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that I had contrived the arrangement to save the trouble of preparing lectures. Moral;
Student evaluations are more influenced by formats meeting their expectations than by
how much they and their classmates learned.

Several years ago I served on a committee established by the Dean of Arts and Sciences
at the University of Pittsburgh to review the case for tenuring a young mathematics
professor there. The man in question had been promoted to Associate Professor without
tenure, an entirely anomalous position at Pitt, as at many other universities (but not, of
course, at Carnegie Mellon.) The Chair of the Mathematics department made the case for
promotion to the committee: the fellow had not been given tenure previously because,
although his scholarship was excellent, his faculty course evaluations were unacceptably
low, but they had since improved, and so he should now be tenured. Committee heads
nodded as the Chair went on about how the Mathematics department valued teaching.  I
asked the Chair these questions, with the following answers: Was there any evidence
other than FCEs that the fellow was a poor teacher? There was not. Prior to the previous
decision to promote him without tenure, what had the professor been assigned to teach?
Sections of Calculus and of Differential Equations. Were there many such sections?
There were. Did they use the same texts and give the same examinations? They did. On
average, how did students in his sections do on the final examination compared with
students in other sections of the same courses? Here was the give-away: On average, they
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kinds. I know of no good studies that show that courses in which more learning actually
goes on—or more that is worth learning is taught—measured, for example, by pre-test
and post test performances are more highly valued by students for that reason than are
less instructive courses. But even if that  were so, the FCEs are heavily biased
instruments: biased against faculty who have formal approaches, who let students know
their grading will be rigorous, who aren’t comely, who adopt original methods of
instruction. No student would agree to be evaluated by such criteria.  No promotion
committee would explicitly count such considerations against promotion of a faculty
member, but implicitly it is done all the time.


