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Abstract 

Student evaluations of  teaching (SETs) have been a longstanding form of  

data intended to provide feedback on teaching f rom the student perspective. 

Little work has been done prior to this study to systematically explore how 

SET data is applied as part of  research on teaching and learning and 

how/what data is being used in this form of  scholarship. Through a scoping 

review of  223 studies and a survey with individuals engaging in research on 

teaching and learning (n = 47), this study of fers insight into how SET data 

can and is being used in scholarship on teaching and learning, and common 

barriers to their use for research purposes. For example, concerns 

regarding data quality, inherent bias in the tool, access to data, and SET 

design limitations were identif ied as challenges to use. Despite such 

barriers, the results of  this work indicate SETs are f requently used in a less 

formal capacity to improve teaching and learning practice and that the data 

is largely used in combination with other forms of  evidence to provide 

empirical insight into teaching practices. Pathways for institutions to 

enhance access to SET data and develop processes for contextualizing it 

in ways that support faculty in using the information to improve their 

teaching are discussed. 

Practitioner Notes 

1. SETs are one evidence source in Scholarship of  Teaching and Learning (SoTL) and can be triangulated 

with grades, observations, interviews, or other surveys before drawing conclusions  on teaching practice. 

2. Prioritize open-ended SET comments for actionable insight and pair them with specif ic quantitative data 

to check for trends over time. 

3. Interpret SET results with caution and account for low response rates or known biases and avoid treating 

SETs as direct measures of  teaching ef fectiveness. 

4. Advocate for better departmental and institutional processes that clarify issues of  ownership, access, 

and permissions to better support the ethical use of  SET data for SoTL. 

5. Improve the usefulness of  SETs by adding course-specif ic questions aligned to your teaching context 

and tell students how their feedback will be used. 
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Introduction  

Student evaluations of teaching (SET) have been a longstanding form of institutionally driven data 

collection for the evaluation of pedagogy, course delivery, the student experience, and more 

tenuously, hiring and promotion. For instructors and institutions, they are meant to be one source 

of formal data used to understand pedagogical effectiveness and impact; and for students, a place 

to reflect, evaluate, and express their experience of learning and course instruction. For decision 

makers, they have long been relied on as a measure of teaching effectiveness, though this 

practice is shifting to more holistic approaches that recognize the limitations of SET data in this 

regard. For most institutions, SETs are administered during the final weeks of a course, before 

final grades are provided to students. While originally administered via pencil and paper, most 

institutions have transitioned to online versions, providing students the flexibility to complete SETs 

inside and outside of class time. Most SETs are scored using a Likert scale ranging from “Strongly 

Disagree” to “Strongly Agree” (Uttl, 2024; Uttl et al., 2016), and ask students about their 

perceptions of instructional quality, course delivery, and instructor characteristics at the broader 

‘overall’ course-level and may also include more specific instructor-written questions about their 

course experience. Anonymized data is typically reported back to instructors and administrators 

and includes a distribution of responses and mean ratings, as well as open-ended student 

comments. Institutions and administration often view SETs as a cost-effective and easily 

administered assessment of classroom learning (Klopfer et al., 2024; Uttl, 2024; Uttl et al., 2016), 

providing a pathway for students to share their experiences and their voices to be integrated into 

instructional and curricular decisions.  

Recent work has explored the effectiveness of SET data as a measure of teaching effectiveness 

(Boring et al., 2016; Clayson, 2009; Kreitzer & Sweet-Cushman, 2022; Uttl, 2024) and found that 

they can misrepresent the connection between quality teaching and student experience. Within 

this context and the broader conversation of SET data, they have become commonly accepted 

as a measure of student satisfaction and often disregarded as useful data (Klopfer et al., 2024; 

Uttl, 2024). However, we believe that SETs are a valuable tool when used with appreciation of 

their limitations and in conjunction with other sources of data and teaching artefacts to better 

understand the impact of pedagogical interventions, instructional decisions, and course 

experiences from a student perspective. Thus, when considered as part of a landscape of data 

on teaching and learning, SET have the potential to lead to quality improvements in curriculum 

delivery, individual teaching practices, course development, and student learning (Linse, 2017; 

McDonald et al., 2024). SETs therefore offer an opportunity for scholarly inquiry and reflection on 

teaching and learning practices at course, department, and institutional levels, and given that they 

are used in nearly all universities and colleges within North America (Murray, 2005; Uttl et al., 

2024) and throughout the international landscape, they are an abundant and accessible source 

of data for instructors and administration to use when exploring research on teaching and 

learning.  

Literature 

The scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) is an expanding area of research in post-

secondary education. SoTL’s systematic inquiry into pedagogical practices has the intended goal 

of enhancing the student experience through improving teaching and/or learning at the classroom, 

departmental, or disciplinary level (Godbold et al., 2021; McKinney, 2006; Potter & Kustra, 2011). 



Boyer’s definition of teaching as a scholarly activity (Boyer, 1990) has served to transform SoTL 

into a field that provides evidence-based change to teaching and learning for instructors across 

all disciplines (Felten & Chick, 2018; Hubball & Clarke, 2010), and has evolved into a mainstay of 

scholarly work at universities (Botnaru et al., 2022; Wuetherick et al., 2016). As academics look 

to engage more frequently in SoTL, the ubiquity of SET data and its potentially valuable insight 

into the student perspective makes it a convenient and readily available source of data that is 

often underutilized in our experience. 

Research using SETs as a primary source of data for department and institutional level research 

exists. For example, there are several studies where SET data is used to explore the impact of 

instructional techniques (Mahendra, 2018; Middendorf & McNary, 2011), student experience and 

satisfaction (Calvo et al., 2010; Slocum-Schaffer & Bohrer, 2019; Wilson et al., 2011), and pilot 

studies on new teaching initiatives (Carbone, 2014; Harsy et al, 2020). Explicit examples of SETs 

utilized for SoTL can be seen by Bengtson et al. (2017) who utilized SET data to measure the 

impact of course development changes guided by student partners, and without this data, they 

would not have been unable to show the success of this partnership and the impact on student 

learning. Similarly, Bailey et al. (2020) used SETs as a data source to measure the impact of their 

implementation of team-based projects on student performance and perceptions of impact. 

Though SET data is widely collected, there are well-documented concerns regarding the quality 

and ownership of the data, leading to questions about how, when, and where it is suitable for use 

(see, for example: Boring et al., 2016; Maurer, 2006; Mitchell & Martin, 2018; Mowatt, 2019; Otu 

& Otu, 2023; Stoesz et al., 2022; Svanum & Aigner, 2011; Uttl, 2024; Zumbach & Funke, 2014). 

These concerns often lead to bureaucratic barriers for individual use (Schnurr & Taylor, 2019), 

limiting the ability for individual instructors to conduct classroom-based SoTL which can help to 

reflect, measure and inform their teaching practice and course decisions. Despite such concerns, 

SET data remains widely used as part of scholarly teaching and as evidence of teaching 

effectiveness in, for example, promotion and tenure processes and institutional/programmatic 

decision making. In an editorial, Ali et. al (2021) called for ‘critical and reflexive’ engagement with 

the use of SET data for SoTL, and acknowledged the complexities involved in using such data as 

evidence throughout the research process (e.g., impact of contextual factors, influence of student 

and instructor intersectionality on interpretation, and socio-cultural norms around providing 

evaluations.) 

No work to date has explored the specific use of SET data for SoTL purposes and how instructors 

could potentially utilise this data to enhance their teaching and contribute to their scholarship 

practices. To provide support for SoTL researchers, and address Ali et. al’s (2021) call for ‘critical 

and reflexive’ use of SET data, we must understand how researchers are currently integrating 

this data into their SoTL work, and if they are not, why. Here, we explore this line of inquiry with 

the aim of uncovering:  



1. In what context is SET data being used for SoTL? 

2. What data from SETs is most often used?  

3. What barriers exist to utilising SET data for SoTL? 

Method 

This study used a concurrent mixed-methods design to explore past and current practices of SET 

data in SoTL (Creswell et al., 2003). These two approaches allowed us to explore the historical 

use of SET data for scholarly purposes in teaching and learning literature, as well as understand 

how current scholars perceive and utilise this type of data for scholarly purposes. We performed 

the study following the Declaration of Helsinki guidelines and the regulations of the Canadian Tri-

Council Policy Statement (TCPS) on research ethics which governed the institutional body who 

approved this work. 

Scoping Review 

Using scoping review procedures by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), a variety of databases across 

disciplinary scholarship (i.e., ERIC, PsycINFO, Sociological Abstracts, Academic Search Premier, 

Taylor and Francis Online, and Scopus), as well as reference lists of relevant articles were used 

to identify articles. Articles were included if they were written in English and published within the 

twenty years prior to the year of our study (2003 - 2023). Search terms were constructed by our 

research question and were refined through reviewing the literature (Table 1). 

Table 1  

Search terms used for scoping study. 

SET terms Research terms Education level terms 

“Student Rating of Instruction” 

OR “Student Evaluation of 

Teach*” OR “Course Evaluation” 

OR “Teacher Evaluation” OR 

“Student Learning Experience” 

OR “Student Evaluations” OR 

“Student Experience” 

“Scholarship of Teaching 

and Learning” OR “SOTL” 

OR “Disciplinary Based 

Education” OR “DBER” OR 

“teaching research” OR 

“education research” 

Universit* OR “higher 

ed*” OR Tertiary ed* OR 

college OR “post 

secondary” OR 

“undergraduate” 

  

The initial search (n = 1640) screened for inclusion according to predefined criteria (e.g. date 

range of publication, language, type of publication; Figure 1.) A total of 223 articles were 

examined.  



Figure 1 

Summary of scoping review process. 

 

Survey 

Participants were recruited through an open invitation on well-established North American 

teaching listservs (e.g. the Society of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education and the 

Professional and Organizational Development Network.) These listservs were chosen given the 

diversity of subscribers (e.g., faculty, educational developers, institutional researchers, higher 

education administrators) across disciplines and their use for recruitment in other teaching and 

learning scholarship (e.g. Kolomitro & Anstey, 2017; Sorcinelli & Austin, 2006). The survey was 

23 questions long and included a mix of open- and closed-ended responses, such as “To your 

knowledge, are instructors at your institution able to personalise some questions on their student 

evaluation questionnaires?” and “Is there any data that is not provided that would make it more 

likely for you to use the data in research on teaching and learning?” Questions were developed 

and reviewed for readability in consultation with educational development colleagues and from 

our own experiences supporting instructors in using SET data for research purposes. An initial 

scan of the literature indicated that no studies to date had asked instructors about this topic, so 

we opted for a set of exploratory questions.  

In total, 47 participants across Canada (57.4%, n = 27) and the United States (42.6%, n = 20) 

completed the survey. Most (68.1%, n = 32) indicated that they were currently in a 



faculty/instructor position, followed by administrative (27.7%, n = 13) or staff (21.3%, n = 10). 

Participants could select that they held more than one role.  

Analysis 

Quantitative data from the survey and scoping review were analysed through descriptive statistics 

via Excel. Open-ended questions were independently coded by each author with a discussion on 

various codes to guarantee consistency and shared understanding of how we interpreted 

responses. This was especially important given the varied positions from which our respondents 

engage in data usage within institutions. From this, we held group discussions of potential themes 

emerging from the responses, giving time to review discrepancies until consensus was met. A 

single author compiled the final dataset based on the agreed-upon codes. Examples of emerging 

themes included ‘data quality’, which encompassed low response rates, limited data points, 

imbalances samples, ambiguous responses; ‘bias related’ including gender, racial, implicit bias in 

student responses and bias in the perception of data from SETs; ‘relevance’ and ‘alignment of 

SET questions’ and data collection format to SoTL questions and methodological approaches; 

and ‘logistics’, including limitations in timing and design of instrument as well as access to data. 

Results 

Summary of Publications 

The 223 articles reviewed were published broadly. There were 208 unique first authors with 

publications in 122 different publications distributed across 2003 - 2023. The distribution of year 

of publications is provided in Figure 2 and Journals that had 3 or more contributions to our review 

are presented in Table 2. 

Figure 2 

Distribution of publications by year included in scoping review. 

 



Table 2  

Summary of publications in scoping review. 

Journal Name Number of  publications 

included in review 

Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 18 

International Journal for the Scholarship of  Teaching and Learning  11 

Economics of  Education Review 9 

Teaching Sociology 9 

Higher Education Research & Development 6 

Nurse Educator 6 

Research in Higher Education 6 

Journal of  Nursing Education 5 

Journal of  the Scholarship of  Teaching and Learning  5 

Decision Sciences Journal of  Innovative Education 4 

Journal of  Chemical Education 4 

Scholarship of  Teaching and Learning in Psychology 4 

International Journal of  Educational Management 3 

Journal of  Education for Business 3 

Statistics Education Research Journal 3 

Teaching in Higher Education 3 

Teaching of  Psychology 3 

Journal of  Economic Education 3 

 

Levels of Study 

Using Simmon’s (2020) work on the 4M framework’s application of SoTL, we examined the levels 

at which the scholarship was explored at in the studies to better understand the scope and context 

of the research being conducted. The 4M framework has four levels: where micro refers to the 

level of the individual (in this sense, scholarship taking place in a single classroom), meso to 

department level (e.g., the same course across different instructors), macro to institutional level 

(e.g., different courses across different instructors), and mega to inter-

institutional/disciplinary/interdisciplinary level. The scoping review revealed just over half (54%, n 

= 121) of the studies included after screening were focussed on investigations of SET tools and 

processes themselves, rather than using SETs as a form of data to explore questions related to 

teaching and learning practices. These studies offered insight into SoTL work with impact largely 

at the macro or mega level and were distinctly different from studies using SET data at the micro 

and meso levels. For example, studies at the course and department level that used SET data 

were often conducted by individual or groups of faculty who were using the data with the intention 

of enhancing or improving student learning through their teaching practice; however, studies at 

the broader institutional level largely focus on questions of validity, reliability, and bias within SETs 



and were carried out by researchers that were not related to the courses in which the SET data 

was pulled from. We note, however, that the results of this second group of studies can directly 

impact the use and perception of SET data for SoTL at the micro and meso levels. To gain deeper 

insight into the broad use of SET data in SoTL across all levels, we felt it was necessary to include 

both use types in this review and to separate them to support our analysis of use at the different 

levels. Therefore, we present here the 223 articles as two distinct groups of comparison, Group 

A (micro, meso) and Group B (macro, mega) where we define Group A articles as those that use 

SET data to explore SoTL questions at the instructor/departmental level (e.g. how a course 

change impacted student experience or teaching approaches) and Group B articles as those that 

use SET data to investigate some aspect of SET tools and/or data, which may or may not include 

questions framed within a SoTL lens (e.g. the effect of incentives on response rate, relationship 

between instructor identity and SET responses). Examples of Group A and Group B articles are 

outlined in Table 3.  

Table 3  

Categories of studies from scoping review 

Group Expanded Definition Examples 

A Works that use SETs as a source 
of  data for investigations largely at 
the course or departmental level; 

they do not aim to answer 
questions about the SET 
instrument or process itself  but 

rather use SET data to answer 
questions about student 
perceptions and/or experience of  

learning. 

Impact of  instructional technologies on student 
learning and evaluation of  instruction (e.g., 

Carpenter et al., 2013) 

Examining student perceptions of  learning 
experience af ter introducing active learning 

techniques (e.g., Flynn, 2015) 

Examining students’ conceptions of  topics related to 

teaching and learning (e.g. Mitchell, 2013) 

Comparison of  student perceptions of  learning and 

achievement of  learning (van Sickle, 2016) 

B Works that use SETs to investigate 

the SET process or tool either for 
the purpose of  continuous 
improvement of  SETs, to better 

understand how students engage 
with the tool, or to measure and 
assess its appropriateness as a 

source of  data.  

Examining the mode of  SET delivery (e.g. Ardalan et 

al., 2007) 

Identifying factors that impact response rates (e.g. 

Goodman et al., 2015) 

Examining factors that impact ratings of  teaching 
ef fectiveness outside of  the instructor’s control such 
as race, gender, class size (e.g. Bedard & Kuhn 

2008; Boring, 2017) 

Note: Figure 2 provides a chronological overview of  studies with the majority being published prior to 

2016. Thus, the studies listed above as examples are somewhat limited by date.  

Context of Use 

Of the 223 studies, those falling into Group A (46%, n = 102) and Group B (54%, n = 121) were 

reviewed for two core areas of context: (1) what was the overall purpose of the work at hand, and 

(2) what was the scope of data included in the study (e.g., single/multiple courses and/or 

single/multiple iterations of a course). Our survey data was used to provide additional insight into 

these questions. 



Studies at the course and department level (Group A) primarily used SETs to assess the impact 

of changes to course curriculum (34.3%, n = 35) or decisions around instructional approaches 

(34.3%, n = 35), while exploring/assessing teaching effectiveness (9.8%, n = 10), evaluating 

student experience including learning within a new course (8.8%, n = 9), and the assessment of 

a specific technology-based teaching tool (4.9%, n = 5) were identified less frequently. The studies 

showed a broad variation in the numbers and range of SET data being employed. They applied 

SET data to explore questions of instructional/pedagogical effectiveness over multiple iterations 

of a single course (39.2%, n = 40), multiple courses taught by different instructors (37.3%, n = 

38), or a single iteration of a single course (16.7%, n = 17).  

As previously noted, Group B studies largely examined factors that impact SET data (86%, n = 

104) and examinations of SETs as a measure of effectiveness and/or productivity (e.g. for tenure 

and promotion (10.7%, n = 13)), rather than inquiry into teaching and learning directly. They 

predominantly used data from multiple courses over multiple instructors (96.7%, n = 117, Table 

4) - as is expected at the macro level (Simmons, 2020).  

Table 4  

Application of data as determined via scoping review for both Group A and Group B studies. 

Context Total Number of Studies 

Group A (n = 102) Group B (n = 121) 

Single Course, Single Iteration  17 - 

Single Course, Multiple Iterations  40 - 

Multiple Courses, Multiple Instructors  38 117 

Multiple Courses, Single Instructor  4 2 

Other/unclear 3 2 

Note. Multiple course studies may include some combination of  single and multiple iterations.  

 

Responses to our survey aligned with the results of the scoping review and provided further insight 

into why SET data was being used in scholarly practice more generally (often a precursor or 

parallel practice with SoTL). Participants indicated using SET data across a range of teaching 

activities (Figure 2), such as reflective practice (76.6%, n = 36), quality assurance (46.8%, n = 

22), program evaluation (40.4%, n = 19), and SoTL (38.3%, n = 18). Participants shared that they 

use “...data to help guide faculty through program quality reviews (to identify program strengths, 

challenges, and recommendations” (Participant 023), that they use SETs to “reflect on my own 

teaching practice, demonstrate improvement of my teaching over time” (002) and “I like to ‘read 

between the lines’ to gain a sense of what students are struggling with in terms of course tools: 

which tools work well, and which need adjustment” (021). Other uses noted were exploring the 

learner experience (8.5%, n = 4) and institutional research and development (8.5%, n = 4).  



Figure 2 

Reported uses of SET data in teaching and learning by survey respondents (n=47). Respondents 

selected all that apply. 

 
 

Over 42.6% of participants (n = 20) agreed that they use SET data as part of formal research on 

teaching (e.g. SoTL), and of those, the majority (75.0%, n = 15) indicated that they use it to explore 

course-level SoTL questions, compared to departmental (40.0%, n = 8), institutional (20.0%, n = 

4), multi-departmental (10.0%, n = 2), or multi-institutional (5.0%, n = 1) level inquiries. 

Respondents of our survey who indicated they were using the data for research purposes were 

largely those holding either or both faculty (75%, n = 15) and administrator (35%, n = 7) roles.  

What SET Data is Being Used?  

Table 5 compares the types of SET data used in research (e.g. open-ended, closed-ended, 

aggregated departmental summaries, etc.) from both survey participants who use SET data for 

SoTL and our findings of Group A from the scoping review. Survey participants reported the use 

of both open- (90.0%, n = 18) and closed-ended (70%, n = 14) questions for SoTL use, while 

Group A studies revealed more studies included data from closed- (86.3%, n = 88) than open-

ended (49.0%, n = 50) questions. No survey participants indicated using only closed-ended data 

from SETs, in contrast to the scoping review where many studies reported only data from closed-

ended questions (47.1%, n = 48). About 39.2% (n = 40) of studies reported both data types. 

Interestingly, 90.0% (n = 18) of survey respondents who use SET data for SoTL reported that 

open-ended questions were the most useful form of SET data for SoTL “It can be useful for 

exploratory or confirmatory use combined with other data” (011).  

 



Table 5  

Comparison of types of data used from SET for research: Survey group vs published reports 

 

SET Data Type 

 

Survey 

(n = 20) 

Scoping review 

Group A 

(n = 102) 

Group B 

(n = 121) 

aggregated/departmental scores 3 n/a n/a 

open-ended 18 10 7 

closed-ended 14 48 97 

open + closed n/a 40 6 

self -created/personalised Qs 8 n/a n/a 

statistical summaries 10 - 11 

unclear/other n/a 4 - 

Note. Survey participants also reported using both end-of -term (n = 16) and mid-course (n = 5) data. 

 

The majority of participants who use SET data for research purposes (95.0%, n = 19) and the 

majority of Group A (92.2%, n = 94) and Group B (81.8%, n = 99) studies indicated that SET data 

was used in conjunction with other sources of data, such as student grades, student and faculty 

demographics (e.g., gender, major), course characteristics (e.g., online vs in-person, major 

requirement vs elective), surveys that included other measures, pedagogical or instructional 

information (e.g., active vs didactic), and faculty research productivity (Table 6).  

Table 6 

Types of data used in conjunction with SET data for research: Survey group vs published reports 

Data Type 

 

Survey 

(n = 19) 

Scoping Review 

Group A 

(n = 102) 

Scoping Review 

Group B 

(n = 121) 

Only SETs - 8 22 

Student Grades 12 46 33 

Pedagogical or instructional approach 5 32 7 

Other survey measures 15 48 15 

Classroom observations 4 9 0 

Student or faculty focus groups / interviews 10 16 0 

Course characteristics 7 16 48 

Student demographics - 18 29 

Faculty demographics - 10 43 

Faculty research productivity - 4 7 



Discussion 

What may be impacting the use of various forms of data? 

Data from our survey, scoping review, and experience suggests that the use of open- and/or 

closed-ended questions may be influenced by several factors, including availability of and access 

to data, support and tools for data analysis, the appropriateness of data to answer SoTL 

questions, and shifts in institutional approaches for data collection. When asked to consider if 

there were any institutional supports that could be provided that would make it more likely to use 

SET data for SoTL, participants reported that having the ability to customise questions (14.9%, n 

= 7) and/or being able to connect SETs to demographic data (12.8%, n = 6) would be two supports 

for increasing their use of this data for research purposes, and we believe that this may also help 

with perceptions and issues of bias and validity with SET data. Triangulation (17.0%, n = 8) was 

one of the top three suggested best practices when using SET data in SoTL. One participant 

explained, “I only use it in combination with other data. It can be useful for exploratory or 

confirmatory use combined with other data” (009). Additional best practices highlighted by 

respondents included transparency to students in how the data is used (25.5%, n = 12) and 

following accepted practices in education and SoTL research (e.g. protecting student identity 

(14.9%, n = 7). 

Our scoping review revealed that the SET instrument itself and the usefulness of its data is a 

significant area of interest in the literature (Group B studies), and lead to two points of further 

inquiry in our work:  

(1) Given the nature of these studies as typically larger scale, institutional or 

longitudinal studies examining multiple courses with multiple instructors looking 

to generalise the student and instructor experience, it is of little surprise to us that 

there would be a reliance on closed or quantitative data for this work (as 

confirmed in Table 5), and  

(2) The perceptions of the quality of SET data for SoTL was identified by survey 

participants as a barrier to use. In fact, data quality (57.4%, n = 27, e.g., low 

response rates, limited data points, imbalance in sample sizes) and perceptions 

of bias in student responses (27.7%, n = 13) were the two most identified barriers 

for the use of SET data in SoTL. For example, participants shared, “Student 

response rates are so low that I do not consider the data to be accurate or 

representative” (006), and “There is a common sentiment that they are biassed 

against female and racialized faculty. This sentiment causes some faculty to 

dismiss them completely.” (002) 

Additional barriers focused on the logistics (e.g. limitations in timing and design of questionnaire) 

and access/permission of using the data (34.0%, n = 16). For example, “Limitations around 

when/where I can use the data (internal use only versus use in publications/conference 

presentations.” (017). Of the 223 studies examined in the scoping review (both Group A and B), 

only a small portion noted obtaining ethics approval (11.2%, n = 25) or indicated they were exempt 

(8.5%, n = 19). In contrast, over half of survey participants indicated that ethics approval was 

required by their institution to use SET data in SoTL (51.1%, n = 24), while only 36.2% (n = 17) 

said they did not know their institution’s stance on this topic. Lastly, participants mentioned that 



often SET questions did not provide relevant insight into their SoTL questions (14.9%, n = 7) and 

44.7% (n = 21) said that, to their knowledge, instructors at their institution were not able to 

personalise questions on their instruments to enhance that relevance. Thus, for many, relevance 

of SET data for SoTL use was another major barrier to its integration into SoTL inquiry. 

Implications for Practice 

This work explored how SET data is, or can be, utilised in SoTL, and what existing barriers limit 

their use across academia. Informed by the results of our survey and scoping review, we have 

developed a list of considerations for how institutions might create pathways for instructors to use 

this data to explore meaningful questions around teaching practices, student engagement, 

learning processes, and curriculum changes. We offer six implications for practice.  

First, provide leadership in addressing concerns regarding the validity and reliability of SETs by 

engaging in ongoing assessment of institutional SET instruments and procedures, as well as 

providing transparency and guidance for how and when the data can be used for SoTL purposes. 

Institutions might consider an on-going holistic approach to reviewing, revising, drafting, and 

validating SET questions to ensure the tool incorporates both student and faculty perspectives. 

Second, offer the opportunity for individual instructors to add personalised close- and open-ended 

questions to their individual SETs to allow for the collection of data that can be more relevant 

when exploring SoTL questions (e.g. related to course elements, instruction, program evaluation).  

In doing so, this provides instructors with the opportunity to strategically incorporate aspects of 

their pedagogy that they would like to explore through a SoTL lens, while also increasing 

instructor’s ability to have greater autonomy of the narrative that their SETs provide. At an 

institutional and programmatic level, this functionality opens opportunities for collecting program-

level student feedback as part of evidence-based program review and evaluation and offers the 

opportunity to explore SoTL at micro- to mega-systemic levels. 

 

Third, streamline ethics approval processes for use of SET data for SoTL and clearly outline in 

policies of what SET data can/cannot be used for SoTL purposes. For many instructors, 

institutional bureaucratic barriers limit their desire to utilise this data beyond routine reflection of 

teaching practices and/or teaching evaluation processes like tenure and promotion. If institutions 

have clear and standard procedures for the use of this data, staff supporting SoTL at institutions 

can purposefully direct programming that targets ethical and appropriate use of this data. Fourth, 

if possible, provide options for the use of demographic data (both instructor and students) in 

relation to SET data, and offer opportunities for instructors to learn how to responsibly and 

ethically use demographic information and SET data in their SoTL. For many, the well-

documented biases embedded in this data dissuades scholars in using it to explore SoTL 

questions. However, when appropriate, allowing instructors access to student demographics not 

only allows them to control for these biases in their SoTL work, it also opens the opportunity to 

explore this issue more widely, potentially contributing to scholarship that seeks to improve the 

use of SET tools. The ability to disaggregate teaching and learning data so we can best 

understand how (and whether) we offer equitable and inclusive education is a considerable area 

of growth in SoTL and higher education administration and leadership research in recent years. 

 

Fifth, offer institutional-level systems that allow for enhanced data visualisation, reporting, and 

dissemination capabilities of both open- and closed-ended data at instructor, course, 



departmental, and institutional levels. If instructors can easily view trends across their courses 

while reviewing SET data, even at aggregate levels, they may be prompted to ask and explore 

questions about their teaching and learning through a scholarly lens. In this way, providing greater 

capabilities to easily review their data offers more pathways for greater use of this data within 

their teaching and scholarly development. Finally, Provide resources for instructors, faculty, and 

staff as they engage in and develop capacity to analyse and accurately represent qualitative and 

quantitative data as part of research on teaching and learning. For the above implications to be 

successful, institutions must also explore additional resources for instructors/faculty and staff to 

utilise this data for scholarship purposes. Given that the administration and utilisation of SETs is 

largely across several institutional units, this offers the opportunity for cross-collaboration with 

research services, informational technology, and teaching and learning centres. 

 

Limitations 

Our ability to fully explore the application of this type of data in SoTL was limited by the number 

of respondents and by the nature of scoping reviews. While our work revealed trends in how SET 

data has been applied to SoTL questions and what barriers to use exist, the review was only 

exploratory in nature, thus limiting both generalizability and causation. Systematic studies would 

provide a finer analysis of the relationship of SoTL and SET data, including the use and 

effectiveness in exploring SoTL questions, and how barriers to use impact that effectiveness (e.g., 

reliability and validity of data, institutional policies to data access for research). Two areas of future 

exploration include (1) developing a better understanding of the impact of bias and data quality 

on the ability to make inferences and conclusions about pedagogy, course design, curriculum and 

the student experience, and (2) exploring the alignment between thoughtful and intentional 

research design and methods, and the use of SET data to answer questions related to teaching 

and learning. 

We note also that the scoping review revealed many publications present in discipline-specific 

education journals (e.g., Teaching Sociology, Journal of Nursing Education, Journal of Chemical 

Education, and Statistics Education Research Journal (see Table 2)). Researchers often apply 

their own disciplinary norms and expectations when submitting to these journals with reviewers 

most often from the same general field rather than specialising solely in teaching and learning 

research. We would expect then that the context of SET use and how it is applied in use with 

other data is likewise affected by these disciplinary norms. While our survey outreach methods 

intended to target those working across groups and disciplines in teaching and learning, the catch-

all type of listservs we used for survey promotion may not have captured the full breadth of 

discipline-based education research, and thus that lens of comparison between the scoping 

review and survey is difficult. An expanded survey net that targets discipline-specific listservs may 

provide further nuance to disciplinary norms of SET use in research.  

Another limitation to this work is the time difference between those who completed the survey and 

the sample from which we reviewed data for the scoping review. A large portion of the literature 

originated prior to 2015. The tools available to researchers now including machine learning and 

question personalization have changed the way researchers view and use SET data. This shift in 

data use may not yet be reflected in our scoping review results. 



Finally, we noticed a decline in the number of available publications in recent years (after 2016, 

Figure 2) that use SET data for research purposes. Though the reasons behind such a decline 

are beyond the scope of this work, a variety of factors are likely contributing to this trend including: 

increased attention towards the bias of SET data impacting both validity and reliability of the tool 

(see Group B studies), movement to digital collection of SET data rather than physical form 

resulting in lower response rates across institutions, and pivots in evaluation strategies in 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic may all be factors that influence the landscape of literature 

on this topic. Future studies may focus on the impact of ongoing changes to how SETs are 

administered (e.g. introducing the ability to add customised questions), the increased expectation 

on faculty to engage in SoTL as a regular part of teaching activities and their importance to tenure 

and promotion processes, and technological advancements that allow easier analysis of these 

types of data (e.g. text mining).  

Conclusion 

While there is a large body of work examining the structural bias and procedural processes of 

SETs (e.g., timing of administration, online vs paper), less is known about how SETs are used for 

SoTL purposes. This work provides insight into this gap by both exploring existing SoTL literature 

for SET use in teaching and learning research, as well as asking SoTL researchers about their 

current use of SETs in their work. While perspectives of SETs effectiveness as a measure of 

teaching quality remains debated, current SoTL work suggests that when used in different 

contexts and with additional sources of evidence on teaching and learning practices, SETs can 

offer a range of quantitative and qualitative data. Rather than focusing on a culture where SET 

data is excluded from research on teaching and learning, institutions can take a range of 

approaches to increase pathways of access and processes for contextualising SET data that 

support faculty use to improve their teaching. 
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