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ABSTRACT 
 

The objectives of this study are twofold: (1) uncovering the local criteria for evaluating 
language-teaching performance, and (2) unraveling and conceptualizing language teachers’ 
perception of these criteria. To this end, the study used grounded theory to iteratively collect and 
analyze interview data from twelve experienced language teachers who were willing to share 
their perception of evaluation criteria with the researcher. Instead of starting with a pre-
specified statistical sample of subjects, the study started with a general question and sampled 
theoretically relevant concepts, and stopped data collection when the core category and its 
related concepts and categories were saturated. Since the concerns of the teachers were a 
recurrent theme, in reporting the results each criterion was juxtaposed with language teachers’ 
concerns related to that criterion. The results can help supervisors make more informed 
decisions concerning the evaluation of language-teaching performance, and add a series of 
data-driven, context-sensitive propositions to the knowledge base of language-teacher 
evaluation. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION  
 

Language-teacher evaluation is limiting if it is judgmental, and, to be more conducive to 
thought and reform, it should focus on the positive side of teacher action. Evaluation can also be 
limiting if it is based on a single source of data, for example, student views. To provide a better 
picture of teaching performance, students’ views should be juxtaposed with multiple sources, 
including peers and the teachers themselves (Paulsen & Feldman, 1995a; Seldin, 1999), and 
multiple types of sources, including the review of lesson plans (Stronge, 2007), self-assessments 
(Uhlenbeck, Verloop, & Beijaard, 2002), portfolio assessments and student achievement data in 
standardized tests (Brandt, Mathers, Oliva, Brown-Sims, & Hess, 2007), and student work 
sample reviews and classroom observations (Mujis, 2006). Thus, language-teacher evaluation 
would avoid two problems: an emphasis on summative evaluation to judge and dismiss, and a 
reliance on a single source of data (Ostovar Namaghi, 2010). Successful language-teacher 
evaluation depends on being aware of the different purposes of evaluation, and also of the 
strengths and weaknesses of different methods of evaluating language-teaching performance.  
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 Danielson and McGreal (2000) assert two primary purposes of teacher evaluation—
quality assurance and professional development. The former is achieved through summative 
evaluation, while the latter is achieved through formative evaluation. The purpose of summative 
evaluation is to provide information to assist department chairs in making personnel decisions 
related to hiring faculty, renewing or terminating faculty, awarding tenure, promotion, and 
merit-pay increases (Marsh & Dunkin, 1997; Paulsen & Feldman, 1995b). The purpose of 
formative evaluation is to provide feedback to assist faculty in improving the effectiveness of 
their teaching. Zepeda (2007) states that teacher evaluation is summative and that such 
evaluations should at times be downplayed if the benefits of formative supervision are to be 
reaped by all. 

In formative supervision, teachers should not be criticized or forced to teach in 
proscribed ways. Instead, formative supervision should encourage collaboration, peer coaching, 
inquiry, collegial study groups, and reflection in order to promote professional dialogue (Blasé 
& Blasé, 2000). McEwan (2002) adds that formative supervision should not only be conducive 
to growth and change, but it should also respect teachers’ knowledge and abilities. 
 Berman (2003) believes that both summative and formative evaluation should be 
multifaceted. We will better appreciate the importance of this statement if we know the inherent 
pitfalls of the different methods of evaluating language-teaching performance. Although each 
method sheds some light on language-teaching performance, each has its limits. What follows 
aims at reviewing the advantages and disadvantages of different methods of evaluating 
language-teaching performance. Before starting our review, however, it should be noted that the 
success of evaluation depends on the clarity of the expectations that institutions and 
departments provide for their teachers and the clarity teachers have for their own performance 
(Arreola, 2000).  

Quantitative student ratings of teachers are used more than any other method to evaluate 
teaching performance (Cashin, 1999; Seldin, 1999). Prior to its use, any evaluator should be 
aware of the possible biases in student ratings. Among other considerations, evaluators should 
note that:  

 

• Students taking a course as an elective tend to give higher ratings than those 
taking a course as a requirement (Feldman, 1978).  

• A student’s expected grade is also correlated with student ratings of instructors 
(Feldman, 1976).  

• Students rate courses in the arts and humanities somewhat higher than in the 
social sciences, which in turn, are rated higher than math and science courses 
(Cashin, 1995; Feldman, 1978; Marsh, 1984; Marsh & Dunkin, 1997).  

• Student ratings tend to be higher in relation to the following administrative 
factors: when the instructor is present, when students know the purpose is for 
personnel decisions, and when forms are not anonymous (Braskamp & Ory, 1994; 
Centra, 1993).  

 
Instead of solely relying on students’ subjective views, we can also use their standardized test 
scores to measure the efficiency of instruction. The problem is that such tests are not available 
in some education systems. Moreover, these tests measure only a portion of the course content 
and teachers’ effects on learning (Berry, 2007). 



 47  

 Although many experts agree that students are qualified to assess some aspects of 
classroom teaching (such as clarity of presentation, interpersonal rapport with students, and 
concern for student progress), they also assert that for some aspects of teaching (such as mastery 
of content, course goals, course organization, and materials) only peers have the substantive 
expertise required for meaningful evaluation (Chism, 1999). But peer review of teaching 
performance is limiting on at least three points: (1) it challenges norms of privacy, making 
teaching a public act (Chism); (2) in the absence of either sound training or an adequate number 
of observers, peer ratings based solely on classroom observation are not generally reliable 
(Centra, 1993); and (3) questions of validity arise regarding whether the presence of an 
obtrusive observer might alter classroom behavior (Cohen & McKeachie, 1980).  

Despite these limitations, there is a general consensus that training in the observation of 
classroom teaching and increasing the number of observers and the number of visits would 
increase the reliability of peer classroom observation to acceptable levels (DeZure, 1999). Even 
when validity and reliability concerns have been resolved, peer review should only be used for 
evaluating aspects of teaching effectiveness for which peers are the best available source of 
information (Arreola & Aleamoni, 1990), including expertise in the subject matter and 
discipline-specific aspects of instructional design and pedagogy (Arreola, 2000; Chism, 1999). 
Five areas appropriate for peer review are subject-matter mastery, curriculum development, 
course design, delivery of instruction, and assessment of instruction (Cashin, 1989). Only peers 
can evaluate the first three, whereas both peers and students can evaluate the last two.  
 Rather than being solely limited to classroom observation, peer review should cover 
three dimensions: lesson plans, classroom observation, and portfolios. Peer review should start 
with lesson plans, since planning is a window to teacher preparation and correlates with student 
learning (Stronge, 2007). However, lesson plans are adjusted during their implementation, and, 
therefore, teaching performance needs to be observed to see how well the plan is implemented. 
Bailey, Curtis, and Nunan (2001) confirm the benefit of peer observation by defining it as “the 
act of being openly and attentively present in another’s classroom, watching and listening to the 
classroom interaction primarily for reasons of professional growth rather than supervision or 
evaluation” (p. 157). It should be noted, however, that although observation captures 
information about what actually occurs in the classroom (Mujis, 2006), poorly trained observers 
and brief observations are usually biased (Shannon, 1991).  

The peer review cycle is not complete without assessing portfolios, which identify 
language teachers’ professional strengths and weaknesses. Reliability of peer ratings of 
portfolios would be enhanced if a set of mandated items were included in every portfolio. Seldin 
(1993) recommends the following items: a reflective statement about the instructor’s teaching 
approach, three years of summaries of student ratings, three years of syllabi for all courses 
taught, innovative course materials, and evidence of efforts to improve one’s teaching. Despite 
their usefulness, portfolios should be used cautiously because there are no conclusive findings 
on their reliability. Another concern is their practicality because of the required time to develop 
and review portfolios (Tucker, Stronge, & Gareis, 2002).  

Although peers and students are very important sources for evaluating teaching 
performance, the supervisor should not ignore the importance of another critically important 
source: the language teachers’ self-evaluation. Reflection (or teachers’ retrospective analysis of 
instruction) encourages teachers to learn (Uhlenbeck et al., 2002) and although it is useful, it 
demands time and administrative support. Hence, its use depends on administrators’ priorities 
(Peterson & Comeaux, 1990). Despite its importance, Pennington and Young (1989) note that 
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self-evaluation usually lacks reliability and objectivity for summative evaluation, and even for 
formative evaluation, this reflective approach may not be valid as “insecure teachers tend to 
overrate themselves, and secure teachers tend to underrate themselves” (p. 640). Although self-
evaluations by teachers lack the validity and objectivity necessary for summative evaluation 
(Centra, 1993), support is growing for the use of teaching portfolios with self-evaluation data 
(Arreola, 2000; Centra, 2000; Chism, 1999).  

The literature reviewed presents researchers’ perspectives concerning different modes of 
evaluating language-teaching performance, but the picture is not complete until we have a deep 
knowledge base reflecting how language teachers themselves perceive the different modes of 
evaluation. Thus, the field is in urgent need of data-first studies that explore teachers’ 
perspectives and theorize their perceptions since, as Berman (2003) perceptively observes, 
evaluation systems need to be faculty-driven, implying that it is the teachers themselves who 
should assess the evaluation criteria and suggest alternatives. Moreover, research and practice 
should interact: Practitioners’ theorized views should enlighten language-teaching research, and 
language-teaching research should enlighten practice. The dominant mode of enquiry assumes 
that it is the researchers’ theory-first research findings that improve practitioners’ practice. The 
field needs to make a case for an effect in the opposite direction, that is, the field should also 
legitimize and make way for data-first studies that theorize practitioners’ views to improve and 
modify theory-first research findings.  

 
 

PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
 

 This study chose grounded theory—a systematic methodology involving the generation 
of a theory from data—for data collection and analysis because of the inductive, contextual, and 
process-based nature of this method (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). These unique 
features make it ideal for studying practitioner fields (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008; Strauss & Corbin, 1994) since it is the concepts and categories that emerge from 
the study of practice settings that drive the research rather than preconceived hypotheses drawn 
from the research literature. To this end, the study systematically collected and analyzed 
interview data to (1) uncover the local criteria that private-language institutes in Iran use in 
evaluating language-teaching performance, and (2) conceptualize language teachers’ 
perceptions of these criteria. The study is significant in that it:  
 

• accounts for the situated nature of language-teacher evaluation knowledge (i.e., 
context-sensitive rather than universal knowledge of teacher evaluation) by 
uncovering the criteria that are actually used in evaluating language teaching 
performance;  

• enlightens practice by presenting managers, head teachers, and supervisors with 
the practitioners assessment of the criteria; and  

• adds to the knowledge base of language-teacher evaluation by providing the field 
with a data-driven conceptualization that accounts for the situated, context-
sensitive knowledge base of language-teacher evaluation.  
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RESEARCH METHOD 
 
Research Context 
 

Language education is presented in two forums in Iran: in the public schools (which 
focus on reading, grammar, and vocabulary), and in private-language schools (which focus on 
oral communication). While the former aims to prepare students for the high-stakes nationwide 
university entrance exam, the latter aims to respond to the social demand for oral skills. 
Correspondingly, language-teacher evaluation runs along two tracks: in the public schools, the 
school principal subjectively evaluates language-teaching performance using a general teacher-
evaluation scheme (one scheme for all subjects), whereas in private-language institutes the 
supervisor uses specific criteria to evaluate language-teaching performance. Although these two 
sectors use different criteria, both methods of evaluation create serious concerns among language 
teachers, and studies need to be undertaken to uncover the roots of these concerns. This study 
specifically focuses on practitioners’ perceptions of the criteria that private-language schools use 
to evaluate language-teaching performance. 
 
Participants 
 

This study collected interview data from twelve experienced language teachers, who were 
all selected from different private-language institutes in Shahrood, a major city in the Semnan 
province of Iran, and Sabzevar, a major city in the Khorasan province. The twelve participants 
were both male and female: five participants majored in TEFL and the remaining seven were 
experienced language teachers who were hired by the institutes on the basis of their experience 
and language proficiency. Instead of focusing on a statistical sample of subjects, this study 
focused on a purposive sample of participants who were willing to share their views with the 
researcher because “understanding requires an openness to experience, a willingness to engage in 
a dialogue with one that challenges our understandings” (Schwandt, 1999, p. 458). The 
researcher stopped sampling when theoretical saturation was achieved. 
 
Data Collection  
 

Each participant was interviewed three times using an in-depth interview format that 
employed a flexible outline. The focus of the first interview was to set a broad context for the 
study, and it revolved around the following two questions: What criteria does the language 
institute use to evaluate teaching performance? How does the teacher perceive and evaluate these 
criteria? The second interview aimed at elaborating the properties and dimensions of the 
categories that emerged from the analysis of the first interview. Finally, the third interview aimed 
at establishing credibility through what is commonly known as member-checking in grounded 
theory. To this end, the final conceptualization, including the emerged concepts, categories, and 
the core category, were shown to the participants to check the degree to which this 
conceptualization reflects their perceptions. Prior to data collection, complete confidentiality was 
established by informing the participants that their real names would not be revealed in the final 
report. Since grounded theory aims at sampling concepts rather than participants (and in keeping 
with the ethics of qualitative research), there was no need to report the participants’ real names.  

 



 50  

Data Analysis 
 

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), analysis involves three steps: open coding, axial 
coding, and selective coding. In open coding, the raw data (interview transcripts) were initially 
examined, isolated, and eventually collated to find emerging concepts and categories. Using 
axial coding, the researcher elaborated the concepts and categories by specifying their 
dimensions and properties, and then finding the interrelationships between them. Finally, 
selective coding helped the researcher find the core category that pulled the concepts and 
categories together into a unified whole. The validity of the concepts and categories was assured 
by careful and strenuous coding, as well as repeatedly returning to the original transcripts and 
field notes. In addition, final concepts and categories were verified through member-checking 
(Petrie, 2003).  
 
 

RESULTS 
 

The data collection and analysis uncovered (1) a set of criteria for evaluating language-
teaching performance, and (2) teachers’ perception and evaluation of these criteria. For clarity of 
organization, the description of each criterion is juxtaposed with each language teachers’ 
perception and evaluation of the criterion. Since the results of the study are dominated by the 
recurrent theme of concern, the findings were organized so as to uncover the roots of these 
concerns.  
 
Observation of Teaching Performance 
 

Analysis of the participants’ views revealed that some institutes use observation for its 
formative function (teacher development), while some of the institutes judge language teachers’ 
knowledge and skills using a summative function. In line with theoretical perspectives, language 
teachers welcomed the formative function of evaluation and presented many different ways to 
achieve it, including goal-oriented observation and rationale-oriented observation. 

Instead of observing teaching performance for fault-finding purposes, in goal-oriented 
observation classes are observed to measure the degree to which techniques and activities help 
students to learn and develop language skills. Instead of measuring whether the teacher follows a 
specific technique or activity, the observer measures the extent to which the techniques and 
activities help students achieve educational objectives. One of the participants explained: 

 
When the head teacher observes our classes, he tries to make sure that the teacher is 
aware of the objective of the activity. Then he focuses on the techniques that the teacher 
creatively uses to achieve the objectives. Since the institute’s main objective is to enable 
learners to speak fluently, observation is planned to measure the extent to which the 
techniques used by the teacher help to achieve this goal. It does not make any difference 
whether the teacher takes the activity from the teacher’s book, from the techniques 
suggested in the TTC, or a technique devised by the teacher. Thus, it is not the use of 
techniques that makes a good teacher; rather it is the degree to which the adopted 
techniques enable learners to communicate in English. Thus, the main criterion for 
evaluating teaching performance is the degree to which the teacher can involve students 
in communication. 
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In rationale-oriented observation, rather than measuring the degree of conformity with a 
set of prescriptions, the head teacher observes teaching performance, and, in a subsequent 
meeting, asks the language teacher to explain the rationale behind the choice of an activity or 
technique. One of the participants described the procedure:  
 

In this institute the head teacher observes the class, then immediately after the class he 
has a meeting to uncover the reasons behind adopted techniques. Since he believes that 
there is no best approach, he tries not to be judgmental. Rather than evaluating teachers’ 
degree of conformity with a given method or a prescribed set of techniques, he enquires 
teachers to explain why they did what they did. Thus, the teacher is free in his choice of 
approach and technique as long as his explanation for the choice of technique or approach 
is theoretically justified. When the technique is not theoretically justified or yields no 
results, the head teacher asks the teacher to reconsider the use of the technique in later 
teaching. 

 
While all of the participants unanimously treasured and valued formative evaluation, 

nearly every one of them disapproved of judgmental summative evaluation, since, instead of 
enhancing the process of reflection, examination, and change (leading to better achievement and 
professional growth, Freeman, 1982), it intentionally focuses on fault-finding. Participants 
believed that judgmental observation should not be used for summative purposes on the 
following grounds: it (1) creates a stressful atmosphere, (2) is non-representative or partial, and 
(3) is undertaken by non-professional, non-trained supervisors. Participants’ main concern was 
that judgmental evaluation creates a tense atmosphere that is not conducive to teaching and 
learning. One participant complained:  

 
One of the disadvantages of judgmental observation is that it creates stress and as such 
negatively affects my teaching performance. When I see that I am constantly being 
watched by an observer who is in charge of hiring and firing teachers, I am too anxious to 
teach. His presence negatively affects how I talk and how I teach. I believe when 
observation is undertaken for purposes of continued employment, it is extremely 
threatening. I believe it is the most anxiety-creating situation I [am] ever likely to face.  
 
Participants were also concerned about the non-representativeness of observation. In 

some institutes the head teacher enters the class without prior notice, observes part of the class, 
and leaves. Instead of observing the whole class, he observes a small portion of class time. In 
these cases, participants worry that the supervisor relies on a brief classroom visit for summative 
evaluation. One participant explained:  

 
Observation should not be partial. The head teacher should observe teaching performance 
in more than one session. If observation is limited to one session, the teaching focus may 
be on one skill. Thus, the evaluator leaves the class without any clear picture of the 
teacher’s performance in other skills. Moreover, the teacher may strategically act and 
avoid the skills he cannot teach professionally well. If the evaluator evaluates the class on 
various occasions, he can get the whole picture of teaching performance, rather than a 
partial one.  
 
What was even more worrying for the participants was that observation for summative 

purposes is sometimes undertaken by non-trained observers. Taking these concerns into account, 
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Fischer (2000) reiterated that supervisors must be skilled in the following areas: (a) what to 
evaluate, (b) how to observe and analyze classroom observation information and other data, and 
(c) how to translate the results of observations and the summary of data into meaningful 
feedback that guides and encourages teachers to improve instruction. Although participants 
believe in the importance of evaluation, they believe that it is not fair to rely on non-trained 
views for summative evaluation. One participant complained:  

 
The institute uses observation for evaluation without training observers. While one of my 
students was presenting a lecture to his classmates, the observer arrived. To my surprise, 
he left the class while the student was still presenting his lecture. I do not know how he 
evaluated my performance without observing my teaching performance. I do not agree 
with such a method of evaluation.  

 
Students’ GPA in Teacher-Made Tests 
 

Students’ pass rate in teacher-made tests is taken as another criterion for evaluating 
language-teaching performance. Participants believe that pass rate and GPA in the tests, 
especially in paper-and-pencil tests, cannot be a good measure of language-teaching performance 
because: (1) students’ entry level is unknown, (2) these tests do not measure what students want 
to learn, (3) they are subjectively scored by the teachers themselves, and (4) it is erroneously 
assumed that learning depends exclusively on teaching.  

Participants believe that a student’s GPA in a teacher-made test is a very poor indicator 
of teaching performance because there is no base-line for comparison (i.e., there are no pretest 
scores which reflect the student’s entrance knowledge). More specifically, students who show a 
higher entry score are expected to have a higher GPA, while the students who show a lower entry 
score are expected to have a lower GPA. Thus, a student’s GPA is related to at least two sources 
of variance: teaching performance and entry level. Since we do not know the entry score, we do 
not know how much of the variance is related to teaching performance. One participant 
explained:   

 
Students’ GPA ignores the effect of entry behavior. Since students enter language classes 
with different levels of mastery and skill, comparing the GPA of different classes would 
be nonsense unless we have a base-line for comparison. Instead of taking pass rate as the 
criterion of success, we should take achievement gains as the criterion, i.e., the GPA of 
difference scores which reflects the difference in performance between a pre-test and a 
post-test rather than students’ scores in the post-test. Talking about achievement is 
nonsense if you do not know students’ entry behavior since what you take as an 
indication of achievement may be what students had before entering the class.  
 
Using GPA for evaluating language-teaching performance is not justified since paper-

and-pencil tests do not have content-based validity as oral tests do not figure in GPA.  
Participants believe that language learners take language courses mainly to develop their oral 
proficiency, and this is what is totally ignored in paper-and-pencil tests. Because of their nature, 
these tests are limited to grammar, vocabulary, and reading comprehension. Also, because of 
their focus on written aspects of language, these tests do not measure the aspects for which 
students took the course, and as such, suffer from invalidity. One participant stated:  
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Paper and pencil tests focus on reading, writing, grammar and vocabulary while most of 
the class time is spent on oral skills since this is what the stakeholders want. Knowing 
that paper-and-pencil tests do not measure listening and speaking, some teachers may 
ignore oral skills, i.e., they ignore students’ needs and teach to the test. If we take GPA as 
the yardstick of success, a teacher who totally ignores students’ needs is evaluated as an 
efficient teacher while a teacher who responded to students’ needs is evaluated as an 
inefficient teacher because the aspects he covered in the class are not covered in the test.  
 
Focusing on GPAs makes teachers inflate student scores since they know that low GPAs 

are used against them. Along these lines, Marsh and Dunkin (1997) believe that a teacher can 
“buy” better student ratings by proposing the grading leniency hypothesis: “Instructors who give 
higher-than-deserved grades will be rewarded with higher-than-deserved student ratings” (p. 
317). One participant explained:  

 
The tests are developed and scored by the teachers themselves. Since they know that the 
evaluation of their teaching performance depends on students’ performance in the test, 
they may try to give the test items away to ensure higher test performance. They may 
even teach to the test, i.e., teach only those parts of the syllabus that are covered in the 
test and ignore the other parts. But the main problem is that teachers have a chance to 
inflate scores since they are subjectively scored by the teacher themselves. 

 
Participants believe that teaching performance is not the only predictor of learning. 

Learning depends on the course content, the learner, and the teacher. Sometimes the teacher and 
the students do their best, but learning is limited because of the quality of the curriculum. It may 
also happen that the course content and the teacher are effective, but the student cannot learn 
because of lack of readiness. Thus, it is not fair to relate low or high performance in the test 
exclusively to teaching performance. One participant elaborated:  
 

Students’ GPA or their pass rate in tests cannot be an effective criterion in evaluating 
teaching performance since such an evaluation wrongly supposes that all conditions 
except for teaching are equal. Among other things, classroom, homogeneity, number of 
learners in the classroom, class time, entry behavior, motivation, and aptitude all affect 
students’ pass rate and GPA. For instance a class that is run in the morning may perform 
better than a class that is run in the afternoon. Similarly, a homogeneous class and a 
heterogeneous class are expected to perform differently in paper-and-pencil tests. 

 
Surveillance 
 

To evaluate teaching performance, the head teacher watches the teachers carefully 
through close-circuit cameras. Participants reject this system by arguing that surveillance aims 
at fault-finding and judging teachers’ degree of conformity with teacher training course 
prescriptions and proscriptions. Instead of accepting and respecting teachers’ innovative ideas 
and practices, this method aims at creating homogeneous teaching conditions. Participants 
thoroughly rejected this method by arguing that surveillance is ethically unacceptable, and it 
suppresses innovation. 
 Participants also reject surveillance through close-circuit cameras on ethical grounds 
because the classroom is a place for learning and teaching, and it should only be open to teachers 
and learners. When the camera exposes teaching and learning to the outsiders, it shows 
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classroom activities, but it never shows the reasons behind the choice of activities, and it is 
ethically unacceptable to reject something without knowing the philosophy behind it. Many 
teaching activities are watched and judged without giving the teacher a chance to defend his 
choice of activities. One participant explained:  
 

In this institute the head teacher watches teaching performance through close-circuit 
cameras. This technique is not ethically acceptable. Not only does it violate teachers’ 
privacy, but also negatively affects teaching and learning since both teachers and learners 
cannot perform up to their potential under surveillance. No one can optimally perform 
when one knows that he is being constantly watched, especially when you think that the 
observer observes the class to find faults. Another problem is that all sessions are 
constantly recorded but only one session is randomly selected for evaluation. In the 
selected session the teacher may not perform well not because he does not know how to 
teach, but because of fatigue, sleeplessness, headache, and the like. Thus, it is ethically 
unacceptable to judge teaching performance based on a non-representative sample of 
teachers’ work.  

 
Surveillance also aims at ensuring homogeneity in teaching practice. Participants 

complained that effective teaching is taken as a set of pre-specified acts prescribed either by the 
head teacher or the teachers’ book. Instead of measuring the extent to which teachers’ adopt 
activities that are conducive to learning, surveillance measures the extent to which teachers do 
what they are told. Some institutes believe that teaching is effective if, and only if, twenty 
teachers teach a unit in the same way rather than in twenty different ways. One participant 
explained:  
 

In this institute our teaching is controlled through close-circuit cameras to make sure that 
all instructors follow the instructions in the teachers’ book. If you follow the teachers’ 
book and emphasize the areas of language the teachers’ book has specified, your 
evaluation score is high. On the other hand, if you follow your own initiatives, or involve 
students in something that is not specified by the teachers’ book, your evaluation score 
will be low. In this institute a good teacher is the one who follows the teachers’ book. I 
reject this approach because it defines teachers’ role as puppets without self-control. 
Teaching is also judged by the degree to which it conforms to the prescriptions of the 
head teacher in the so-called TTC. All in all, in this institute good teachers are those who 
forget their teaching beliefs and initiatives and follow a conformist approach.  

 
Rate of Return 
 

Sometimes the head teacher takes students’ rate of return as the main criterion for 
evaluating teaching performance. He evaluates teaching performance by comparing the number 
of students in two subsequent terms. That is, if the number of students drops in the subsequent 
semester, the language teacher is evaluated negatively. For instance, if a teacher has twenty 
students in the first semester and his students drop to ten in the second semester, the teacher 
receives a low evaluation score since it is believed that he was not able to motivate students. 
Participants believe that this criterion does not aim at improving teaching or learning 
performance; rather, it has a hidden economic agenda. In rejecting this criterion, one participant 
argued:  
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Although teaching performance affects the number of students in the classroom, it is not 
the only factor. Thus, it is not fair to relate low rate of return solely to teaching 
performance. Students may not return for a host of reasons including their midterm and 
final exams at school; they may similarly not return because they are not satisfied with 
the institute as a whole rather than the language teacher. Thus, I strongly reject this 
criterion, especially if it is used as the only criterion.  
 
Because of the summer holidays, summer language classes are overcrowded. When the 

academic year begins, the number of students drops. Since the number of learners drop, the 
head teacher reduces the number of language teachers and keeps a limited number of them for 
the rest of the year. This criterion is used as a justification for terminating the contract of some 
teachers. One of the participants elucidated the hidden economic agenda behind this practice 
this way:  

 
This is not a good criterion since you can never compare the number of students in 
autumn and summer. While in summer all classes are crowded, in winter the number of 
learners drops considerably. Sometimes the number drops in one specific term because 
the term starts before the students’ school midterms or finals. Thus, many students try to 
quit language learning to prepare themselves for midterms or finals. Although the head 
teacher knows that [the] rate of return is not exclusively dependent on teaching 
performance, it [he] enforces this criterion to involve teachers in advertising for the 
institute and attract language learners. Since teachers know that their contract is 
terminated if their classes show a low rate of return, they try to advertise for the institute 
and reduce the sharp decrease in the number of language learners.  

 
Self-Evaluation 
 

Participants believe that language teacher self-evaluation is the best tool for evaluating 
teaching performance: the teacher should constantly evaluate his performance through the 
feedback he receives from the language learners. If we take evaluation as a teacher development 
opportunity rather than as a punitive, judgmental endeavor, reflection-in-action and reflection-
on-action can be the best criteria for evaluating teaching performance. One of the participants 
explained self-evaluation as follows: 
 

While teaching, my next move is determined by the feedback I receive from the students. 
After teaching, I retrospectively evaluate my performance through reflection on my 
experience to identify areas of strengths and weaknesses, and in subsequent teaching I try 
to avoid the weaknesses to improve my teaching. The teacher can take students’ 
participation and interest in the classroom activities as a criterion for success. If the 
students do not listen and participate [un]enthusiastically, the teacher should uncover the 
causes and try to improve the situation.  

 
Participants took self-evaluation as the best opportunity for development and growth. 

While the previously quoted participant evaluated his performance through retrospective 
reflection on his experience, other participants evaluated their performance by asking students 
to judge the efficiency of the adopted techniques and activities. Another participant believed 
that teachers can use students’ comments and suggestions for self-evaluation. He argued:  
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Sometimes I ask students to present their views concerning my teaching activities and 
techniques. Later on, I try to review their views and use them to evaluate my teaching 
performance. Sometimes students suggest activities that can be replaced with what I do in 
the classroom. Thus, I constantly try to evaluate my performance by reviewing students’ 
views. Reflection on their views improves teaching practice, and accommodating those 
views in subsequent teaching motivates students to come up with better ideas for reform.  

 
While surveillance aims at creating homogeneity, self-evaluation aims at teacher 

development and growth. Instead of waiting for outsiders to watch their behavior, teachers can 
audio 
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teacher evaluation, the field should downplay theory-driven studies that aim at testing 
hypotheses, and focus on data-driven studies that aim at generating hypotheses through inviting 
practitioners’ voices and incorporating their perspectives.  

Having conceptualized practitioners’ views about the criteria for evaluating language 
teaching performance, this researcher concludes the current study with some suggestions for 
improving language-teacher evaluation:  
 

• Supervision and evaluation should aim at professional development rather than 
fault-finding and dismissing. 

• Evaluation should be based on multiple criteria rather than one single criterion. 
• Validity and reliability concerns should be resolved prior to the use of criteria. 
• Teachers should be constantly consulted in developing and evaluating criteria for 

evaluation. 
• Teachers should try to self evaluate their performance by reflecting on the 

feedback they receive from supervisors, students, head teachers, and peers.  
• Evaluation criteria should constantly be modified through consumer-feedback 

(i.e., the feedback received from those who are being evaluated).  
• Evaluation should turn mutual distrust between supervisors and teachers into 

mutual trust by focusing on the formative function of evaluation.  
 

Since in many other contexts the practice of language-teacher evaluation is directed by 
tradition rather than research findings, further data-driven studies need to be undertaken in those 
contexts. In order to discover universally applicable best practices for teacher evaluation, and 
present the field with a situated, context-sensitive knowledge base that is juxtaposed with a 
theory-driven knowledge base, we must uncover teacher-evaluation traditions and embrace 
practitioners’ concerns. 
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