths,

and opportunities for improvement (Krishnan et al., 2022).

Using three voices provides more holistic evidence because it

provides evidence from important and different perspectives

and mitigates the potential bias present in any single perspec-

tive.

Research-based teaching evaluation practices for each

voice are structured, reliable, and longitudinal (Krishnan

et al., 2022). Structured evaluation involves formalizing

processes and expectations, such as using standard forms

and consistently enacting processes across faculty (Table 1).

Adding structure standardizes the experiences of faculty and

makes processes and expectations transparent, both of which

can result in more equitable experiences for faculty. Reliable

evaluation draws from multiple sources of evidence and ap-

propriately analyzes and interprets this evidence, making the

findings more trustworthy (Table 1). Considering reliability is

critical to mitigating potential biases and engendering trust

in the conclusions drawn from evidence of teaching effective-

ness. Longitudinal evaluation is able to document change over

time (Table 1). These practices make it possible to value im-

provement, not just excellence in teaching.
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TABLE 1. Research-based target practices for peer voice, which align with three characteristics of robust and equitable evaluation

(Krishnan et al., 2022). See the target practices for student and self-voice in Krishnan et al. (2022) or the Supplemental Materials

Appendix B

Structured Department uses a formal observation form to guide what is observed and which other data are being collected (e.g.,

class materials, assessments, preobservation meeting).

Department has a formal template for writing a report based on peer review, potentially distinguishing between

formative and summative review.

Department uses formal processes or criteria to select peer observer(s) for all instructors.

Department enacts policy about the number of peer observations and observers during a review period and/or across

review periods.

Department designates a coordinator, leader, or committee to carry out and refine peer observation practices.

Department has a process for allocating and recognizing workload related to coordinating and conducting observations.

Department periodically discusses and improves peer evaluation practices to maximize utility to instructors and the

department.

Department provides or arranges formal training about the departmental peer review process for peer observers.

Reliable Department relies on multiple observations for all instructors, such as using multiple observers, observing multiple

lessons, and/or observing multiple courses.

Department specifies which class materials (e.g., syllabi, exams, homework, slides, handouts) are collected and

evaluated as part of peer observation.

Department expects observers to talk with instructors to properly contextualize observations and review of materials.

This might include discussing course goals, lesson goals, class structure, and students.

Longitudinal Department conducts peer observation over multiple time points in a review period for all instructors to document

teaching improvements.

Department ensures that the peer observation process provides feedback to instructors via follow-up discussion that

covers strengths and areas for improvement.

Guiding Theory Related to Change

Second-order change is needed to achieve the long-term goal

of STEM departments enacting robust and equitable teach-

ing evaluation. Second-order change occurs when organiza-

tions question and then alter their operating systems, under-

lying values, and culture (Schön and Argyris, 1996; Kezar,

2018). In contrast, first-order change modifies existing prac-

tices without shifting the status quo, and is therefore easier

to achieve but less likely to have lasting effects. For example,

altering the questions asked in student end-of-course evalu-

ations is likely to be a first-order change to teaching evalua-

tion practices. This change could produce less biased ratings

from students (e.g., Peterson et al., 2019), but without chang-

ing the approach to evaluation as a whole, this change may

not impact how these less-biased ratings can inform instructor

evaluations. In contrast, adopting a three-voice approach with

research-based practices for each voice would be a second-

order change in many STEM departments because it would

change the operating systems.

To move beyond implicit assumptions about how change

occurs, we used theory to ground the design of the LAT inter-

vention and research (Connolly and Seymour, 2015; Reinholz

et al., 2021). Achieving second-order change in STEM higher

education requires flexibly drawing on multiple change per-

spectives (Corbo et al., 2016; Kezar, 2018). Two theoret-

ical perspectives on change are best suited for achieving

second-order change: social cognition and cultural perspec-

tives. These change perspectives served as anchors in our de-

sign and implementation.

Social Cognition Perspective Guided LAT Design

A social cognition perspective defines change as the devel-

opment of new ways of thinking among individuals (i.e.,

learning; Kezar, 2018). Therefore, facilitating change requires

surfacing underlying ideas, providing feedback and new

information, challenging prior beliefs, and pointing out leaps

in logic (Kezar, 2018). Developing new ways of thinking may

involve the use of new language and concepts, such as the

contrast between formative and summative evaluation (Eckel

and Kezar, 2003). It may also involve attaching new meaning

to familiar concepts, such as viewing teaching evaluation as

involving three distinct voices, rather than equating teaching

evaluation with student evaluations (Eckel and Kezar, 2003).

Guided by this perspective, the LAT was designed to engage

department heads in repeated opportunities for reflection

on current thinking and learning about robust and equitable

teaching evaluation.

Cultural Perspective Guided LAT Design

A cultural perspective defines change as a gradual shifting of

values, beliefs, and underlying assumptions within an organi-

zation (e.g., department). Underlying assumptions and values

in an organization tend to be implicit, rarely challenged, and

hard for members to articulate (Schein, 1996; Kezar, 2018),

yet they influence an organization’s functioning both implic-

itly and explicitly. Cultural change tends to be slow, involves

many members of an organization, and requires long-term in-

tervention (Kezar, 2018). Change agents create opportunities

to make underlying assumptions visible to members of the or-

ganization, so they can be reconsidered. Change agents can

also promote scholarly engagement, shared decision-making,

and rationality around the change initiative (Bergquist and

Pawlak, 2007; Kezar, 2018). Guided by this perspective, the

LAT was designed to engage department heads in reflecting on

underlying values, beliefs, and assumptions that they held and

that undergirded departmental teaching evaluation practices.

Readiness for Change Guided Research

We drew on a specific change theory, the readiness for change

framework, to ground our research into what distinguished
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department heads who achieved more change. Readiness for

change is the extent to which an individual has positive be-

liefs and attitudes about 1) the need for a given change in

their organization and 2) the ability of the organization to

achieve the change (Armenakis et al., 1993). The readiness

for change framework was originally developed by organiza-

tional management researchers to explain why so many orga-

nizational change efforts failed (e.g., Armenakis et al., 1993).

The framework has also been used as a tool to help leaders

more successfully engage employees in organizational change

(e.g., Armenakis and Harris, 2002; Holt et al., 2007). An in-

dividual’s or group’s readiness reflects their thoughts and is

considered a precursor to engaging productively in a change

process (Armenakis et al., 1993). Therefore, leaders hoping to

lessen resistance to change can work to increase readiness for

change (Holt et al., 2007). This framework relates to both the

social cognition and cultural perspectives on change in that it

centers individuals’ thoughts and learning about change (i.e.,

social cognition) and is influenced by underlying values, be-

liefs, and assumptions about the organization (i.e., cultural).

Five components contribute to an individual’s readiness

for change (Rafferty et al., 2013). In this study, we exam-

ined readiness for change among department heads, and we

describe each component in that context. Discrepancy is the

head’s belief that changing teaching evaluation in the de-

partment is necessary (Armenakis and Harris, 2002). Discrep-

ancy can result from comparing the current status of depart-

mental practices with some goal or value. Appropriateness is

the head’s sense that the solution under consideration (e.g.,

three-voice framework for teaching evaluation) will address

the identified need for change. Next, efficacy is a department

head’s assessment of their individual and the department’s

capacity to effectively advance teaching evaluation practices.

Valence is the head’s perception of the costs and benefits of

reformed teaching evaluation practices, and could focus on

themselves, the department, or faculty (Holt et al., 2007).

Finally, principal support is the head’s belief that the univer-

sity will provide necessary support for advancing teaching

evaluation (Rafferty et al., 2013). We used the readiness for

change framework to guide our investigation of how heads

who achieved more change in their department differed from

those who achieved less change.

Department Heads as the Focus

We designed the LAT to engage department heads for sev-

eral reasons. We chose to target change in departments

because these are the organizational units that most impact

hiring, mentoring, evaluating, and rewarding faculty in

research-intensive institutions. Departments are also often

the organizational unit that enacts practices for peer and self-

voice and that rely on data from student evaluations to make

decisions. Furthermore, departments have unique histories,

cultures, and practices, even within the same institution, and

may opt to pursue different changes and take different paths

toward a change (Bouwma-Gearhart et al., 2016).

We choose to prioritize department heads because of their

roles and power. At our institution, department heads serve an

indefinite number of 3-year appointments, and are appointed

by the dean. However, they often serve no more than two or

three terms. Department heads are central to teaching eval-

uation and reward decisions in our institution. They conduct

annual evaluations of faculty and lead evaluations for promo-

tion and tenure. Heads also have the power to set agendas

within the department, populate departmental committees,

and orient new faculty toward departmental priorities. As

a result, they can prioritize particular changes to depart-

mental practices and steer the department away from other

changes. Therefore, changing thinking among department

heads (i.e., social cognition perspective) has the potential to

impact faculty thinking and departmental direction. Cultural

change requires more than changing individual thinking, and

department heads can create conditions favorable to cultural

change. Department heads have the positioning and power

to elevate and concentrate on particular values and priorities,

to advocate for and direct resources toward changing existing

structures, and to navigate the complexity of individual dif-

ferences within the department, each of which are important

components of culture and culture change (Reinholz and

Apkarian, 2018).

LAT Design

We convened STEM department heads in a LAT with the goal

of providing support to learn about and enact more robust

and equitable teaching evaluation in their departments. We as-

sumed such support would be needed because many individu-

als who become department heads have not served in similar

positions previously and feel unprepared to step into the role

(Wolverton et al., 2005). In addition, department heads often

report concerns about a lack of adequate resources within the

department (Cipriano and Riccardi, 2017), and difficulty bal-

ancing their various responsibilities (Gmelch et al., 2017).

In alignment with our guiding theory, we designed the LAT

to create space for learning and reflection about robust and

equitable teaching evaluation, to prompt critical examination

of assumptions that underlie existing departmental practices,

and to scaffold and provide differentiated support for learn-

ing and action to develop new departmental practices (Table

2). We engaged department heads in considering the three-

voice framework and curated teaching evaluation tools, and

discussing with each other the changes they wanted to pursue

and the challenges they faced. We used directive facilitation to

keep conversation on track and to challenge ideas that acted

as barriers. We also used meeting time to accomplish work,

knowing that department heads had very limited time outside

of meetings to make progress.

The LAT met five times per year for 3 years for 1-h facili-

tated sessions. A lead facilitator (P.P.L.) started each meeting

with a brief presentation (<10 min) in order to frame the

work of the meeting and then engaged department heads in

small-group and whole-group discussion (Table 2). Additional

team members (E.L.D., P.B., and two other faculty) facilitated

small-group discussion and contributed to the whole-group

discussion. In addition to LAT meetings, we provided indi-

vidualized support based on the interests and desires of each

head. This included one-on-one meetings, small working ses-

sions, and joining faculty meetings to present and/or facilitate

discussions.

Department heads willingly participated in the LAT. We re-

cruited by meeting with heads to explain the project goals

and inquiring about their interest. Every head that we asked
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TABLE 2. Typical LAT meeting structure, including activities and their intended purposes

Length (min.) Activity Purposes

5–10 Information sharing from lead facilitator • Frame the work of the LAT

• Frame the focus of the meeting

• Introduce new information and resources

• Provide instructions for small group discussion

30–45 Small group discussion with 2–4 department heads and

facilitators. Individual thinking time about prompting

questions or example materials, followed by

discussion. Facilitators kept discussions on topic, asked

probing questions, and moderated participation to

quiet dominators and invite listeners to share.

• Prompt reflection on current thinking and current department

practices

• Provide a chance to critically consider teaching evaluation

materials and practices and culture in other departments

• Create conditions to recognize underlying assumptions

• Troubleshoot barriers and challenges with peers

5–15 Share out from small group discussion in larger group.

Share out led by facilitator and/or department head

from each group. Brief period of questions and

answers.

• Provide a chance to hear ideas from other department heads

• Amplify ideas from small groups to highlight progress, point

toward next steps, or problematize what is needed to make

progress

5 Next steps offered by the lead facilitator and/or

participating department heads asked to commit to one

small next step to accomplish before the next meeting.

• Provide accountability for making progress

• Provide concrete ideas for next steps

• Frame the upcoming work of the LAT

agreed to participate and attended most meetings. We did

not provide personal incentive, nor did heads receive insti-

tutional resources or goodwill as a result of their participa-

tion. The external credibility of National Science Foundation

(NSF) funding and institution-level celebration of the grant

may have encouraged participation, but upper administrators,

to our knowledge, did not directly encourage departmental

participation. One head declined to participate in one element

of the research, but otherwise heads consented to all LAT ac-

tivities and research.

Relevant Context

Institutions function as important contexts for departmental

reform because institutions set expectations and priorities that

departments must respond to in order to secure resources.

The LAT was designed, enacted, and investigated within the

context of a large, public land-grant and research-intensive

university. Though research is a key priority at UGA, the in-

stitution also prides itself on providing quality undergraduate

education. The project both benefited from and contributed to

interest in teaching evaluation reform among upper adminis-

trators. Prior to our intervention, the President charged a Task

Force on Student Learning and Success that led to 12 recom-

mendations to further enhance the education experiences for

undergraduates inside and outside the classroom. One of the

12 recommendations made by the group was to “Strengthen

systems to document and promote effective teaching” (Task

Force on Student Learning and Success, 2017). Based on this

recommendation, the Office of Instruction convened a com-

mittee to consider changes to teaching evaluation. A member

of our team served on the task force and then on the more

focused committee. When the committee work stalled due to

a few members’ concerns about faculty workload, our team

stepped in to contribute to a new teaching evaluation policy

and help shepherd it through faculty governance structures.

The policy formally went into effect just before the end of

the 3-year intervention reported here. This series of events

demonstrates interest in teaching evaluation reform among

some upper administrators. Andrews et al. (2021) describes

in more detail the university-level work that our team under-

took alongside this department-level intervention.

The LAT also occurred within a larger, NSF-funded project.

Four life sciences faculty (P.P.L., P.B., E.L.D., T.C.A.) led the

project, each of whom is a celebrated teacher and discipline-

based education researcher. We used a shared leadership ap-

proach, in which each leader spearheaded one part of the

project, in alignment with their strengths and spheres of in-

fluence, and the team worked together closely to plan and en-

act all project components. P.P.L. led the LAT and the larger

project, E.L.D. and P.B. cofacilitated LAT meetings and led

other aspects of the larger project, and T.C.A. led project re-

search. We secured support for the project from department

heads and upper administrators as part of our proposal to NSF.

When we received the award, we used formal communica-

tion channels within the institution to promote the project. As

the project proceeded, we annually reported on successes to

a wide range of upper administrators. The positive perception

of the project among administrators may have contributed to

some department heads’ willingness to stay involved, though

not, we suspect, to the change they actually achieved. The

larger project also included efforts to support the uptake of

evidence-based teaching that engaged over 65 faculty. This

raised awareness of the project within and beyond STEM de-

partments. Additionally, some heads may have perceived that

their involvement in the LAT supported the involvement of

their faculty, which may have encouraged their continued en-

gagement.

MATERIALS ANDMETHODS

This section and the subsequent results address two questions

by examining departmental practices and thinking among de-

partment heads:

RQ1: To what extent did participating departments change

their teaching evaluation practices to align with

research-based practices?

RQ2: How did department head readiness for change relate

to change achieved in departmental practices?
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Participants

We studied 11 STEM departments, including a range of dis-

ciplines (e.g., life sciences, physical sciences, engineering)

and the heads that served during the 3-year duration of

the study (n = 16). This work was determined to be ex-

empt by the University of Georgia Institutional Review Board

(PROJECT00009085).

Collecting Data about Teaching Evaluation Practices

(RQ1)

We gathered data about departmental teaching evaluation

practices using interviews with department heads and other

faculty. We conducted initial interviews at the start of the

project and a second round of interviews 3 years later. Each

interview used a semistructured protocol that asked depart-

ment heads to describe how their department evaluated teach-

ing (see Supplemental Materials, Appendix A). The initial in-

terviews asked more general questions because department

heads were not yet familiar with the details of robust and equi-

table teaching evaluation. Questions included “Can you please

talk me through how teaching effectiveness is evaluated for

promotion and tenure?” and “How is the evaluation of teach-

ing effectiveness different for annual review than for promo-

tion & tenure?” The interviewer specifically prompted partici-

pants to address whether and how each voice was used. After

several years in the LAT, department heads were much more

familiar with the range of research-based teaching evaluation

practices, and we were able to ask more specific questions

about the nuances of their departmental practices. The second

interview included both general questions, such as “Can you

walk me through how peer voice works in your department?”,

and more specific questions, such as “How do observers pro-

vide feedback to instructors who are observed?”

In addition to interviews with department heads, we re-

lied on two additional data sources. First, recordings of LAT

meetings provided an additional source of information about

departmental practices because several meetings invited each

department head to share their progress on changing prac-

tices. Occasionally, what a department head said in an LAT

meeting and what they reported in an interview differed.

In those cases, we sought an additional perspective on the

current departmental practices. Additionally, two department

heads were not available for interviews 3 years into the

project, so we relied on interviews of other faculty likely to

be knowledgeable about teaching evaluation practices, such

as associate department heads or someone involved in depart-

mental teaching evaluation reforms. These additional sources

ensured we had comprehensive and accurate information

about practices for each department.

Analyzing Teaching Evaluation Practices (RQ1)

We post-hoc assigned a score to each department’s use of

robust and equitable teaching evaluation practices using the

Guides to Advance Teaching Evaluation (GATEs) (Krishnan

et al., 2022). The GATEs includes lists of research-based tar-

get practices for each of the three voices (see examples in

Table 1). The target practices in the GATEs are comprehen-

sive and aspirational, so we did not expect most departments

to achieve all target practices for each voice. We made minor

modifications to the GATEs lists so we could reliably judge the

presence and absence of each target practice for each voice

(see Supplemental Materials, Appendix B). For example, we

divided one target practice into two because these practices

are distinct and needed to be evaluated separately. The di-

vided practices were “Department recognizes known biases,

such as bias against women, marginalized groups, and large

class size,” and “Department limits comparisons of mandatory

student evaluations between instructors.”

We characterized teaching evaluation practices in two

steps, analyzing each voice separately. First, we characterized

whether a department used a voice to evaluate teaching or did

not use that voice. A department could use a voice (e.g., peer

observation) as part of teaching evaluation and not meet any

of the target practices. Therefore, the second step involved de-

termining which research-based target practices a department

had in place, for those departments using a given voice. Two

researchers made these characterizations independently, and

we discussed any disagreements to consensus. We achieved

high interrater reliability using a weighted Cohen’s kappa for

each step of analysis (weighted Cohen’s kappa = 0.82 and

0.75, respectively).

Collecting Data about Readiness for Change (RQ2)

We used two sources of data to identify and characterize readi-

ness for change among department heads: recorded LAT meet-

ings and semistructured interviews. Each data source had af-

fordances. First, we audio-recorded LAT meetings and created

verbatim transcripts. These data captured authentic and im-

promptu interactions among department heads and facilita-

tors. In total, we analyzed transcripts spanning the first seven

LAT meetings, which occurred in the first 1.5 years of the in-

tervention. We selected the earlier meetings to analyze for ev-

idence of readiness for change because the latter six meet-

ings focused more narrowly on discussing specific resources

for teaching evaluation, and provided scant information about

readiness for change.

Second, we interviewed LAT members at the end of the

3-year span reported in this paper. Interviews allowed us to

collect targeted, comprehensive information from each partic-

ipating LAT member. Some heads talked in LAT meetings more

than others, resulting in a range of the quantity of data from

LAT meetings alone. In addition to asking about department

teaching evaluation practices (see section called Collecting

data about teaching evaluation practices), these interviews

aimed to elicit department heads’ readiness for advancing

teaching evaluation. We designed the protocol based on the

readiness for change framework, asking questions targeted at

each component (see Supplemental Materials, Appendix A).

For example, a question focused on the dimension of valence

asked, “How would changes to teaching evaluation benefit

your department, or faculty in your department?” A question

about efficacy asked, “How comfortable do you feel leading

changes to teaching evaluation in your unit?” Interviews were

transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Qualitative Analyses of Readiness for Change (RQ2)

We conducted qualitative content analysis to address our sec-

ond research question. We began by conducting provisional

coding of LAT meeting transcripts, which is a deductive pro-

cess using codes based on an established framework (i.e.,
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readiness for change) (Saldaña, 2013). We developed and

refined codes to capture the variation in our data for each

readiness for change component. During this process, we de-

termined that the data we had elicited about appropriate-

ness did not capture the full range of ideas that heads likely

held. Within meetings and interviews, heads sometimes com-

mented positively about the fit between a voice or practice and

their department, but only rarely commented about a lack of

fit with their department. We were concerned that they had

refrained from sharing more negative views of fit, meaning

that our data could not accurately represent appropriateness.

Therefore, we excluded data about appropriateness from fur-

ther analyses. After we refined the codebook for the remaining

components of readiness for change, we recoded all previously

coded data, first coding independently, then discussing all dis-

agreements to consensus. H.C.E., T.C.A., and an undergradu-

ate researcher completed all coding.

We next analyzed transcripts from the interviews with LAT

members. We started with the codebook created for the LAT

meeting recordings and refined it to better align with data in

interviews. The interviews provided more comprehensive in-

formation, allowing us to add new codes and refine existing

codes. We again worked iteratively and collaboratively, with

two coders working independently and then discussing to con-

sensus. To draw on both the meeting and interview data for

further analysis, we recoded all meeting recordings using the

final codebook created with the interview data (see Supple-

mental Materials, Appendix C).

Readiness for Change Profile Development and Analysis

(RQ2)

We constructed profiles for each department head to organize

and synthesize qualitative data and enable comparisons. This

approach has a similar purpose as creating a case record in

case study research, as it aims to record the data compre-

hensively and is a manner that is manageable (e.g., Patton,

1990; Yin, 2014). Each profile summarized the data related

to the included components of readiness for change from LAT

meeting recordings and one-on-one interviews. For each LAT

member, one researcher read and briefly summarized every

coded data segment across both types of data, and then sum-

marized all data related to a single readiness component in a

brief paragraph. This process resulted in a 4- to 10-page profile

for each department head. We then considered each compo-

nent of readiness for change separately. Two researchers read

the entirety of evidence for each department head, and noted

trends in the data. We specifically looked for similarities and

differences between the department heads who achieved more

and less change, and also for relationships between readiness

dimensions and the changes that a department head achieved.

As we noticed an emergent pattern, we revisited all relevant

data to scrutinize whether the evidence supported or refuted

the pattern. The process was iterative and highly collabora-

tive. After agreeing on emergent patterns, the researchers re-

turned to consider each profile as a whole, as an additional op-

portunity to identify patterns and test conclusions against the

data. The outcome of these analyses are patterns in how readi-

ness for change related to the teaching evaluation changes

achieved, by component.

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness in a qualitative analysis encompasses four

components: credibility, transferability, dependability, and

confirmability (Anfara et al., 2002; Shenton, 2004). In ad-

dressing both research questions, we used well-established

research methods, and used several different methods of col-

lecting data from our participants to obtain a more cohesive

picture of their thoughts and ideas (triangulation) to help

ensure the credibility of our work. To support the potential

for transferability, we present details about the context of our

study and the LAT and later discuss potential implications

of our context. This allows an understanding of our unique

situation to contextualize our results. We took several steps

to improve the dependability and confirmability of our work.

First, we provided a detailed description of our methods to

enable potential replication. Second, we engaged in constant

comparison to help mitigate the biases of any one researcher.

We completed analyses in two phases, with researchers first

working independently and then discussing to reach con-

sensus. We also protected against inconsistency over time in

our coding by repeatedly comparing quotes within a code to

each other. Third, we intentionally masked the names and

departments of each department head while coding, relying

instead on randomized pseudonyms in each transcript, in

order to lessen the impact of any impressions we had formed

through our work with the LAT.

RESULTS

Our systematic investigation of the impact of the LAT on de-

partmental teaching evaluation practices revealed consider-

able variation. Here we present these findings and the results

of our investigation of how department head readiness for

change related to the outcomes achieved in a department.

RQ1: To what extent did participating departments change

their teaching evaluation practices to align with

research-based practices?

Four departments (A, B, C, and D) achieved extensive

changes to their teaching evaluation practices (Figure 1 ).

These departments made progress on multiple voices and en-

acted a range of research-based target practices (Table 1).

They are hereafter referred to as “High Change” departments.

The remaining seven departments (E, F, G, H, I, J, and K)

achieved more limited change to teaching evaluation prac-

tices, often without the adoption of target practices. In the

first few months of the LAT, we asked three of the participat-

ing departments (A, C, and F) to serve as “pilot” departments

for adopting new teaching evaluation practices. We hoped that

work in pilot departments could chart a path forward for other

departments and that the heads of pilot departments would

feel accountable for making changes. Two of these are cate-

gorized as High Change and one is not (Figure 1). The will-

ingness to serve as a pilot department could be indicative of

the readiness the department heads had for changing teaching

evaluation practices in their units, but it was not a perfect pre-

dictor. Departments advanced the three voices differently. De-

partments that made progress with peer observation had used

this voice prior to their involvement in the LAT (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. Use of research-based teaching evaluation practices in

11 STEM departments (A–K) at the start of the LAT (squares) and

3 years later (circles), by voice. X-axis denotes number of target

practices used. Dark gray band labeled “NA” denotes absence of

a voice in departmental practices and light gray labeled “0”

denotes the use of voice with no target practices (Krishnan et al.,

2022). Blue symbols highlight departments that advanced their

practices in multiple voices and with multiple research-based

target practices, referred to as “High Change” departments.

Yellow symbols highlight departments that achieved more

limited change, referred to as “Low Change” departments.

Each had a few target practices in place at the start and then

tripled or quadrupled the number of target practices. In con-

trast, no departments used self-voice at the start of the project.

Of those that added self-voice, half enacted target practices

(Figure 1). Most commonly, departments began providing sup-

port for instructors engaging in self-reflection, such as shar-

ing examples of self-reflections or providing a guide for en-

gaging in the reflection process. All departments used student

voice at the beginning of the project, because the institution

required end-of-course student evaluations, but none had tar-

get practices in place. Seven departments advanced this voice,

typically by adding a single target practice (Figure 1). Depart-

ments most commonly began expecting faculty to take steps

to achieve higher response rates on their end-of-course evalu-

ations. Next, we describe the changes that took place in one

High Change and one Low Change department in more detail.

High Change Example: Department B

At the start of their involvement, Department B used two

voices to evaluate teaching, student and peer, with two

research-based target practices. Three years later, the depart-

ment used all three voices, each with multiple target prac-

tices (Figure 1). The department integrated all three voices

via written self-reflection, which was new to the department,

and also added new target practices to their use of peer voice.

The change process in this department started when the

head joined the LAT and asked a faculty member to lead

changes to teaching evaluation. This faculty member, who was

seen as a teaching leader in the department, developed an ini-

tial plan for both peer evaluation and written self-reflection

in collaboration with a few departmental colleagues. At the

same time, the head raised the topic of teaching evaluation at

multiple faculty meetings. At two meetings, the head invited

members of the project team to present about robust and eq-

uitable teaching evaluation and to answer faculty questions.

At a later meeting, the faculty leader presented the pilot plan

and solicited feedback from faculty. After revisions based on

feedback, the faculty voted in favor of adopting the proposed

teaching evaluation practices.

Department B’s new practices included a teaching self-

reflection form that all faculty submit as part of their annual

evaluation. The 2-page form leveraged student and peer

voices, and included two or three sections: 1) Faculty re-

flection on what went well in their teaching and what was

challenging for them in the prior year; 2) Data from faculty’s

student end-of-course evaluations from the last 3 years (in-

cluding response rates and reflection on student comments);

and 3) Information from a peer observation if one was

performed during the year.

The department also developed and piloted a new system

of peer observation. Their peer observation process relied on

a standard form, which specified that peer evaluation should

include a preobservation meeting (with some guiding instruc-

tions) and a postobservation meeting. The form included

guidance for the meetings and details about the focus of

observations. It contained a table for the observer to fill out,

prompting them to look at specific aspects of the lesson, such

as content, clarity, student engagement, etc. The faculty also

agreed on designated timepoints in a faculty member’s career

when their teaching would be evaluated by peers.
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Low Change Example: Department F

Department F changed one voice (self) and did not implement

any target practices (Figure 1). The department head decided

to add self-reflection to the annual evaluation process. In the

first year, the head allowed faculty to decide whether to in-

clude a written self-reflection. In subsequent years, the head

conveyed the expectation that all faculty submit a written self-

reflection. In neither year did the head provide guidance about

what questions faculty should answer or what process they

should use to reflect, which falls short of using any research-

based target practices (Krishnan et al., 2022). The department

did not advance student nor peer voice. Their peer evaluation

practices remained ad hoc, with no structures in place to guide

the process. During the 3-year period of this study, a new head

took over and they described a peer evaluation practice with

even fewer target practices than the prior head. The depart-

ment’s use of student evaluations remained stagnant without

target practices.

The data presented in this section demonstrate that the LAT

had mixed results. About one-third of the participating depart-

ments made impressive progress in transforming their teach-

ing evaluation practices to be more robust and equitable. And

they did so during a global pandemic that affected every as-

pect of how academic departments function and the work of

teaching. During the same time period, two-thirds of partici-

pating departments achieved limited progress. Because we de-

signed the LAT with the department heads as the learners and

leaders of change, we wanted to better understand how dif-

ferences among heads might have impacted the change they

achieved. We investigated this question using the readiness for

change framework.

RQ2: How did department heads’ readiness for change relate

to changes in departmental practices?

Some components of readiness for change predicted the

changes department heads achieved and others did not.

Each head described inadequacies they saw in their current

teaching evaluation practices (i.e., discrepancy), but this

did not reliably lead them to pursue change. However, one

particular discrepancy distinguished the two heads who

led the most change. Considering valence, heads pursued

changes to teaching evaluation practices only when they saw

clear potential benefits. Each head expressed concerns about

potential costs of changing teaching evaluation practices,

but heads of High Change departments did not see these as

insurmountable barriers. The heads of High Change depart-

ments most distinguished themselves when it came to efficacy.

Their personal efficacy for changing teaching evaluation

was low. They reported that they personally lacked relevant

expertise, yet they believed the department could rely on

knowledgeable colleagues and they delegated accordingly.

Last, department heads were not convinced or dissuaded

from pursuing changes in their departments based on their

perceptions of principal support from upper administration.

We do not report findings about appropriateness because the

evidence we collected did not provide sufficient detail (see

Qualitative analysis of readiness for change).

The remainder of this section elaborates each of these find-

ings and provides supporting evidence in the form of quotes.

Quotes have been edited lightly for grammar and we have

used ellipses to indicate portions cut from quotes for the sake

of brevity and clarity. Brackets indicate text added to convey

the meaning implied by the quote or previous utterances that

are not shown here. Quotes from meeting recordings often re-

quire these additions for clarity because the speaker may be

referencing something said by others in the room.

Discrepancy: Seeing Problems with Teaching Evaluation

Practices did not Reliably Translate into Action

Department heads all saw a need for changes to teaching eval-

uation in their departments (i.e., discrepancy), but this did not

reliably translate into action. Department heads frequently ex-

pressed a desire to add a voice that their department did not

currently use to evaluate teaching. For example, the head of

Department E explained that they wanted to move beyond

sole reliance on student evaluations:

“We had a faculty meeting a couple of weeks ago and dis-

cussed this… We’re starting from the point that none of us

are happy with student evaluations. It’s more or less useful,

but as responsible faculty, we don’t want to rely upon that.

We want to have feedback from our peers, but we’re not

used to that.”

Despite this stated need for change, Department E did not

add peer nor self-voice to their teaching evaluation practices

(Figure 1).

Heads also often talked about problems they saw with the

specific way in which the department used a voice. For exam-

ple, heads lamented low response rates on course evaluations,

as described here by the head of Department B:

“I think the biggest challenge is always getting students

to participate [in end-of-course evaluations] because what

usually happens is you get 10–15% of your class who have

an ax to grind one way or the other, and then you don’t

really get information from the bulk of the class.”

Though this head expressed dissatisfaction with response rates

to student evaluations, they did not set an expectation that

faculty take steps to achieve a higher response rate, which is

a target practice for increasing the reliability of student voice.

As another example, the head of Department D shared that

their department needed to more regularly conduct peer eval-

uation, a dissatisfaction shared by other participants:

“I think everyone needs feedback [from peer evaluation].

And more periodically instead of at random times. Typically,

if there’s only two stages of promotion, some people have

not been evaluated for many years.”

Yet, Department D did not work to ensure that peer evalua-

tions occurred over multiple timepoints throughout a faculty

member’s career, a target practice. In addition to wanting peer

evaluation to occur more regularly, department heads com-

monly reported that observers needed training and that the

workload for peer observation had not been equitably dis-

tributed, but seeing these needs did not necessarily result in

pursuing change.
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One particular discrepancy was unique to the heads of the

two departments that achieved the most change. The heads of

Departments A and B felt that their departments undervalued

teaching and that teaching evaluation needed to change to

address this problem. As the head of Department A explained,

historically their department had not known how to evalu-

ate teaching, and this had consequences for how teaching was

valued:

“This is… an ongoing issue in the department… We don’t

have a good sense of how to evaluate people’s teaching…

If the majority of your appointment is classroom teaching,

how do you evaluate that?… [This] creates some logical

resentments within the department because there’s not a

good appreciation [for teaching]. We’ve spent a fair amount

of time trying to appreciate each other’s science, and giving

each other the benefit of the doubt for science. But we don’t

have a similar way of doing that for teaching because we

just don’t think of teaching as an activity that has known

skills that make you good at it.”

This head felt that faculty tended to view teaching and re-

search differently in the department. Whereas faculty viewed

research as requiring particular expertise, they did not nec-

essarily see teaching as requiring the same level of expertise.

The head felt this resulted in the department underappreci-

ating the work invested in teaching. For this head, advancing

teaching evaluation practices would enable better recognition

of teaching, which had the potential to improve teaching ef-

fectiveness. Similarly, the head of Department B aimed to set

an expectation in their department that teaching would be val-

ued and rewarded,

“We have an amazing research enterprise here, but some-

times teaching is given a short shrift. It’s viewed as a neces-

sary evil, or it’s a bitter pill to swallow. You get done with

it in two or three weeks and you survive. I personally enjoy

and value highly the part of our job that is related to instruc-

tion. And I think that developing a system for evaluation is

a way to positively highlight the importance of that job and

the value that we place on it in the department and in the

university.”

These two heads believed that teaching was a critical com-

ponent of faculty work, that effective teaching follows from

expertise and investment in improving, and that existing sys-

tems did not allow for tangible recognition and reward for ef-

fective teaching. Though these ideas align with national calls

to improve undergraduate education (i.e., AAAS, 2011), most

participating department heads did not espouse these views.

Valence: Heads Only Pursued Changes they Perceived to

Offer Clear Benefits, and Heads of High Change

Departments saw Ways to Mitigate Costs

Department heads pursued changes in teaching evaluation

practices only when they perceived concrete benefits for fac-

ulty in their department. The heads of High Change depart-

ments perceived benefits to changing multiple voices, and

then pursued these changes. As an example, the head of De-

partment C discussed the benefits that they saw in implement-

ing new peer and self-evaluation practices. In this quote, they

described how peer evaluation could be beneficial for the ob-

server and the observed:

“I actually learned a lot [participating in peer evaluations].

Especially because I teach a non-majors class with 250 stu-

dents, and I evaluated somebody [else] teaching it in the

other semester. I learned a lot about the classroom dynamic

in the corners of the classroom that you can’t see and things

like that. It actually gave me a lot of valuable perspective.

I think there’s value in the evaluating that goes on. I think

that it’s beneficial for people to watch others teach and get

ideas, see what works and what doesn’t and think about

things in new ways.”

The head of Department C also saw concrete benefits to self-

reflection, including helping faculty focus on how they could

improve, even if they believed they did not need to improve:

“Just because things [in the classroom] are going well

doesn’t mean that they can’t be improved. For some people,

I think they think things are going perfectly well, but maybe

they’re not. I see student evaluations, I see [the students’ re-

sponses], and sometimes those don’t agree [with a faculty’s

evaluation of their own teaching]. I think asking people [in

a written self-reflection] to identify an area that they would

like to work on, or a new practice that they would like to

implement would have some value.”

In alignment with the benefits that the head of Department

C anticipated, Department C made progress in implementing

new target practices in the peer voice, and initiated a system

of faculty self-reflection on teaching (Figure 1).

In contrast, the heads of Low Change departments antici-

pated benefits from more limited changes to teaching evalu-

ation. For example, the head of Department G described stu-

dent end-of-course evaluations as a valuable source of data for

them:

“I read all of the evaluations from the students. If I see, for

instance, a good number of students saying the same thing,

then I really pay attention to that one thing. Sometimes, if

there’s a problem, I talk to that faculty member. I think it is

extremely helpful for the faculty. And we can actually help

prevent issues by going back to the students.”

This head added one target practice to their use of the student

voice (Figure 1). They started expecting their instructors to

take all necessary steps to improve their response rates on end-

of-course evaluation. This head did not discuss benefits of any

of the other voices and did not pursue changes to them.

All department heads had concerns about potential costs

to changing their department’s teaching evaluation practices.

However, these concerns did not dissuade the heads of High

Change Departments from leading change. Heads raised a

variety of concerns, but the most common dealt with faculty

resistance and, relatedly, the potential to increase faculty

workload. Some heads had already experienced resistance,

whereas others anticipated future resistance. For example,

when considering implementing self-reflection as a part of

annual evaluations, the head of Department K said:
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“I don’t think [my department] will ever be in a place where

I can tell all the faculty they have to do [self-reflections].

There will be a significant fraction that will just simply

refuse this, not do it… This actually requires some effort

on their part. I think for some people, some of the senior

faculty that have already been promoted to full professor,

for example, I can imagine some of them being like ‘Well,

okay, this is just some other thing that the department is

asking me to do…’ I’m not entirely optimistic that I could

get buy-in from everyone at all levels.”

The quote above illustrates that the department head antici-

pated that faculty would resist new teaching evaluation prac-

tices because these practices would increase their workload.

More than half of the participating heads shared this concern.

For example, when asked whether they thought their faculty

would be supportive of making changes to their peer evalua-

tion practices, the head of Department E said:

“I want [peer evaluation] to be an efficient process that

doesn’t add significant burden to the lives of faculty… It’s

a burden to do [peer evaluations]… There’ll be a percep-

tion that this is one more thing that needs to be done on top

of everything else.”

Even though all heads had similar concerns about poten-

tial costs, heads of High Change departments saw ways to

move forward productively. Heads of High Change depart-

ments tended to view resistance as a normal part of making

change. For example, the head of Department B explained that

most efforts to change how things worked in a department

would engender resistance from some faculty. They felt they

could balance costs and benefits for faculty, and as a result,

most faculty would be supportive. They explained,

“I think the thing that people would be most worried about

is the amount of time required [for them] to spend in other

people’s lectures. That could add up. We’re trying to strike

a balance when doing this. It has to be often enough so

that it’s part of our lives… I’m worried even doing it once a

year for everyone in the department, it’s going to be tough…

I mean, there’s nothing that doesn’t engender complaints.

In the entire world, that’s the way it is. And in our little

microcosm of [Department B], that’s the way too. So yeah,

I think most people will be mostly supportive, and some

people will complain. It’s life.”

The head of Department A similarly anticipated resistance

from some faculty and felt equipped to successfully navi-

gate the resistance by having open conversations with faculty.

When asked how they might handle resistance from faculty as

they pursued new teaching evaluation practices, the head of

Department A explained,

The [faculty] who come to you directly… are the easiest

ones [to deal with] because they’ve already started the di-

alogue… You can say, ‘Look, I’m sorry that you find this to

not be very valuable. If you want to be involved in the pro-

cess, we could try and make it a more valuable experience

for you… I could put you on the committee.’ Or just tell

them ‘Look, I’m sorry that you don’t find this valuable, but

we have to have a way to fairly evaluate instruction. This

is a way that is relatively well supported with data and that

provides us with actual feedback, as opposed to the haphaz-

ard way this has been done in the past. If you don’t want to

be engaged in your teaching, that’s up to you, but it will

be reflected in your annual evaluations going forwards.’ …

The key thing is not to just tell people ‘Shut up and do it,’

because that never works with academics… It’s to try and

have the dialogue and engage with people.”

This department head is able to describe what responses they

anticipate from faculty and different ways they could respond.

Thus, they were not dissuaded from pursuing change they felt

was important for the department. Other heads similarly an-

ticipated resistance from some faculty but did not articulate

clear ideas about how they could foster buy-in among faculty

or work with or around a few resistant individuals.

Efficacy: Heads of High Change Departments Questioned

their Own Knowledge and Delegated to Others

Heads of High Change departments reported that they lacked

expertise in teaching and changing teaching evaluation and

sought help. For example, when asked whether they had felt

prepared to lead changes to teaching evaluation, the head of

Department A replied,

“Not even a little bit. This is so far outside my area of exper-

tise that when I started on this project, I was myself resistant

to it. I had no idea what this was going to look like. I didn’t

have the vocabulary to talk about it. I had no idea.”

Each head of a High Change department expressed similar

doubts about their knowledge of teaching and teaching

evaluation. In contrast, not a single head of a Low Change

department questioned their own expertise in teaching or

preparation for leading change to teaching evaluation. For

example, when asked whether they felt comfortable leading

these changes, the head of Department H responded,

“I feel very comfortable… We’ve implemented a number

of changes over the past five years for our academic pro-

grams… I think change management is a fairly large topic,

there is a skill to change management.”

Heads of Low Change departments generally felt that they

were equipped to lead change, but our data suggest that they

did not choose to use these leadership skills to engage in the

work of changing teaching evaluation practices.

Following their assessment that they lacked relevant exper-

tise, heads of High Change departments delegated the work of

developing and piloting new teaching evaluation practices to

knowledgeable faculty. For example, the head of Department

C explained,

“In terms of leading change in this specific area, I’m not,

by training, a pedagogical expert. And so I would like to

have partners in it. In our department, we have a lot of re-

ally good instructional faculty, tenure track and non-tenure

track… I wouldn’t be comfortable implementing everything

or deciding what needs to be implemented, but I would be
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perfectly comfortable supporting the implementation and

prompting change.”

The heads of High Change departments each identified one

or two faculty who were interested and willing to spearhead

the development of new departmental practices, and who the

head felt had expertise that they personally lacked. Of the four

High Change departments, one created a new committee to

undertake teaching evaluation reform, one charged an exist-

ing committee with this work, and in the other two, the work

largely fell to individual faculty.

Principal Support: Department Heads’ Pursuit of Change

was Unaffected by their Perceptions of Administrative

Support

Department heads did not rely on their perceptions of admin-

istrative support in their decisions to pursue changes to teach-

ing evaluation. Each head, including those of both High and

Low Change departments, felt that the upper administration

of the university supported advancements to teaching evalua-

tion. For example, the head of Department D stated,

“I think they’re supportive at the college level and even at

the Provost level. I can’t say that I’ve seen a push per se.

There are new directives now that we have to adjust our an-

nual evaluation and promotion documents to include [the

three voice framework]. So in that way they’re supportive.”

This head and others pointed toward policy changes as evi-

dence that the upper administration would be supportive of

departmental work advance teaching evaluation. Two heads

perceived that there would not be resources allocated for any

potential changes, but still felt that the administration was

generally in favor of changes to teaching evaluation.

DISCUSSION

One clear finding of this work is that achieving second-order

change in departmental teaching evaluation practices is chal-

lenging. The LAT intervention facilitated extensive teaching

evaluation reform for some departments but a greater num-

ber of departments accomplished only first-order change. Pur-

suing extensive reforms relied on seeing a need for change,

perceiving concrete benefits of the change, seeing ways to ad-

dress potential costs, humility about one’s expertise, and tap-

ping human resources in the department. These findings have

informed our ongoing approaches to advance teaching evalu-

ation within our own institution. We elaborate in this section

about hypotheses that emerge from this work that warrant

consideration in other change efforts and testing in future re-

search.

We hypothesize that department heads who leverage the

human resources in their department will more successfully

advance teaching evaluation. This requires a department head

to 1) acknowledge the limitations of their own expertise re-

lated to teaching and teaching evaluation, and 2) delegate the

work to departmental colleagues who are more knowledge-

able and/or eager to learn. Though most department heads

in this study had a lot to learn about robust and equitable

teaching evaluation, only a few reflected openly on what they

knew or had room to learn in this area. This humility played a

role in their ability to lead change because it prompted them

to rely on other departmental faculty who were more knowl-

edgeable or eager to learn. A team with diverse knowledge

and skills can more successfully lead change within an organi-

zation (e.g., Kotter and Cohen, 2012).

Delegating the work of developing new teaching evaluation

practices to other faculty had two additional benefits as well.

First, it meant that someone besides the department head

was working to make progress. This is likely critical because

department heads often struggle to balance the workload of

their positions (Gmelch and Miskin, 1993) and therefore may

also struggle to find time to work on teaching evaluation. We

observed this first hand in the LAT. Second, including other

faculty can ultimately foster faculty buy-in because the pro-

cess and products are guided by what faculty view as both

useful and feasible (e.g., Cheldelin, 2000; Lucas, 2000). Re-

latedly, second-order change requires cultural shifts and cul-

ture change involves many members of a department shifting

their thinking and practices, not just the leader. Department

heads who felt they needed to do all of the work of develop-

ing new teaching evaluation practices themselves, rather than

delegating, made limited progress in enacting new practices

and likely had no impact on the culture surrounding teaching

evaluation.

We also hypothesize that department heads need to be ade-

quately prepared to effectively lead change. Many department

heads take the job out of a sense of duty to serve their depart-

ment (Gmelch and Miskin, 1993), which is commendable. In

turn, they deserve adequate preparation to maximize their ef-

fectiveness and efficiency in this role. Department heads oc-

cupy a difficult position, caught between serving their fac-

ulty and their administration (Wolverton et al., 2005; Kruse,

2022). This challenge can be exacerbated by a lack of prepa-

ration for the department head role (Gmelch et al., 2017).

Department heads have both management and leadership re-

sponsibilities, which require different skills. Management in-

volves maintaining day-to-day operations of the department

(e.g., budgeting, supervising staff, facilities management, in-

terfacing with upper administrators, addressing problems),

whereas leadership involves defining a vision for the future

and inspiring faculty to make it happen (Gmelch and Miskin,

1993; Kotter, 2012). Change leadership is a specific type of

leadership, and requires a distinct set of skills (e.g., advocating

for a change, spreading an inspiring vision, encouraging fac-

ulty involvement) (Yukl, 2012). Most department head train-

ing provides instruction on campus policies and procedures

(Normore and Brooks, 2014), rather than building leadership

capacity. In the absence of leadership training, department

heads resourcefully rely on their own experiences and ideas

about leadership to guide their actions, which vary consider-

ably from person to person.

The heads of High Change departments successfully led

teaching evaluation reform and their cases may be instruc-

tive regarding the skills and strategies that leadership training

should foster. In particular, High Change department heads

functioned in two ways that align with scholarship about

organizational change and departmental leadership. First,

High Change heads built a team to do the change work;

team building is an essential step in organizational change

and change teams are most effective when they include
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individuals with political power, expertise, credibility, and

leadership skills (Kotter, 2012). Furthermore, academia values

shared decision-making and governance, requiring heads to

be equipped to manage these processes (Lucas, 2000). Build-

ing a team ensures that these values are built into the change

process. Second, High Change heads dealt effectively with re-

sistance. Resistance is a normal part of any organizational

change. Change involves letting go of how things have worked

previously and uncertainty about how things will work in the

future, both of which can cause stress (Cheldelin, 2000). High

Change heads recognized different forms of resistance, heard

concerns without taking them personally, offered reassurances

about shared values and a clear vision for the future, and

moved forward (Cheldelin, 2000). These ideas about effective

leadership and others, if put into practice, could help depart-

ment heads lead change. Therefore, we see a need for lead-

ership training to be encouraged and incentivized for depart-

ment heads.

Finally, we hypothesize that achieving second-order change

in teaching evaluation is more likely when a department head

perceives that teaching is undervalued and interprets this as a

problem. This hypothesis is based on two departments who

achieved the most change and national conversations that

have called on institutions and departments to reconsider how

teaching is being valued and rewarded (Dennin et al., 2017).

Inadequate teaching evaluation is not the only structure in the

academy that systematically places lower value on teaching

than research. Reward systems often also devalue teaching.

Within the institution where this work occurred, faculty who

have teaching as most or all of their responsibility are paid less

than tenure-track faculty. There are also fewer awards and ti-

tles available for teaching-focused faculty, which are symbols

of prestige in the academy. Last, teaching-focused faculty are

excluded from consideration for particular leadership roles,

limiting their power to address systemic structures that un-

dervalue teaching. All of our participants had the opportu-

nity to notice that the systems of higher education in which

they work undervalue teaching relative to research, yet only

two expressed this idea. It may be incumbent upon change

agents to create learning opportunities for leaders to critically

consider the systemic devaluing of teaching. The department

heads in this study expressed value for teaching, but we strug-

gled to help everyone see how evaluation practices were mis-

aligned with these espoused values, a step that may be neces-

sary for cultural change.

The findings of this project have informed our ongoing

work to advance teaching evaluation. We expanded our ap-

proach to include faculty leaders in addition to department

heads. We continue to convene department heads in an LAT,

and focus their time on learning about teaching evaluation

and leading change. We now support their work by mak-

ing delegation part of our intervention, since this was the

strongest predictor of being a High Change department. As

a condition of their participation, we ask heads to identify one

or more faculty to lead the development and piloting of new

evaluation practices. We gather these faculty bi-weekly for an

academic year to support their learning and development of

new practices, and compensate them for their time. The de-

partment head helps facilitate piloting new practices and fos-

tering buy-in among faculty.

Readiness for Change as a Guiding Theory

Though it was developed to describe change in the context of

private businesses, the readiness for change framework pro-

vided a valuable lens for looking at change in the context of

STEM higher education. We gained new insights about the

department heads’ motivations to advance teaching evalua-

tion and how we might more directly foster motivation in

future interventions. Though it shares similarities with the-

ories of personal motivation, such as situated expectancy-

value theory (Eccles and Wigfield, 2020), the readiness for

change framework encompasses organizational level compo-

nents, and therefore likely has more explanatory power for

work on changing departments or institutions. For example,

within the readiness for change framework, valence consid-

ers an individual’s perceptions of costs or benefits of a change

for themselves and the organization. Department heads pri-

oritized the department (and faculty therein) over personal

costs and benefits when they considered teaching evaluation

change, suggesting the need for theories that reach beyond the

individual. Though no participants in this study were familiar

with readiness for change, they talked extensively about secur-

ing “buy-in” from faculty about teaching evaluation change.

Some of the ways they talked about buy-in align with compo-

nents of readiness for change. Accordingly, one addition we

have made to the LAT are meetings focused on fostering buy-

in, in which we help department heads craft messaging about

change that addresses components of readiness for change

(e.g., Armenakis and Harris, 2002).

The component of readiness for change that most distin-

guished heads of High Change departments was efficacy, but

the pattern was actually the opposite of what the framework

predicts. The readiness for change framework stipulates that

employees are more likely to productively engage in with

change if they feel capable of implementing the change (e.g.,

Armenakis et al. 1993; Rafferty et al. 2013). Yet in this study,

leaders achieved more change if they lacked personal efficacy

and sought others they viewed as more capable than them-

selves in the domain of the change. This deserves attention

in future research as it may be specific to the organizational

structure of higher education, where departments use more

shared governance and responsibility than may be common in

businesses.

A Multitude of Factors may Influence Departmental

Change

Though useful, readiness for change alone is insufficient to

explain the differences in teaching evaluation reform achieved

by participating departments. We must also consider the larger

context surrounding departments and department heads. We

discuss some potential contextual influences on departmen-

tal change that future interventions and research may wish to

consider.

Departmental history and culture can influence how

change unfolds. For example, a department whose culture pri-

oritizes full consensus for major decisions may take longer to

gain approval for new practices and policies than a depart-

ment that relies on majority votes to finalize decisions. In con-

trast, a department that has hired a cohort of new faculty

who they are eager to support may see teaching evaluation

change as a promising mechanism for supporting these new
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faculty with constructive feedback and valuable evidence for

their promotion dossiers.

Factors at the college and institutional level could also im-

pact changes in teaching evaluation. For example, in a depart-

ment experiencing pressure from their college to increase re-

search productivity, the head and faculty may feel that they

are already overburdened with carrying out other changes

and cannot also pursue teaching evaluation reform. Indeed,

experiencing too many changes in a short amount of time

can create stress for employees, and may negatively impact

the outcome of those changes (Bernerth et al., 2011). In con-

trast, a department experiencing pressure from the college to

reduce DFW rates in introductory courses may see research-

based peer evaluation practices as a way to provide construc-

tive feedback to faculty, spark more conversations across sec-

tions of a course, and demonstrate to upper administration

that they are taking action.

Institutional and/or college policies and structures may

also influence departmental autonomy in teaching evaluation.

For example, college or institutional promotion and tenure

guidelines could require that faculty include their quantitative

student evaluation scores compared with a departmental aver-

age. This approach is highly problematic due to the many fac-

tors that influence course evaluation scores that are out of the

instructor’s control, including instructor race, gender, coun-

try of origin and course time and size (e.g., Bedard and Kuhn,

2008; Boring, 2017; Fan et al., 2019; Esarey and Valdes, 2020;

Aragón et al., 2023). Yet a department may have to comply un-

til policies at a higher level change. Faculty unions represent

another institutional factor that can influence change, for ex-

ample by mandating or limiting the use of peer evaluations for

faculty promotion and tenure consideration.

Disciplinary context also matters. For example, some dis-

ciplines undergo extensive accreditation of their undergrad-

uate programs, which can be a barrier to change processes

(e.g., Laursen et al., 2019). The Accreditation Board for Engi-

neering and Technology, Inc. (ABET) is an accrediting agency

for engineering and computing disciplines that expects depart-

ments to define their program’s education objectives, as well

as outcomes for students, and focus on continuous improve-

ment over time. This requires considerable planning and on-

going work for departments, who then may feel both overbur-

dened by assessment and convinced that they already evaluate

teaching sufficiently. Yet assessments for ABET do not focus

on individual instructors. These data may not provide feed-

back that helps faculty improve or evidence on which to base

reward decisions for individual faculty. In these ways and oth-

ers, accreditation may act as a barrier to teaching evaluation

reform (Laursen et al., 2019).

Limitations

Given that this work examines 11 STEM departments at a sin-

gle research-intensive institution, the findings are best consid-

ered exploratory and most appropriately used to generate and

test hypotheses in other contexts. We caution readers about

generalizing these findings to other disciplines, institutions,

or institution types. Additionally, all of our department heads

agreed to participate voluntarily. We note that multiple partic-

ipants made limited progress, so a willingness to attend meet-

ings appears unrelated to a willingness to change.

The timing of this work creates another set of limitations.

We examined change over 3 years, but change in academic de-

partments is slow and this project is ongoing. Change to teach-

ing evaluation is continuing in some of these departments, so

our findings may under-represent the change accomplished by

prioritizing those able to achieve change more quickly. We also

did not follow departments long enough to study how faculty

use the information provided by more robust teaching evalua-

tion practices. It may be the case that faculty need additional

support to build their confidence and skills for relying on these

data to inform their teaching (Hora et al., 2017; Lenhart and

Bouwma-Gearhart, 2021). Additionally, the years of this work

included the two academic years most negatively impacted by

the COVID-19 pandemic. This undoubtedly slowed progress.

In later iterations of the LAT, we have been able to facilitate

learning much more quickly, which may have resulted from

our own development as change agents, the greatly reduced

impact of the pandemic on academic functioning, and growing

awareness of the successes of High Change departments.

Our research is limited by the fact that we did not have the

exact same data from each department. Several department

heads were unavailable during the second round of interviews

due to turnover, meaning we relied on other sources of in-

formation to characterize practices and had only data from

LAT meetings to assess readiness for change. We see that two

of these departments F and G, appeared to regress their peer

evaluation practices (Figure 1). It is unclear whether the ini-

tial or second report of practices was inaccurate, or whether

practices actually moved away from research-based practices.

Last, we were not able to fully apply the readiness for

change framework in this context. Our data lacked sufficient

resolution to compare appropriateness, which is a sense that

the solution under consideration will address the identified

need for change. Future work can consider how to elicit data

about appropriateness and relate this to change achieved.

CONCLUSIONS

Without robust and equitable teaching evaluation practices,

departments are unable to determine who is teaching effec-

tively and who is working to improve their teaching over time.

As a result, they cannot reward investments in teaching and

teaching improvement. Evidence-based teaching will only be-

come widespread when evaluation and reward systems illu-

minate and incentivize effective teaching. Changing the status

quo in these systems requires long-term interventions. As a

community, we will be best equipped to succeed if we take a

scholarly approach to these changes and share what we learn.

We hope that others can learn from our efforts, including what

went well and where our efforts feel short.
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