
Significant Arbitration Decision on use of Student 

Questionnaires for Teaching Evaluation 

 

A recent arbitration award between the Ryerson Faculty Association and Ryerson University has 

established an important precedent for faculty associations, and lends support to others who have 

been arguing that student questionnaires are deeply problematic instruments for the purpose of 

evaluating faculty members’ teaching effectiveness. 

It is telling that “student evaluations of teaching” or SETs, as the arbitrator chooses to call them, 

have been a “live issue” between the university and the Ryerson Faculty Association for fifteen 

years. In that time, not only have SETs been a recurrent point of contention for other faculty 

associations for reasons similar to those addressed in the arbitration, but other grounds for concern 

have come to the fore. In response, OCUFA established a working group to examine “SETs” and 

their use, broaching a number of issues, including some that were not before the arbitrator for the 

Ryerson decision. 

Arbitrator William Kaplan lends critical momentum with his award. He accepted the expert evidence 

of Professors Philip Stark and Richard Freishtat that student evaluations of teaching cannot be used 

to assess teaching effectiveness. Kaplan’s award, and Freishtat’s and Stark’s pivotal reports are 

available online, and summarized as follows. 

While Mr. Kaplan does find that SETs can continue to be used in the context of tenure and 

promotion decisions, he asserts that they cannot be used for the purposes of measuring teaching 

effectiveness for promotion or tenure. 

He accepts that SETs do have value as the principal source of information from students about their 

experience. However, he states that, while SETs are “easy to administer and have an air of 

objectivity,” insofar as assessing teaching effectiveness they are “imperfect at best and downright 

biased and unreliable at worst.” 

The evidence provided by Stark and Freishtat shows that SET results are skewed by a long list of 

factors, including personal characteristics (such as race, gender, accent, age, and physical 

attractiveness) and course characteristics (including class size, subject matter, traditional teaching 

vs innovative pedagogy, etc.). 

The lack of validity (“reliability” in the arbitrator’s award) of SET results is further complicated when 

SET results are reduced to averages and then compared with other faculty members, the 
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Department, Faculty, and the University. Mr. Kaplan finds “the evidence is clear, cogent and 

compelling that averages establish nothing relevant or useful about teaching effectiveness.” The use 

of averages is fundamentally and irreparably flawed. He concludes that only frequency distribution 

reporting is meaningful. 

The arbitrator accepted the experts’ conclusion that the best way to assess teaching effectiveness is 

through the careful assessment of the teaching dossier and in-class peer evaluations. SETs may be 

ubiquitous, but this does not serve as a justification for over-reliance on a flawed tool. 

In addition to identifying several items for the parties to work on together (developing guidelines, 

modes of presenting results, and a successor questionnaire) and requiring discontinuation of online 

questionnaires in stipulated situations, Arbitrator Kaplan ordered that the: 

 Ryerson Faculty Association Collective Agreement be amended to ensure that SET results 

are not used in measuring teaching effectiveness for promotion or tenure; 

 numerical rating system be replaced with an alphabetical one; 

 summary question of overall effectiveness be removed from the questionnaire; 

 parties ensure that administrators and committee members charged with evaluating faculty 

are educated in the inherent and systemic biases in SETs. 

The arbitrator declared that “a high standard of justice, fairness and due process is self-evidently 

required” given the impact that SETs can have on faculty. OCUFA also believes that this standard 

applies given the impact that SETs can have on student learning. 

OCUFA has been using the term Student Questionnaires on Courses and Teaching (SQCTs) to 

describe these evaluations. When it releases its report in October, the OCUFA Working Group on 

SQCTs will have more to say with respect to the methodological, ethical, and human rights 

implications of student questionnaires. 
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