
Chapter 7
Student Ratings of Teaching Quality
Dimensions: Empirical Findings
and Future Directions

Richard Göllner, Benjamin Fauth, and Wolfgang Wagner

Abstract This chapter discusses current issues in research on the validity of student
ratings of teaching quality. We first discuss the advantages and limitations of student
ratings of teaching quality based on theoretical considerations regarding the teaching
quality concept. Research reveals that the validity of student ratings differs depending
on the aspect of teaching quality being rated (i.e., classroom management, cogni-
tive activation, or student support). Extending this research, we propose that future
studies on the validity of student ratings should take into account students’ cogni-
tive processing while responding to survey items. We discuss three areas that seem
promising for future research: the complexity and comprehensibility of survey items,
the referent and addressee of items, and finally, the idiosyncratic nature of student
ratings.
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1 Introduction

Assuring reliable and valid measures is a key issue in assessing teaching quality in
schools or classrooms for evaluative purposes. In general, student ratings represent a
promising way to evaluate teaching because they provide firsthand impressions and
are more efficient in assessing teaching quality than alternatives such as classroom
observations. On the other hand, however, scholars have expressed concerns about
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students’ ability to provide reliable and valid information about teaching quality. In
the following chapter, we first describe a common framework of teaching quality
and then present recent findings on the differential validity of student ratings for
conceptually different aspects of teaching quality. Finally, we show that the way in
which students are asked about teaching quality in surveys raises awareness of the
potential and limitations of student ratings and can help us identify existing gaps in
the field of teaching quality research.

2 The Concept of Teaching Quality

Teaching quality is widely understood as rooted in a teacher’s actual behavior,
but it is also influenced by student–teacher interactions (Doyle, 2013; Fauth et al.,
2020b; Göllner et al., 2020; Hamre & Pianta, 2010; Kunter et al., 2013). Thus,
conceptually, teaching quality refers to teacher behavior in the classroom as well as
students’ reactions to this behavior and vice versa. One implication of this is that the
context and conditions in which teaching takes place always need to be considered.
Teaching quality has been described and assessed in a number of different frame-
works, many of which show a great deal of overlap (e.g., Creemers & Kyriakides,
2008; Danielson, 2007; Pianta et al., 2008). A very common conception of teaching
quality subdivides it into three superordinate quality domains, namely classroom
management, teachers’ learning support, and cognitive activation (see Hamre &
Pianta, 2010; Praetorius et al., 2018). Classroom management has traditionally
been seen as a central element of good teaching and has an important place in
many conceptualizations of teaching quality. Relevant characteristics include a lack
of student misbehavior and effective management of time and classroom routines
(Evertson&Weinstein, 2006). Student support is based on a positive student–teacher
relationship and a learning environment in which, for example, students are given
constructive feedback on how to improve their performance or see the subject matter
as more relevant (Brophy, 2000). Finally, cognitive activation encompasses, for
example, providing challenging tasks that clarify the connection between different
concepts or link new learning content to prior knowledge (e.g., Kunter et al., 2013).
These aspects of quality have received substantial empirical attention in recent years.
Most importantly for the present chapter, they serve as the foundation for survey
instruments and observation protocols that can then be used to examine the empir-
ical relevance of teaching quality for students’ achievement and learning-related
outcomes (e.g., students’ interest, motivation, self-efficacy; e.g., Kunter et al., 2013).
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3 Why Should Student Ratings Be Used to Assess Teaching
Quality?

Teaching quality—in terms of teachers’ classroommanagement, the support teachers
provide to students, or the extent to which learning is cognitively demanding—can
be assessed in different ways, each of which entails a number of advantages and
disadvantages (Derry et al., 2010; Desimone et al., 2010; Fraser & Walberg, 1991;
Wubbels et al., 1992). For instance, classroom observations are viewed as the gold
standard in teaching quality research. They are considered themost objective method
of measuring teaching practices and represent a central element in teacher training
(Pianta et al., 2008). On the other hand, it is widely recognized that classroom obser-
vation is not without problems. Observers need to be specially trained, their obser-
vations provide only snapshots, and it is unclear whether the presence of observers
systematically changes the behavior of teachers and students (e.g., Derry et al., 2010).

In contrast to classroom observations, student ratings of teaching quality aremuch
easier to obtain. They are considered to be more cost effective, and they are directly
tied to students’ day-to-day classroom experiences. Moreover, they are not merely
the result of a single or quite limited number of observations, and they ensure a reli-
able assessment of teaching quality (Lüdtke et al., 2009). Research has shown that
the psychometric properties of a class’ average teaching quality perceptions are not
systematically inferior to those from observational measures (e.g., Clausen, 2002;
de Jong & Westerhof, 2001; Maulana & Helms-Lorenz, 2016). In addition, there is
empirical evidence that students are able to provide valid ratings of teaching quality,
although differences between quality dimensions need to be taken into account (Fauth
et al., 2014; Kuhfeld, 2017; Nelson et al., 2014; Schweig, 2014; Wagner et al., 2013;
Wallace et al., 2016; see also Chap. 5 by van der Lans in this volume). Specifi-
cally, previous research has shown that student ratings of classroom management
typically emerge as a clearly identifiable teaching quality aspect, which exhibits
significant associations with observational as well as teacher self-report data and
predicts students’ learning in terms of their achievement, interest, and motivation
(e.g.,Kunter et al., 2007;Lipowskyet al., 2009). Furthermore, student ratings of class-
room management are comparable across different learning contexts (e.g., different
school subjects;Wagner et al., 2013) and even reveal time-specificity. That is, student
ratings have proven to be sensitive enough to capture differences in teachers’ class-
roommanagement over the course of several weeks or months (Wagner et al., 2016).
In contrast, the psychometric properties of student ratings of learning support and
cognitive activation are less clear. In the case of cognitive activation, this is because
measures cannot be generally applied to all subjects but need to reflect the specificity
and requirements of each individual subject (e.g., mathematics, languages, the arts,
etc.). Consequently, themajority of existing student surveys of teaching quality do not
include cognitive activation measures, making it much harder to evaluate the validity
of student ratings with respect to this dimension. Nevertheless, the few studies that
do exist show that even ratings by primary school students reveal substantial differ-
ences in cognitive activation between classrooms. In addition, cognitive activation
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ratings have been shown to be separable from classroom management ratings and to
a lesser extent from learning support ratings, and to be statistically significant asso-
ciations with student learning outcomes (e.g., subject-related interest; Fauth et al.,
2014). The situation for student ratings of learning support is even more complex.
Previous research has shown that student ratings of learning support exhibit rela-
tively low agreement with classroom observations and even low agreement across
students in the same classroom. One potential explanation for this is that students’
perceptions of teachers’ learning support do not exclusively function as a quality
characteristic that differs across classrooms but are also affected by students’ indi-
vidual experiences within classrooms (Aldrup et al., 2018; Atlay et al., 2019; den
Brok et al., 2006a; Göllner et al., 2018). For a long time, these within-classroom
differences were considered the result of factors external to teaching quality, such as
students’ rating tendencies (e.g., harshness or leniency) or perceptual mindsets (e.g.,
halo error; e.g., Lance et al., 1994). However, recent research has shown that these
differences can also reflect effects stemming from the dyadic relationships between
each individual student and his or her teacher. Specifically, a recent study by Göllner
and colleagues (2018) used national longitudinal data from the Program for Inter-
national Student Assessment (PISA) database and showed that rating differences
in student perceptions of learning support partially result from teacher-independent
rater tendencies, but also reflect the dyadic relationship between an individual student
and one specific teacher. Therefore, students’ ratings of teaching quality provide
important information about their individual experiences in their classroom learning
environments.

4 Future Directions for the Use of Students’ Ratings

Although student ratings of teaching quality have become a prominent way to obtain
student feedback on teaching quality in schools and classrooms, scholars and prac-
titioners have also criticized their use in both summative and formative assessments
(Abrami et al., 2007; Benton & Cashin, 2012). They emphasize the specific nature of
student ratings, as students are not trained to provide valid assessments of teaching
quality in the same way as adult observers. Thus, it is important to acknowledge
potential limitations of student ratings, which raises the question of how student
ratings for evaluative purposes can be improved. We believe that a more detailed
examination of existing survey instruments can be a fruitful approach to finding out
how student ratings work and what we can do to achieve reliable and valid ratings.
Fromavery general perspective, a student survey can be seen as ordinary textmaterial
(i.e., textual information presented in the form of separate items), requiring students
to read and interpret a question to understand what is meant, retrieve the requested
information frommemory, and form a judgment based on their knowledge and exper-
tise (Tourangeau et al., 2000). Building upon this foundation, this chapter presents
three areas of recent research that might help provide a deeper understanding of
students’ teaching quality rating and exploit future research directions.
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4.1 Complexity and Comprehensibility

At first glance, existing student surveys fundamentally differ in their linguistic
complexity, which shapes student responses (e.g., Krosnick & Presser, 2010;
Tourangeau et al., 2000). It is surprising to see that even frequently used surveys are
linguistically challenging, particularly for younger respondents (e.g., Fauth et al.,
2014; Wagner et al., 2013). Consequently, it can be argued that many reporting
problems (i.e., low interrater agreement) arise because students encounter difficul-
ties in comprehending the survey. Survey items include many linguistic features,
including surface aspects (e.g., the length of words and sentences) and characteris-
tics that require more linguistic analysis (e.g., the number of complex noun phrases).
For example, the following items might be used to assess teachers’ sensitivity to
and awareness of students’ level of academic functioning: “In math, the individual
students often do different tasks” and “In math lessons, the teacher asks different
questions, depending on how able the student is.” However, the items differ in their
linguistic characteristics: number of words (9 vs. 15), structure of sentences (1 vs.
2 clauses), average word length (5.33 characters vs. 5.00 characters), and number
of complex noun phrases per clause (2 vs. 0.5). In addition, students may be less
familiar with certain words used in the items (e.g., “individual,” “depending”) or
have to make many interpretations because single words do not refer to specific,
denotable, and relatively objective behavior (i.e., high-inference ratings; e.g., Roch
et al., 2009; Rosenshine, 1970). Despite the large body of literature on traditional
best practices in the construction of survey questions (see Krosnick& Presser, 2010),
only a few studies have examined the impact of these and other linguistic charac-
teristics on student surveys’ ability to reliably and validly assess teaching quality.
One of these studies showed that the use of measures with a lower specificity and
higher level of abstraction (high-inference ratings) leads to higher interrater reli-
ability in student ratings, but lower agreement with expert assessments. Contrary
to common expectations, rater agreement increased as the behavioral observability
of the measures decreased (Roch et al., 2009). The authors argue that raters might
compensate for uncertainty in high-inference ratings bymore strongly adjusting their
ratings to match their general impression, which might in turn be unrelated or only
partially related to the teaching quality dimension in question. Such findings impres-
sively demonstrate that the association between linguistic features and psychometric
properties of student ratings is anything but trivial, and amore rigorous consideration
of linguistic forms in existing surveys is needed.

4.2 Framing

Student surveys also differ in characteristics apart from linguistic complexity. Specif-
ically, the referent and addressee of survey items are two salient characteristics that
might affect the information obtained from student ratings of teaching quality but



6 R. Göllner et al.

received less attention in research on student perceptions of teaching quality (den
Brok et al., 2004, 2006b; McRobbie et al., 1998). The referent can be defined as the
subject to which an item refers. At first glance, student rating items that refer more to
the classroom (e.g., “In math class, the lesson is often disrupted”) than to the teacher
(e.g., “Our math teacher always knows exactly what is happening in class”) tend
to exhibit more favorable psychometric properties in terms of interrater agreement
or distinctiveness from other theoretically relevant aspects of teaching quality (see
Fauth et al., 2020a; Göllner et al., 2020). However, the use of surveys that refer more
to the classroom than to the teacher might result in serious constraints. First, items
referringmore to the classroom than to the teacher are frequently used to assess class-
room management, but much rarer for items assessing learning support or cognitive
activation. This raises the question of whether the well-established distinctiveness of
classroom management compared to other quality aspects is also due to systematic
differences in the referent used. Second, previous findings have shown that when
classroom management items refer to the classroom, measures are more prone to
classroom composition effects (e.g., proportion of male students or performance
composition). Even though existing analytical procedures can be used to account
for such differences in classroom composition, it is unclear whether such analyt-
ical adjustments result in fair comparisons or relatively favor or penalize certain
individual teachers. Irrespective of this, classroom management measures referring
more to students than to the teacher need to be seen from an interactionist perspective
that includes both teachers and students they teach (Fauth et al., 2020a). In addition,
the target of the teacher’s behavior that is addressed in a survey is important. In
the simplest case, this can be either the responding student him/herself (e.g., “The
teacher motivates me”) or all students in the classroom (e.g., “The teacher motivates
us”). An examination of existing surveys shows that the “me-addressee” is predom-
inantly used when assessing the support teachers provide to students, whereas the
“we-addressee” is more frequently used for classroom management and cognitive
activation (e.g., BIJU, Baumert et al., 1996; Tripod survey; e.g., Prenzel et al., 2013;
Wallace et al., 2016). At the same time, previous studies have shown that student
support dimensions usually fail to predict student learning outcomes on the class-
room level but are more consistent predictors at the individual student level (e.g.,
Aldrup et al., 2018). These results raise the question of whether support can be
better conceptualized as a dyadic phenomenon between a teacher and an individual
student or whether they merely reflect how teacher support is assessed. Experimen-
tally varying the addressee for items assessing multiple teaching quality dimensions
will enable us to examinewhether the addressee affects the information obtained from
student ratings at the student and classroom level. The findings might also be inter-
esting for analytical modeling procedures used in teaching quality research. First,
findings from multilevel models applied to separate students’ shared (student level)
and non-shared (classroom level) perceptions of teaching quality might be directly
affected by the used addressee. Whereas the “me-addressee” assumed to provide
valid information about students individual learning experiences at the student level,
the “we-addressee” might be more adequate to give insights in students’ learning
at the classroom level; or in other words, one cannot simply assume that different
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item wordings can interchangeably be used at different levels of analysis (den Brok,
2001). Second, there is increased interest in more recent analytical procedures that
model classroom heterogeneity in student ratings as an additional indicator of good
teaching (e.g., Schenke et al., 2018). Applying these modeling procedures to surveys
with a “me-addressee” might be a better way to assess student–teacher fit in class-
rooms and teacher adaptivity than surveys with a “we-addressee.” If surveys with
a “we-addressee” are considered, different levels of heterogeneity between classes
might be more a reflection of class-specific measurement precision (i.e., more or
less agreement in classes). In other words, the choice of addressee in surveys can be
assumed to have very serious consequences for teaching quality assessment and the
view we take on students’ learning in classrooms.

4.3 The Idiosyncratic Nature of Student Ratings

Finally, it is important to ask what we can fundamentally expect from student ratings
of teaching quality and to what extent student ratings of teaching quality reveal
idiosyncrasies, i.e., are systematically different from alternativemethods. Evenwhen
we take special care to use comprehensible and age-appropriate surveys and make
more intentional decisions about the referent and addressee in survey items, the
specific nature of student ratings needs to be considered. One main objective of
previous research has been to determine the degree of idiosyncrasy in student ratings
by comparing them to alternative assessment methods (e.g., Clausen, 2002; Kunter
& Baumert, 2006). This research has shown that student ratings, particularly those
assessing learning support and cognitive activation, exhibit substantial differences to
classroom observations or teacher self-report data, which might lead to the conclu-
sion that students are less able to provide valid information on teaching quality and
its theoretically proposed dimensions (e.g., Abrami et al., 2007). However, this focus
on limitations and biases of student ratings bears the risk of neglecting the expertise
students naturally acquire through their everyday experiences in classrooms. Thus,
future research needs to better appreciate the unique information we obtain from
student ratings (e.g., Leighton, 2019). In order to do so, however, we need to learn
much more about the mental models that underlie students’ ratings and the extent to
which these models differ from those of adult observers evaluating teaching quality.
A recent study by Jaekel et al., (2021) found that student ratings of teaching quality
in one school subject (mathematics or German language) did not only result from
students’ daily experiences in the subject at hand, butwere also affected by their expe-
riences in the respective other subjects. Students seem to make use of comparative
information when objective criteria for good teaching is not available. In addition,
there is a need to understand how a developmental perspective can help us understand
idiosyncrasies in student ratings of teaching quality. That is, it is reasonable to assume
that student ratings of teaching quality are affected by the age-related developmental
stages in which ratings take place. For instance, students’ need to define their own
identity and stronger need for autonomy during adolescence (e.g., Eccles et al., 1993)
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might function as a guiding perspective when students have to rate teaching quality.
A recent study by Wallace and colleagues (2016) based on the Tripod survey identi-
fied two dimensions of students’ ratings of teaching quality: one specific classroom
management factor and one broad general factor. Interestingly, the quality indicators
with the highest loadings on the general factor were indicators that clearly capture
students’ perceptions of teachers’ learning support and student–teacher relationship
(Schweig, 2014;Wallace et al., 2016). The same is true for student ratings of cognitive
activation. It is interesting to note that even though cognitive activation is consid-
ered a central aspect explaining students’ achievement, cognitive activationmeasures
are much less common in existing surveys than classroom management or learning
support measures. One major reason for this is that assessing teachers’ ability to use
stimulating learning materials, the quality of questions teachers ask during lessons,
or the quality of classroom discussion from students perspective is seen as a partic-
ularly challenging task because it requires special knowledge and skills which is
beyond students’ firsthand experiences of participation in the classroom. Whether
and to what extent students are really able to provide information on these and other
aspects of cognitive activation in line with an adult view remains an open question
that needs to be addressed in future research. As part of this process, we have to
think about further refining existing measures that capture central aspects of cogni-
tive activation in a wide variety of learning situations and by making more explicit
use of other principles getting learners to learn long, complex, and difficult things.
Alternative ways of conceptualizing and measuring effective learning contexts from
related disciplines (e.g., discourse analysis in linguistic research; Turner & Meyer,
2000) or entirely different research fields (e.g., game-based learning; Gee, 2007) can
provide a good foundation for improving existing cognitive activation measures.

5 Closing Remarks

As the work we reviewed in this chapter makes clear, student ratings have become
a vibrant part of teaching quality research. We are particularly excited about two
aspects of this research. The first is the usefulness of student ratings in research
and practice. Even though differences across teaching quality dimensions need to be
considered, students can provide a valid perspective on teaching quality and are thus
in nowaygenerally inferior to alternative assessments such as classroomobservations
or teacher self-reports. Second, students provide a plethora of information on teaching
quality at both the classroomand the student level,with the latter referring to students’
individual learning experiences within a classroom in a way that is beyond the scope
of alternative assessments.As research on student ratings progresses, it will be critical
to take a deeper andmore consequential look at the characteristics of existing surveys
to determinewhat we can learn about teaching quality from the students’ perspective.
We look forward to participating in work on these topics in the future.
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