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Teaching effectiveness can be defined as the 
extent to which the teaching activity fulfills 
its intended purpose, function, and goal. Al-

though goals can vary across institutions and may be 
specific or global, evaluating a teacher’s effectiveness 
is proof of the academic institution’s commitment to 
continual improvement. This study reviews survey 
findings to determine the most commonly used meth-
ods for assessing teaching effectiveness in U.S. dental 
schools. An evaluation process is a review of faculty 
performance; when appropriately implemented, the 
process results in objective decisions regarding pro-
motions and recommendations.1 The outcomes from 
assessments of teaching effectiveness can be used 
for formative and summative purposes. Formative 
assessments are used to develop or improve persons 
or programs. Summative assessments are used to 
determine “final” achievement and to provide ac-

countability, as the results are more directly related 
to the efficacy of teaching.1 Summative evaluations 
focus on the outcome of teaching rather than the 
process.1,2 A comprehensive method of assessing 
teaching effectiveness should include various types 
of evaluation strategies,1,3 specifically those of the 
formative nature.

A wide-ranging collection of data or evidence 
from multiple and diverse sources is described in 
the education literature as triangulation.1,4-12 This 
composite assessment methodology is thought to 
be more valuable because it compensates for the 
inadequacies that may be related to any one assess-
ment method.1,9,13-16 According to Berk,1 using a 
triangulation methodology provides “a more accu-
rate, reliable, and comprehensive method of teach-
ing effectiveness than just one source.” Many other 
experts on performance assessment in the academic 
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arena recognize that the measurement of teaching 
effectiveness is a complex process, and they strongly 
endorse using multiple sources of evidence,6,7,12,16-23 
in an attempt to balance out some of the shortcom-
ings of each corner of the “triangle.” The three 
most frequently used data sources that comprise the 
triangle are student ratings, peer observations, and 
self-assessments. In summary, teaching effectiveness 
can be assessed using diverse evaluation strategies, 
the combination of which is referred to as triangula-
tion.1,4,6,7,11,12 For a triangulation method to be most 
effective, data from different sources should ideally 
overlap to some extent.4,6 For example, similar ques-
tions could be asked of students, peers, and self. The 
extent to which triangulation models are used to 
evaluate teaching effectiveness in dental education 
has not been determined. The purpose of this study 
was to identify commonly used methods of assessing 
teaching effectiveness in U.S. dental schools and to 
propose a model, based on the concept of triangu-
lation, which includes evaluations from students, 
peers, and self.

Methods of Measuring 
Teaching Effectiveness

Student Assessment
Teaching invariably involves interaction with 

students; therefore, a huge emphasis has been given 
to student evaluations, ratings, feedback, and perfor-
mance.24-42 The validity of student evaluations has 
been a subject of much debate (Table 1). A meta-
analysis of forty-one research studies indicated that 
student evaluations/ratings should be an essential 
component of evaluating teaching effectiveness.43 
A large number of students can respond to a survey 
on teaching effectiveness, making the results reli-
able.15,16,27,44-47 Moreover, the respondents are those 
who have observed the teachers on a number of oc-
casions9,48 and have been personally affected by the 
teaching,48 giving this type of evaluation a high face 
validity.25,33,34,44,46,49 

Studies also support the use of retrospective 
“student” evaluations, such as exit surveys and 
alumni ratings, as additional methods of assessing 
past teaching effectiveness.1 Presumably, there is less 
of a correlation with exams or assignments and more 
of a relationship to the value of the education, the 

individual’s future goals, and the real world. However, 
these ratings are not necessarily any more reliable 
than current student evaluations.25,50-52

Some have questioned whether students have 
the wisdom and the experience to make qualified 
observations and evaluations about teaching qual-
ity.25,53-56 In addition, it has been suggested that stu-
dents’ evaluations may be overly influenced by their 
perceptions of faculty members’ leniency or severity 
in assigning grades (e.g., lenient, “easy” graders 
receive higher ratings than strict graders), which 
may undermine the value of students’ course and 
teacher evaluations and induce skepticism among the 
faculty in the value of these ratings.1,7,15,25,35,38,46,57-60 
In fact, there is conflicting evidence and opinion in 
the faculty assessment literature concerning the ef-
fect that students’ expectations for high grades have 
on their evaluation of teachers.61-63 Some studies 
totally support the leniency hypothesis,64-69 while 
others found no evidence that leniency affects rat-
ings.70,71 There appears to be little or no support in 
the literature that evaluations are affected by course 
content-related elements such as the course work-
load or difficulty15,35,72 or even the student’s grade 
point average.15,73 Yet, there is some evidence that 
students’ assessment of teaching and teachers may 
be somewhat influenced by students’ prior interest 
in the content or subject.15,74,75 

A number of studies find little or no evidence 
that gender differences (instructor or student) play 
a role in determining evaluation outcomes.15,25,46,76-

78 Some studies note that the characteristics of the 
instructor, such as personality25,79 and popularity,25 
may have an effect on the evaluations, although the 
“popularity” myth has been debunked, for the most 
part.15,80,81 There are even reports that ratings are in-
fluenced by the presence of the instructor in the room 
while evaluations are being completed.82,83 Some 
studies recommend that a third party administer and 
collect course/teacher evaluation forms to protect 
student anonymity and reduce the “psychological 
presence” of the instructor upon students’ decision 
making about ratings.16,20

Evidence suggests that past or present students 
should not be asked to comment on the adequacy or 
timeliness of a course or curriculum. Nor should they 
be required to judge the appropriateness of related 
assignments or exams.1 Faculty (peers) are considered 
more suitable for such evaluations.15 While evalua-
tions are completed more accurately when students 
are given adequate time and instruction,84 the content 
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of the rating form itself may drive educators to mod-
ify what is taught.58 Whether the extent of learning, 
as indicated by test performance, is directly related to 
ratings43,46,85-87 and whether student feedback actually 
improves teaching48,52,58,88-90 are both debated in the 
literature. In spite of the controversy, the current be-
lief is that student ratings and evaluations are highly 

valuable as determinants of teaching effectiveness 
and that the ratings provide a feedback mechanism 
for continuous improvement.24,35 It appears that the 
majority of researchers and experts in academic 
performance assessment believe in the reliability and 
validity of student evaluations as a means of evaluat-
ing teaching.15,43,70,86,87,91-96

Table 1. Literature findings of factors influencing student evaluations

Student-Related Issue	 Agree	 Disagree	 Open to Debate	

Student bias (class size, grading 	 Ory and Ryan,58 Chacko,64 	 McKeachie,34 Greenwald 	 Marsh,15 Aleamoni and 
by faculty)	 Koshland,65 Nimmer and 	 and Gillmore,57 Abrami	 Hexner46 
	 Stone,66 Powell,67 Snyder 	 et al.,61 Marsh,70 Theall	  
	 and Clair,68 Vasta and 	 and Franklin71	  
	 Sarmiento69 	

Student limited self-insight in 		���������  Albanese,53 Hativa and�	  
measuring teaching effectiveness 		������  Raviv,54 Palchik et al.,55	  
(immaturity, lack of experience, 		  Ross and Bruce56	  
and unpredictability)				  

Content of rating form drives what	 Ory and Ryan58		   
is taught			 

Instructor presence in room	 Feldman,82 Pulich83	 		

Instructor’s personality			   Aleamoni,25 Erdle et al.79

Instructor’s popularity		  Marsh,15 Feldman,80 Tang81	 Aleamoni25	

Gender of instructor and/or student		  Aleamoni and Hexner,46 	 Marsh,15 Aleamoni,25 
		  Amin,76 Dukes and Victoria77 	 Feldman78 	

Student prior interest in content	 Marsh and Cooper,74 Ory75	 Marsh15	 	

Student expectations of high grades	 Abrami et al.62 	 Centra20 		

Student GPA		  Marsh,15 Theall and Franklin73	 	

Course workload and/or difficulty		  Theall et al.72	 Marsh15	

Student learning and achievement 	 Cohen,43 Aleamoni and	 Doyle and Crichton47	 Marsh85 
related to ratings	 Hexner,46 Centra,86 		   
	 McKeachie87	

Adequate time, notice, and 	 Svinicki84		   
instruction given to students	 		

Number of student evaluators; 			   Hoyt and Pallett48 
experience of evaluators with 			    
teachers (many hours observing)				  

High face validity (personally 	 Hoyt and Pallett48		   
affected by teacher)				  

Students have multiple opportunities 	 Berk et al.9		   
to experience day-to-day teaching	 	

Reliability of ratings	 Marsh,15 Braskamp and Ory,16 	 Hoyt and Pallett48 
	 Centra,20 Cohen,43 Aleomoni,44 		   
	 Cashin,45 Doyle and 		   
	 Crichton,47 Marsh,70 Centra,86  
	 McKeachie,87 Seldin,91 Seldin,92		   
	 Ramsden,93 Marsh and 
	 Dunkin,94 Koon and Murray95

			 

Student feedback improves teaching 		  Hoyt and Pallett,48	 Ory and Ryan58 
effectiveness		  Cohen,88 Brinko89 		

Alumni ratings more reliable than 		  Aleamoni,25 Marsh,50	  
current student ratings		  McKeachie et al.,51 Overall 	  
		  and Marsh52 	
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Peer Assessment
Peer review by faculty colleagues is considered 

another valuable assessment method for measuring 
teaching effectiveness5,9,47,60,97,98 (Table 2). Peer review 
can be either formative or summative.2 Formative 
review is used to enhance good teaching practices, 
develop faculty, and share resources. Peer evalu-
ation has a high validity for judging course goals 

and objectives, course content, and appropriateness 
of tests or assignments, something that students 
are not able to effectively assess.15 Formative peer 
reviews are viewed more favorably than summative 
reviews by both faculty who participate in colleague 
assessment programs and by experts in performance 
assessment.1,13,20,99,100 Consequently, most assessment 
authorities recommend that peer evaluation should 
be formative—namely, a mentoring process that 

Table 2. Literature findings of factors influencing peer evaluations

Peer-Related Issue	 Agree	 Disagree	 Open to Debate	

Friendship bias	 Berk et al.9	 Cederblom and Lounsbury,98 	 Love,60 Cederblom and 
		  Cosh103	 Lounsbury98 	

Ratings are very generous, skewed 	 Berk et al.,9 Root,101		  Doyle and Crichton47 
to the upper scale	 Braskamp et al.102		

Rating scales do not measure 	 Berk et al.9		  Braskamp and Ory16 
effective teaching characteristics	 		

Informal collegial relationship	 Shortland,104 Rowland105	 		

Value of the feedback			   Cederblom and  
			   Lounsbury,98 Shortland,104  

			   Martin and Double107	

Promotes self-knowledge and 	 McKeachie,34 Cosh,103		   
personal development through 	 Shortland,104 Martin and		   
observation of others (reflective 	 Double,107 Blackwell and		   
approach)	 McLean108			 

Qualifications or competence of 	 Berk et al.,9 Root,101 Cosh103	 Martin and Double107	 Goldstein,5 Sullivan and 
observers			   Skanes106 	

No evidence of instructor 	 Cosh103	 Berk et al.,9 Overall and	  
self-improvement		  Marsh,52 Marsh and Roche,90 	  
		  Shortland,104 Martin and 	  
		  Double,107 Cohen and 	  
		  McKeachie113 		

Bad feelings, defensiveness, 	 Cosh,103 Bridges109	 Shortland104	 Goldstein5 
interpersonal conflict			 

Lack of confidence in the outcomes 	 Braskamp et al.102	 Cosh,103 Lonsdale110	 Berk et al.,9 Cederblom 
or reliability of results			   and Lounsbury98 	

Fear and resistance	 Jarzabkowski and Bone,8 	 Berk et al.,9 Shortland,104	 Cederblom and Lounsbury98 
	 Martin and Double107	 Lonsdale110	

Personal subjectivity	 Berk et al.9	 Cederblom and Lounsbury98	 	

Limited number of observers	 Berk et al.9			 

Observation is time-consuming	 DeZure114	 Berk et al.9		

Observation of a single class is not 	 Braskamp et al.,102 Centra123	 Berk et al.9	  
representative of an entire course	

Reputation, tenure, or faculty status 	 Berk et al.9	 Cederblom and Lounsbury98	 Hoyt and Pallett,48 
influences observer bias (“halo” effect)			  Sullivan and Skanes106 	

Gender, race, sexual orientation bias	 Berk et al.9	 		

Observers exchange positive ratings 	 Berk et al.9		   
for one another (back scratching)	 	 	

Function or use of peer input or 	 Martin and Double107	 Cederblom and Lounsbury98		   
feedback 	 	 	

Previous peer ratings		  Cederblom and Lounsbury98	 	

Relevancy of teaching portfolio	 Hoyt and Pallett,48 Seldin119	 		

Ratings related to learning or 		  Doyle and Crichton47	  
achievement			 
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focuses on providing feedback to a colleague for 
purposes of enhancing teaching, but the content of 
the feedback should not be used as a data source for 
formal performance evaluations or promotion and 
tenure decisions. 

It has been suggested that friendship bias, 
reputation, tenure or faculty status, informal collegial 
relationship, and personal subjectivity can result in 
the skewing of faculty peer evaluations.9,47,48,60,98,101-106 
Therefore, faculty tend to be more accepting of peer 
evaluations when the outcomes are used for feedback 
purposes and collaborative reflection rather than as a 
basis for formal performance assessment, which may 
have wage implications for promotion.34,98,103,107,108 
Studies have suggested that peer evaluation can 
create bad feelings, defensiveness, and interper-
sonal conflict among faculty.5,103,104,109 This can also 
result in fear and resistance from those being evalu-
ated.8,9,98,104,107,110 The limited number of observers 
who are involved in the faculty peer review process 
has been described as a disadvantage,9 although 
recent use of videos of teaching in action allows for 
more observers with a greater scheduling flexibility 
for review.111,112 Others question the qualifications 
or competence of peers to function as reviewers of 
teaching effectiveness.5,9,101,103,106,107 There is also 
debate as to whether the rating scales actually mea-
sure effective teaching characteristics9,16 or result in 
instructor improvement.9,102-104,107,110,113 

Although there are reports that peer evaluations 
are biased, unreliable, unfair, and limited in scope and 
may lead to overly positive reviews if used for formal 
(summative) performance evaluations,60,103,104,107,114,115 
peer reviews are necessary to augment other assess-
ment methods, such as student ratings or self-evalu-

ations.1,5,47,98,104,107 Where summative peer evaluations 
are performed, they should be done with the same 
rigor as a peer review process for assessment of re-
search and scholarly activity, and they may result in 
teaching awards.3 For this purpose, many academic 
institutions encourage the use of teaching portfolios 
to formalize the process.8,9,111,116-119 In summary, peer 
evaluations, especially formative ones, are valuable 
when conducted in conjunction with other types of 
evaluations to counter the potential bias of the peer 
evaluator. 

Self-Assessment
Self-evaluation or self-assessment is another 

method used in evaluating teaching effectiveness 
(Table 3).1,56,112,116,117,120 Self-assessment involves a 
faculty self-report that describes teaching, scholar-
ship, service, and practice. Although this self-report 
is not a true assessment of teaching, it has merits 
mainly by enforcing a reflective approach for self-de-
velopment.15,34,103,104,107,108,116,121 One process used for 
self-evaluation, specifically for formative purposes, 
is the review of videos of teaching in action.1,112 Lee 
and Wu112 have suggested five potential benefits of 
the use of videos: 1) easy access to video content, 
2) comprehensive view of teaching styles, 3) shared 
expertise, 4) venue for constructive feedback, and 5) 
greater utilization of peer-to-peer learning.

However, some investigators contend that 
the reliability of self-assessment is low because 
individuals have been shown to provide overly 
positive self-appraisals in comparison to other data 
sources47,56,122,123 and because assessments may be 
inaccurate, overstated, or self-serving, especially 
when it comes to summative decisions.14,16,56,116,120,124 

Table 3. Literature findings of factors influencing self-evaluations

Self-Related Issue	 Agree	 Disagree	 Open to Debate	

Gain awareness of different teaching 	 Cosh,103 Beck et al.,116		  Marsh15 
styles through observation (reflective 	 Tucker et al.121		   
approach) for self-development 			 

Subjective view of ability (inflated 	 Doyle and Crichton,47	 Ross and Bruce,56 Centra123	  
view of skill) or leniency effect	 Kulik and Kulik122	 		

Validity and fairness of using own 	 Braskamp and Ory16	 Seldin14	 Beck et al.116		   
portfolios or self-reports

Efficacy—reliance on own skill	 Ross and Bruce,56 Ross124 			 

Influence from peers (peer input and 	 Ross and Bruce,56		   
feedback)	 Cameron and Pierce115 		

Ratings related to learning or 		  Doyle and Crichton47	  
achievement			 
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The real value of self-reflection is in the opportunity 
to demonstrate one’s own perception of teaching 
effectiveness.15 An underexplored question in the 
literature on assessment of teaching effectiveness is: 
does teacher self-assessment support or contradict 
student and peer evaluations? Self-evaluation is a 
common form of assessment among universities 
and higher education, and has a greater validity 
when used in conjunction with other teaching ef-
fectiveness strategies, such as peer and student 
evaluations.1

Triangulation Model
Amidst all of the debate regarding methods of 

assessing teaching effectiveness (Tables 1, 2, and 
3), there is recognition of independent value in us-
ing student, peer, and self-evaluations as methods 
of assessing teaching effectiveness. However, when 
these methods are combined, a triangulation model 

is achieved, resulting in a more comprehensive as-
sessment outcome.9,14-16

Berk has identified twelve different strategies 
to measure teaching effectiveness.1 These include 
elements from students, peers, and self. Based on 
a modification of these strategies, we developed a 
survey for applications specific to dental education 
in order to identify the incidence of commonly used 
methods of assessing teaching effectiveness in U.S. 
dental schools and to find evidence of use of trian-
gulation. 

Methods
A twelve-question multiple-choice survey was 

created with four options per question (yes; if yes, 
performed routinely; no; not sure), plus a comments 
section (Table 4). The survey was sent electroni-
cally via the American Dental Education Association 

Table 4. Survey questions and distribution of responses on methods of assessment of teaching effectiveness in U.S. 
dental schools, by number and percent of total responses

Responses to survey (n=36)

Question	 Yes	 If yes, performed	 No	 Not sure 
		  routinely

	 Responses	 Percent	 Responses	 Percent	 Responses	 Percent	 Responses	 Percent	

  1. Student written evaluations or ratings	 33	 91.67%	 29	 80.56%	 2	 5.56%	 1	 2.78%
  2. Student interviews, verbal evaluations	 20	 55.56%	 13	 36.11%	 16	 44.44%	 1	 2.78%
  3. Peer review of written documents, such  
      as course syllabi, course goals and  
      objectives, lectures, outlines	 23	 63.89%	 19	 52.78%	 12	 33.33%	 1	 2.78%	
  4. Peer observation of lectures, seminars,  
      and/or videos	 18	 50.00%	 6	 16.67%	 15	 41.67%	 2	 5.56%	
  5. Peer ratings	 9	 25.00%	 2	 5.56%	 25	 69.44%	 2	 5.56%	
  6. Faculty self-evaluation in a written form	 18	 50.00%	 11	 30.56%	 17	 47.22%	 1	 2.78%
  7. Self-evaluation by reviewing videos of  
      teaching in action	 2	 5.56%	 0	 0.00%	 33	 91.67%	 1	 2.78%	
  8. Exit survey of students	 32	 88.89%	 27	 75.00%	 3	 8.33%	 1	 2.78%	
  9. Teaching awards by institution	 32	 88.89%	 23	 63.89%	 2	 5.56%	 1	 2.78%	
10. Learning outcome measures: exams,  
      national boards, etc.	 31	 86.11%	 26	 72.22%	 4	 11.11%	 1	 2.78%	
11. Teaching portfolios	 19	 52.78%	 8	 22.22%	 16	 44.44%	 2	 5.56%	
12. Does your dental school have a formal  
      mechanism to evaluate clinical teaching  
      effectiveness?	 21	 58.33%	 15	 41.67%	 13	 36.11%	 2	 5.56%	

Open-Ended Written Comments (received from seven schools)	
“Clinical faculty are evaluated by their department chair annually. Faculty complete a self-report detailing their activities. 
The chair considers student evaluation and input from their Team Coordinator in his/her evaluation.”	
“Love to see what you get for feedback.”	
“Student evaluation of courses and faculty using an Audience Response System.”	
“Provost requests an annual report of teaching load and activities for evaluation.”	
“Courses are evaluated by students. A variety of outcomes measures are used (several noted in survey) to evaluate courses, 
curriculum, and the institution. However, faculty teaching effectiveness is not assessed.”
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(ADEA) Academic Affairs 
listserv to academic deans of 
all U.S. dental schools in July 
and again in August of 2007. 
Each school was allowed only 
one submission. Out of fifty-
seven U.S. dental schools, 
thirty-nine submitted survey 
responses. Three submissions 
were eliminated because, in 
each case, the schools had an-
swered only one of the twelve 
questions. Results of the re-
maining thirty-six surveys 
were tabulated and analyzed 
to determine commonly used 
methods of teaching effective-
ness for an actual response rate 
of 63 percent. 

Additionally, the follow-
ing process was used to deter-
mine the percentage of schools 
that employ a triangulation 
model (Table 5). Where a 
school had a response of “yes, 
performed routinely” in each 
category of student (question 
1, 2, or 8), peer (question 3, 4, 
5, 9, 10, or 11), and self (question 6 or 7) review, the 
school was identified as having achieved triangula-
tion (Table 6). Question 12, pertaining to a formal 
mechanism of assessment of clinical teaching effec-
tiveness, was excluded in the definition of triangula-
tion because it was not specific to any single defined 
category (student, peer, or self).

Results
The survey results are shown in Table 4, includ-

ing the written comments that were provided by seven 
of the thirty-six schools. For all questions, there was a 
higher response to an evaluation method simply being 
used, in contrast to its being “performed routinely.” 
Of the eleven strategies (questions 1-11), the most 
commonly used methods “performed routinely” were 
student written evaluations or ratings (81 percent); 
exit survey of students (75 percent); and learning 
outcome measures, exams, and national boards (72 
percent). The three least routinely used assessment 
methods were self-evaluation by reviewing videos 
of teaching in action (0 percent); peer ratings (6 

percent); and peer observation of lectures, semi-
nars, and/or videos (17 percent). Less than half (42 
percent) of the schools routinely performed clinical 
teaching effectiveness evaluations.

To determine the extent of triangulation, the 
survey questions were assigned to one of the three 
evaluation categories (Table 5). Review of the survey 
results (Table 6) illustrates that, of the three evalu-
ation categories (student, peer, and self), the most 
commonly used method (“performed routinely”) 
was student evaluation. Nearly 20 percent of the 
responding schools reported using all three catego-
ries of student, peer, and self, and thus potentially 
had implemented triangulation in the performance 
assessment process. 

Discussion
Routine performance of evaluations is impor-

tant for the development of the faculty, the depart-
ment, and the institution. To optimize the value of 
the assessment outcomes, such evaluations should 
include elements from student, peer, and self-evalu-

Table 5. Questions assigned to categories for determining triangulation

	Evaluation Category	 Related Question	

	 Student	 •	 Student written evaluations or ratings
		  •	 Student interviews, verbal evaluations
		  •	 Exit survey of students 
		  •	 Learning outcome measures: exams, national boards, etc.	

	 Peer	 •	 Peer review of written documents such as course syllabi,  
			   course goals and objectives, lectures, outlines 
		  •	 Peer observation of lectures, seminars, and/or videos
		  •	 Peer ratings 
		  •	 Teaching awards by institution 
		  •	 Teaching portfolios	

	 Self	 •	 Faculty self-evaluation in a written form
		  •	 Self-evaluation by reviewing videos of teaching in action

Table 6. Number of schools and related percentages for those responding “Yes, 
performed routinely” to each evaluation category: student, peer, self

Evaluation Category	                           Responded “Yes, performed routinely”	 
	 Number of Schools (n=36)	 Percent	

Student	 29	 80.56%	
Peer	 28	 77.78%	
Self	 11	 30.56%	
Triangulation (Student and Peer and Self)	 7	 19.44%
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ation categories. Approximately 20 percent of the 
responding schools reported using multiple assess-
ment sources. However, it cannot be determined from 
these data whether the evaluations were purposefully 
combined into a single assessment (i.e., triangula-
tion). Moreover, surveys addressed to associate deans 
for academic affairs have the potential limitation of 
not yielding the most current appraisal of teaching ef-
fectiveness strategies utilized in all departments since 
department chairs play a key role in the assessment of 
teaching effectiveness for their faculty. However, the 
intent of this survey was to explore institution-wide 
policies, which fall within the responsibilities of the 
associate deans for academic affairs. 

The literature related to assessment of teaching 
effectiveness recommends that schools embrace a 
triangulation policy for assessment of teaching ef-
fectiveness. This formal mechanism should be used in 
the performance assessment process for developmen-
tal (formative) and evaluative (summative) purposes 
by all departments. Triangulation should be done 
on a routine basis because if the evaluation method 
is sporadic, intermittent, or limited by department, 
the effectiveness of the assessment is compromised. 
Table 5 can be used as a guide in selecting particu-
lar evaluation methods from each of the categories. 
However, within each method, institutions have much 
leeway in developing their own assessment compo-
nents to meet their specific goals. For example, the 
specifics of exit surveys, student written evaluations 
or ratings, or components of teaching portfolios are 
within the control of each institution. There is cur-
rently no evidence to suggest that certain types of 
evaluation methods from each category of student, 
peer, and self can be combined in a particular way to 
achieve an optimal level of triangulation. Instead, it 
is the combination of methods, choosing at least one 
from each category, that results in the triangulation 
model that is advocated.1,4-12 

Student evaluations are valuable when related to 
course organization and instructor delivery,1,15,25,44,46,47 
but not when students are asked to evaluate course 
content, relevancy, or appropriateness of goals and 
objectives. Many dental schools, however, value stu-
dent views regarding curriculum. The ADEA Senior 
Survey is primarily devoted to asking students their 
opinions about curricular content, and this evaluation 
tool is widely used in dental schools to justify curricu-
lum decisions. Although the ADEA survey is valuable 
in providing a scope of different curricula nationally, 
its interpretation for all curriculum changes should 

be restricted because of student limitations in judging 
the appropriateness of content while they are still in 
school and prior to experiencing the realities of actual 
dental practice in the community.

Peer reviews are more appropriate than stu-
dent assessment for content evaluation.1,15 How-
ever, sustaining a viable peer review system may 
be time-consuming and resource-intensive.97 Many 
faculty members may be reluctant to embrace an-
other evaluation process, considering that they are 
overwhelmed with existing job responsibilities and 
tenure requirements.

Another challenge to a peer review process 
is related to the current culture and environment in 
dental schools. Faculty are likely to hesitate in cri-
tiquing one another for fear of creating bad feelings 
that can damage future working relationships.103,109 
In reality, however, the promotion and tenure system 
at most major universities now expect submission 
of peer appraisals of various aspects of academic 
performance—more commonly on the research side, 
but increasingly for teaching. Dental schools will 
need to determine a way to successfully implement 
peer reviews of teaching for summative purposes. 
For example, when selecting individuals to perform 
summative peer reviews, if faculty are allowed to 
identify their own reviewers, then “buddy bias” is a 
significant issue.9,60,98 If department chairs designate 
peer reviewers, there is less potential for friendship 
bias, but faculty may fear that chairs are out to “get 
them” by purposely choosing reviewers who have 
interpersonal conflicts, biases, or other issues with 
the reviewed faculty member.5,103,109 These realities 
need to be considered when using peer evaluations 
for summative purposes. 

Peer assessments, together with self-evalu-
ations,103,116,121 have the greatest value in focusing 
faculty on a process of routine self-reflection and 
determining or redirecting faculty efforts. One 
method of evaluation—review of video of teaching 
in action—warrants a discussion. The review of 
videos is a well-described mechanism for self- or 
peer evaluation.1,111,112 Based on the findings from 
this survey, it does not appear that any U.S. dental 
schools utilize “videos of teaching in action” as an 
evaluation mechanism. Video review may be more 
timely now than ever before. Students today are not 
limited to note-taking or traditional transcription. 
There is an increasing use of technology for record-
ing voice and video of lectures and other teaching 
activities. These digital recordings can be stored, 
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reviewed, shared, analyzed, and used as tools for 
training and development. The fact that students are 
using this technology for study or review purposes 
makes it even more critical that the faculty evaluate 
these videos for teaching effectiveness, prior to or in 
conjunction with the student review.

While not directly related to the main issue in 
this study, the fact that only 42 percent of the respond-
ing schools reported that they routinely evaluated 
clinical teaching effectiveness is disconcerting. This 
is a low percentage considering that more than half 
of the students’ total time in dental school is in the 
clinic/patient care environment and this phase of the 
curriculum certainly is the students’ most powerful 
learning experience. It is in the best interest of dental 
schools to focus on evaluating clinical teaching ef-
fectiveness with the same level of commitment that 
is given to evaluating classroom teaching effective-
ness.21-23

The process of evaluating teaching effective-
ness can only have value if there is a forum for 
formalized feedback of these outcomes to create 
action plans for continuous improvement. In this 
manner, the students, the faculty, and the institution 
will greatly benefit from these evaluations.

Future studies are indicated to determine an 
optimal combination of evaluation methods for 
each category of student, peer, and self in achieving 
triangulation. 

Limitations of the Study
The survey sent to the U.S. dental schools was 

used to identify the incidence of commonly used 
methods of assessing teaching effectiveness and to 
find evidence of triangulation. The survey was in-
tended to collect data on methods used, from which 
a triangulation model could be proposed. However, 
none of the questions in the survey directly or indi-
rectly asked respondents whether the school used a 
triangulation method. At the time of survey construc-
tion, it was perceived that the term “triangulation” 
was not commonly used or understood among dental 
faculty. Although triangulation is well defined in the 
education literature, its use in the dental literature is 
uncommon. For those schools that showed potential 
evidence of triangulation, there is no way to deter-
mine whether their collection of data from multiple 
sources was consciously done to implement a trian-
gulation strategy. 

Conclusion
The results of this study are as follows: 

1.	 It was determined that a triangulation method for 
assessing teaching effectiveness was potentially 
performed by only 19 percent of the responding 
schools, although there was no evidence derived 
from this survey to determine if the one in five 
schools that reported multiple data sources have 
consciously determined to implement a triangu-
lation process. 

2.	 The three most commonly used evaluation meth-
ods, identified as “performed routinely,” were all 
from the student evaluation category (written 
evaluations, exit surveys, and exam results).

3.	 The self-evaluation category was found to be the 
least utilized area for assessment (31 percent) as 
compared to the peer (78 percent) and student 
(81 percent) categories.

4.	 Fewer than half of the responding schools rou-
tinely evaluated clinical teaching effectiveness 
(42 percent).

5.	 To improve the assessment of teaching effec-
tiveness, the use of a triangulation model is 
suggested, whereby evaluation methods from all 
three categories of students, peers, and self are 
performed routinely.
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