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I never have the delusion of considering 
myself a perfect teacher. Never do I worry 
either that I flub teaching. I apparently 
have the credentials and skills to approach 
teaching in an informed fashion. When 
end-of-the-semester student evaluation of 
teaching comes my way, I simultaneously 
find myself at both ends of the spectrum—
I’m either the best or the worst teacher. I 
know I’m none. I don’t gloat over a staller 
evaluation. A rave evaluation doesn’t 
upset me, either. I know students don’t 
evaluate teachers. They rate teachers. 
They either like or hate teachers. 
Essentially, then, student evaluation of 
teaching is a “popularity contest” among 
teachers, as Beth McMurtrie claims in her 
essay “Teaching Evaluations Are Broken. 
Can They Be Fixed?” in The Chronicle of 
Higher Education. Research evinces that 
gender and racial biases contaminate this 
popularity contest. Consequently, student 
evaluation of teaching boils down to 
slander and scandal. 

And the worst victims of such a 
system are our female colleagues. The 
American Sociological Association, for 
example, released a statement in 2019, 
reporting multiple shortcomings in 
student evaluation of teaching. One of 
their concerns was that it is biased against 
women, as research finds that female 
instructors are rated lower than their 
male counterparts. Worse, our female 
colleagues are victims of vulgarism, as 
they are evaluated by students. Students 
sometimes attempt to soil their character. 
They comment on their body parts at that. 
Their gaffes and peeves are magnified. 
Their dignity and identity as teachers are 
so compromised sometimes that they 
become professional pariahs. They are 
reduced to lesser mortals by students 
semester after semester. They still can’t 
do away with such a prejudicial evaluation, 
because they can’t find out the students 
demonising them. These evaluations are 
anonymous. Students have the right to 
privacy, which universities religiously 
protect. None, however, protects our 
female colleagues when they’re criminally 
disgraced by students. Student evaluation 
of teaching is institutionalised misogyny. 

If that’s not a compelling rationale to 
abandon student evaluation of teaching 
altogether, think of the following paradox. 
Teaching is not a random gig randomly 
done by a random individual. Teaching 
presupposes expertise. Teaching is not a 
natural talent suddenly discovered. It is, 
instead, an ability gradually developed 
by means of sustained training. As well, 
teaching is stubbornly discipline-specific. 
The evaluation of teaching by students, 
however, presupposes no expertise. When 
a student evaluates a teacher, he becomes 
transdisciplinary and omniscient. A 
potential business major, for example, 
can sign up for basic physics, psychology, 
and political science courses in the same 
semester, and is expect to proxy for Albert 
Einstein, Sigmund Freud, and John Locke 
as he evaluates teaching. Kevin Gannon, 
in his essay “In Defense (Sort of) of 
Student Evaluations of Teaching” in The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, contends 
that students are not experts qualified to 
evaluate teachers. Student evaluation of 
teaching, therefore, gleans only clamour. 
It hardly says anything about the quality 
of instruction. Judging the teachers is 
not the students’ business. Learning is. 
Learning cannot be reduced to a number, 

as the current evaluation metrics do. So, 
it’s controversial. 

Sceptics as such apprehend that 
student evaluation of teaching is a witch-
hunting project, for it apparently separates 
popular instructors from unpopular ones. 
Teaching has never been a popular sport; 
never have teachers been performance 
artistes. Ideally, popularity doesn’t 
factor into the equation of teaching. 
Unfortunately, however, even in 2011, 
Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa, in “Your 
So-Called Education” in The New York 
Times, claim that students are increasingly 
thought of as “clients” or “consumers.” 
Whoever refuses to coddle them risks 
being unpopular. A damning evaluation 
with crude, aggressive, and ad hominem 
language follows. Students’ words, 
especially an outlier offensive comment, 
are God’s words. They weigh critically 
in merit raises, tenure, promotion, and 
contract renewal. Sometimes the victims 
are genuine scholars, who seek to touch 
and transform students by enlightening, 
disciplining, and inspiring them. And 
sometimes the winners are the charlatans 
who end up in classrooms on the 
coattails of the influential people they’re 
connected with. They learn to play the 
game of popularity. They are ethically and 
intellectually evacuated, but they swagger 
around. If that’s what student evaluation 
of teaching leads us to, why can’t we ditch 
this perfunctory ritual? 

Because these evaluations are 
seductively objective. They reduce teaching 
to a point scale. These are, then, unerring 
measures of good teaching. These are, 
instead, cheap measures, which are easy 
to implement in a slapdash manner. It 
sounds surprising that universities adhere 
to something so inherently problematic. 
What sounds more surprising is that 
universities are never so serious about 
defining good teaching as they are about 
evaluating good teaching. Good teaching 
has never been pedagogical pyrotechnics 
expected of a teacher, who does magical 
and radical things in a classroom to dazzle 
students. Good teaching is a gradual 
approach to helping students discover 
and actualise their potential. It’s goal-
driven and holistic. It’s not skill-driven 
and specific. Students come away from 
a session of good teaching enlightened 
and inspired. No calculus captures such 
complex outcomes of teaching. Citing 
a meta-analysis, Beth McMurtrie claims 
in her essay in The Chronicle of Higher 
Education—that I already mentioned—
that there is little to no correlation between 
how highly students rate their instructor 
and how well they have learnt the subject.

In fact, the correlation between high 
rating and good teaching is negative. 
Michelle Falkoff claims in “Why We 
Must Stop Relying on Student Ratings 
of Teaching,” in The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, that professors receive 
lower evaluation scores if they teach 
challenging or difficult courses even 
though students succeed in later courses 
based on what they learnt from those 
professors. Likewise, reflecting on his 
teaching, Timothy Edwards claims in 
“The Inherent Unreliability of Student 
Evaluations,” in The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, that the quality of his teaching 
improved despite having dropped his 
evaluation scores and that students were 
learning more in his courses despite 
their discomfort. Both anecdotal and 

empirical evidence suggest that students 
give better evaluations to professors, 
who grade them more generously. That 
reduces good evaluations to careless, 
unscrupulous grading. And students these 
days are hardly satisfied with the grades 
they’ve earned, for they always expected 
a better grade. They bargain. Teachers 
(have to) budge. What we euphemistically 
call student evaluation of teaching is, in 
fact, a “Customers Satisfaction Survey.” 
Dissatisfied customers are angry reviewers. 
And they lash out at their service providers, 
the professors. That’s unacceptable! 

Nonetheless, approximately 16,000 
institutions worldwide rely on student 
evaluation of teaching for personnel 
decisions, as citing various sources Richard 
O’Donovan claims in his article “Missing 
the forest for the trees: investigating 
factors influencing student evaluations of 
teaching.” This is unusual, too. Universities 
these days operate as insular entities. They 
brag about how they are different from and 
superior to each other. When, however, it 
comes to student evaluation of teaching, 
Chicken University, South Korea, and 
Harvard University, US, are apparently on 
the same page. Such a system places total 
responsibility on teachers for the quality 
of education. Pedagogical problems are 
sometimes the outcomes of administrative 
lassitude. Student recruitment, class 
size and type, number of classes faculty 
teach per semester, and internal policies 
and politics of faculty management 
have a bearing on teaching. Because 
teachers serve the students directly and 
are evaluated by them as such, why are 
not chairs, deans, and other executives 
evaluated by faculty at least once annually, 
as they directly serve and supervise the 
faculty? Such a survey would potentially 
make teaching more effective, provided 
that the information elicited from the 
survey is enacted carefully.

Until that is done, the problems and 
paradoxes of student evaluation of teaching 
will continue to hector faculty. Faculty are 
the intellectual and financial engines of a 
university. They are not predatory forces 
pitted against students and universities. In 
the current evaluation system, students dis 
faculty, and universities use it as a cudgel 
against them. Consequently, universities 
slip into intellectual and ethical crises. 
Dealing with such a deplorable situation is 
possible. Evaluation of teaching can shift 
from quantitative to more qualitative, 
as it becomes holistic when a faculty’s 
course planning, grading policies and 
class management, along with gathering 
faculty narratives, peer observations and 
sample teaching materials, are evaluated. 
One such model of teaching evaluation is 
designed by Boise State University, which 
they call the “Framework for Assessing 
Teaching Effectiveness” (FATE). The 
FATE framework is apparently detailed, 
unambiguous, and nuanced. It establishes 
a shared definition of effective teaching 
that includes four components—course 
design, scholarly teaching, learner-
centred, and reflective teaching—each 
of which defines a particular aspect of 
teaching. There are other frameworks, 
too, which can be consulted to streamline 
student evaluation of teaching. 

A critical step towards that direction 
is educating students on how to evaluate 
teaching in an informed and ethical 
manner, when their evaluation yet weighs 
marginally in determining effective 
teaching. Universities must also screen out 
comments with gender and racial biases 
before the evaluations are sent to faculty. 
Or universities might face litigation, 
because the current form of student 
evaluation of teaching is apparently 
ILLEGAL, as Michelle Falkoff claims in 
the essay I already mentioned. Who cares 
about the law, anyway? So, colleagues, 
endure!

For whom is student 
evaluation of teaching 

necessary?
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On March 24, Bangladesh Bureau of 
Statistics (BBS) released the key findings of 
Bangladesh Sample Vital Statistics (SVRS) 
2023. Since then, there have been many 
discussions regarding the country’s progress 
on various health and related indicators. The 
findings revealed several concerning aspects 
about life expectancy, modern contraception 
use, early marriage, and neonatal mortality, 
painting a bleaker picture compared to SVRS 
2022 and its previous iterations. Against the 
backdrop of Covid, the Russia-Ukraine war 
and the subsequent economic crisis, these 
findings have garnered significant attention, 
particularly regarding the association 
between poor indications and the current 
socio-demographic conditions of the 
country.

With a lack of solid evidence regarding 
these potential associations, we are not 
in a position to disregard or accept their 
interrelationship outright. However, it is 
imperative to approach any concluding 
remarks with caution. Two critical 
factors warrant consideration. First, the 
indicators in SVRS 2023 portray a bleaker 
picture compared to its earlier iterations, 
particularly SVRS 2022. Second, other 
nationally representative surveys, such as the 
Bangladesh Demographic and Health Survey 
(BDHS) and the Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Survey (MICS), consistently depict a different 
scenario from the SVRS. Importantly, 
these are cross-sectional household-based 
surveys, which differ in approach from the 
SVRS, which reports data from ongoing 
surveillance. However, these surveys are 
recognised worldwide for reporting high-
quality data on several health indicators, 
including a majority of the indicators that 
arose from discussions following SVRS 
2023. Therefore, significant differences in 
the same indicators across these surveys are 
a cause for concern and necessitate careful 
consideration.

One significant distortion reported is 
the modern contraceptive prevalence rate, 
with SVRS 2023 reporting 62.1 percent, 
same as the estimate from 2015. However, 
the findings of BDHS 2022 report a 55 
percent use of modern contraception (7.1 
percentage points lower than that of SVRS 
2023), while MICS 2019 reports 62.7 percent 

(only 0.6 percentage points higher than that 
of SVRS 2023). Moreover, while modern 
contraception use is found to be declining by 
comparing SVRSs, the comparison between 
SVRS 2023 and BDHS 2022 indicates a 
significant increase in just one year. 

Furthermore, one notable difference 
was reported on the use of traditional 
contraception methods, which SVRS 2023 
reported as only being 1.1 percent, while 
BDHS 2022 reported as being 9.3 percent. 
Additionally, the surveys yielded concerning 
estimates regarding early marriage rates. 
The SVRS 2023 reported that 8.2 percent 
of marriages occurred in Bangladesh 
before reaching the age of 15 years, which 
was 26.7 percent in BDHS 2022 and 15.5 
percent in MICS 2019, before 16 and 15 years, 
respectively. Early marriage before reaching 
age 18 is reported as 41.6 percent in SVRS 
2023, while it was 50.1 percent in BDHS 2022 
and 51.4 percent in MICS 2019. Therefore, 
comparisons across the surveys indicate a 
decline in early marriage instead of the rising 
number of early marriages, as found when 
comparing SVRS of 2023 and 2022. The 
total fertility rate is reported as 2.17 in SVRS 
2023, declining from 2.20 in SVRS 2022, 
however, it was 2.30 in both BDHS 2022 and 
MICS 2019. Overall, in each of these cases, 
BDHS and MICS reported a worse picture 
compared to the SVRS. 

Alternatively, SVRS 2023 reports 27 
neonatal mortalities per 1,000 live births, 
which is similar to MICS 2019 (26). However, 
it is 20 per 1,000 live births in the BDHS 2022. 
For C-section delivery, SVRS reports a 50.7 

percent prevalence, nearly six percentage 
points higher than the 44.5 percent estimate 
in BDHS 2022. Methodological aspects alone 
should not be solely responsible for such 
higher differences, and there may be other 
reasons at play.

Regarding data collection strategies, 
changes in approach over time in SVRS 
need to be considered. For instance, with its 
current structure, SVRS reports data from 
selected mouza levels (150 households) over a 
duration of 10 years. To record data through 
SVRS, one female registrar with higher 
secondary education or above is recruited 
from each selected mouza. The recruited 
registrar is responsible for home visits and 
reporting monthly statistics to the SVRS. 
However, being usual residents of the mouza 
where SVRS is being conducted, the registrar 
is familiar with each household and may have 

the option to report data without proper 
monitoring despite ensuring multilevel 
supervision by BBS officials involving field-
level to headquarters staff. 

Moreover, long-term data collection by 
a single person in SVRS also creates an 
opportunity to report data that favour the 
community, such as lower rates of early 
marriage, total fertility rates, and higher use 
of contraception. However, BBS made a major 
change in SVRS data collection approach in 
2022 by introducing data collection through 
tablets rather than the previous paper-based 
approach. With this initiative, the accuracy 
of data reported at the field level greatly 
improved due to real-time reporting. These 
could be major reasons for the reporting 
difference of SVRS 2023 from SVRS 2022. 

These difficulties are mostly addressed 
in cross-sectional nationally representative 

surveys like BDHS and MICS, although 
these surveys have their own limitations, 
particularly recall bias, especially when precise 
timing is required, such as age at marriage or 
death. Data for these surveys are collected at 
a particular time during the survey, which 
is another significant limitation compared 
to the continuous surveillance of the SVRS. 
However, comprehensive approaches that 
these surveys take make them unlikely to 
report data with the effects of such one-time 
reporting. For example, BDHS conducted a 
calendar approach (reported retrospective 
data on monthly contraception use from the 
survey to earlier five years) along with asking 
a simple question regarding contraception 
use or none-use, which greatly improved the 
precision of their reported contraception 
data.

However, the higher coverage of SVRS 
with regular reporting makes it unique 
for the health social-demographic and 
health-related indicators. Nevertheless, the 
indicators for which concerning estimates 
were reported in the SVRS 2023 are even 
further highly concerning in other nationally 
representative surveys. Therefore, it is 
unlikely that the current socio-demographic 
conditions of the country played a significant 
role. These indicate careful consideration 
of the surveys, survey methodology, data 
collection approach, as well as data quality. 
However, no scientific exploration has been 
done so far in Bangladesh addressing these 
aspects, and the current discrepancies in 
estimates indicate that they need to be 
explored.

Why do our surveys 
paint different pictures 
about our progress?
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