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Wearing the consultant’s hat: Training 
faculty to perform quality peer reviews
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Abstract

The claim has been made for decades that college teaching, like research, 

should be peer reviewed if we are to see it as a serious scholarly activity; 

yet peer review as a method of evaluating teaching is not widespread. 

Interest in peer review is increasing, however, as institutions have sought 

ways of evaluating teaching informed by professional practice instead 

of solely data gathered from student evaluations of teaching, which are 

based on consumer satisfaction models and have proved biased against 

women and people of color. Yet if faculty are to engage in peer review 

of teaching, whether for formative or summative purposes, they should 

be trained in best practices to ensure that the reviews are of high qual-

ity and, most important, that they focus on improving the observed 

instructor’s teaching. In this article we describe our program to train 

faculty to be peer reviewers, describe faculty reactions to our training, 

and outline the lessons we as consultants have learned in facilitating  

this program.
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Peer Review of Research vs. Peer Review of Teaching

In the tenure and promotion economy in institutions of higher learn-

ing, peer review of research has long been the sine qua non of the 

process by which those on the tenure track, and increasingly, those 

in untenured positions, achieve career advancement and surety of 

employment with a college or university. Those conducting such peer 

review are well versed in their subject area, in the rules of research 

and publication—both explicit and unspoken—and in the weight vari-

ous subject area journals carry. Peers performing research reviews are 

qualified to do so by dint of their subject area expertise and their 

insider’s knowledge of the qualitative dimensions pertinent to review. 

Quantitatively speaking, review of research is a straightforward matter 

of counting the number of published works or those accepted for pub-

lication, which yields a figure that either supports or does not support 

the institution’s notion of appropriate productivity. These qualitative 

and quantitative aspects of peer review of research make it a defensi-

ble, if not straightforward, process, which senior faculty are well pre-

pared to undertake.

Yet when it comes to evaluating the other major responsibility 

of faculty—teaching—the waters become murky and the process 

ill defined. Unlike research review where faculty command expert 

knowledge of the research they are asked to review, faculty asked 

to perform peer review of teaching are much more likely to be 

unschooled in the general pedagogical principles that might serve as 

a benchmark of teaching effectiveness. At the same time, using their 

own teaching style—however effective—as the yardstick by which to 

measure good teaching can be both unfair and inappropriate. Hence, 

without formal training in peer review of teaching, many faculty mem-

bers find themselves unsure of what to look for and how to judge 

teaching in its performative, preparatory, and conceptual dimensions. 

Further, unlike research review, the elegance of quantitative consider-

ations plays a minor role, if any, in the teaching context. One may list 

the total courses, students, and new course preparations undertaken 
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in one’s teaching duties, but these quantitative measures can only 

indicate an instructor’s workload; they say nothing about the quality 

of the teaching itself.

Peer Review of Teaching Confers Status as a Serious 
Scholarly Activity

The idea of peer review of teaching arose from Ernest L. Boyer’s (1990) 

argument that teaching, like research, should be considered a scholarly 

activity, which has since found its manifestation in the Scholarship of 

Teaching and Learning, or SoTL. Yet it was Pat Hutchings (1994, 1996) 

and Lee Shulman (1993) who proposed that the intellectual work of 

teaching must be peer reviewed if it is to be taken seriously as schol-

arly work. In Making Teaching Community Property, Hutchings (1996) 

based her thoughts and writing on a collaboration with colleagues at 

a dozen universities around the country exploring different models of 

peer review, including teaching circles, mentoring relationships, and 

reciprocal class observations. In this early monograph, she commented 

on how difficult it is for busy faculty to see and reflect on what they do 

in the classroom to improve their teaching and their students’ learning. 

Faculty need the help of peers to see more fully what they do, and she 

argued that improving teaching and learning should be the primary 

purpose of any peer review, whether its ostensible purpose is formative 

or summative. Although Hutchings promoted the practice of enriched 

peer reviews that include looking over syllabi and course documents, 

she found particular value in observing a class: “while classroom obser-

vation focuses on only one facet of teaching—what actually goes on in 

the classroom—it is also a strategy with special power: (1) to prompt 

concrete, substantive discussion of teaching and learning, (2) to create 

an occasion for reflection and self-assessment, and (3) to foster col-

leagueship and community among faculty” (p. 17). This powerful argu-

ment for peer review and classroom observation remains as relevant 

today as when it was published nearly 30 years ago.
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In the years following Hutchings’s seminal work, however, the peer 

review of teaching did not spread as widely as might have been hoped. 

Part of the reason for this failure might lie in the difficulty mentioned 

above, that faculty find themselves unsure and unconfident when asked 

to review their peers’ teaching. Their hesitation might be ameliorated 

by formal training in peer review procedures, but the idea of training in 

how to conduct a peer review is touched on only briefly by Hutchings 

(1996) and her colleagues as well as in other early work advocating for 

peer review (e.g., Arreola, 2000; Chism, 2007). Faculty diffidence is fur-

ther compounded by the difficulty, if not impossibility, of laying out a 

set of pedagogical standards that can be applied evenly irrespective of 

discipline and instructor style: teaching is infinitely complex and con-

tingent on so many factors that finding a common yardstick by which 

to measure the effectiveness of an instructor’s teaching in every cir-

cumstance is simply not possible. Indeed, an informed, sensitive, and 

nuanced approach to evaluating both the intellectual work instructors 

have invested in their teaching and the craft with which they perform in 

the classroom is essential for high-quality, useful, and fair peer reviews. 

Yet without training, such an approach is often beyond the capacity 

of faculty.

The purpose of this article is to lay out the various strands con-

tributing to the need for formal, structured peer review training in 

today’s academy and to share our popular training program, now in 

its sixth year, with colleagues across the academy, enabling others to 

adapt our program to their own contexts and needs. The article also 

considers some of the feedback we requested of our faculty partici-

pants, which both refined our training course and revealed some of 

the ways instructors were transformed by it. Finally, as seasoned edu-

cational developers, we share some of our own reflections and learn-

ings from facilitating the course. To begin, let us consider some of 

the intractable problems associated with student course evaluations, 

which many institutions use as the primary, if not sole, measure of 

teaching effectiveness.
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The Trouble With SETs

Lack of faculty confidence and training in peer review as well as other 

structural limitations have resulted in a heavy reliance on Student 

Evaluations of Teaching (SETs) to stand in for a more comprehen-

sive review of teaching effectiveness such as the review typically 

performed for research productivity. Proponents of using SET data 

will claim that the information they provide is generated by those 

who have the most experience observing an instructor’s perfor-

mance throughout the semester and who rely on effective teaching 

for their own success—students. They also argue that SETs provide 

decision-makers with tidy numerical data that can be very alluring 

as a method of evaluation and comparison precisely because they 

are numerical. These arguments are not without merit, and we must 

concede that SET data are indeed useful as one of the data points 

by which to measure teaching effectiveness. Yet they alone are insuf-

ficient indices of good teaching, for there are many more facets that 

determine excellence in teaching than how a particular class lands 

with students. Nevertheless, many, if not most, institutions of higher 

learning rely on SET data as the sole measure of teaching effective-

ness, and this unitary reliance necessarily limits the usefulness of the 

data. SET data allow for coarse distinctions between unsatisfactory 

and satisfactory but cannot reveal the many specifics that constitute 

pedagogical excellence.

The blunt nature of SET data notwithstanding, they have been 

used to evaluate faculty teaching effectiveness for nearly 100 years 

(Stroebe, 2020). In recent decades, however, there have been growing 

concerns about the appropriateness of using SET data exclusively 

or weighting them heavily when judging faculty teaching effective-

ness—especially when the judgment is used for tenure and promo-

tion decisions (Godbout-Kinney & Watson, 2022; Stark & Freishtat, 

2014). First, although students can give us an accurate assessment of 

an instructor’s (or course’s) clarity, organization, and appeal, they are 



Eric T. Metzler and Lisa Kurz

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 44, No. 1 • Winter 2025

6

not trained in pedagogy and cannot therefore judge the demanding 

intellectual work of developing and delivering a course; nor are they 

qualified to evaluate the appropriateness or currency of the course’s 

content. Further, it is quite possible that an instructor may assign chal-

lenging or tedious work for the learner’s benefit or give difficult but 

honest feedback to help the learner improve. In either case, learners 

may react negatively, yielding SET data that suggest ineffective teach-

ing when, in fact, the opposite may be the case (National Academies 

of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2020).

Another problem with using SET data as a primary means of evalu-

ating an instructor’s teaching is the low rate of response we see as 

institutions have transitioned from paper forms to electronic surveys. 

At our large, public Midwestern university we have seen rates of return 

drop from 70%–80% with paper forms to 30%–45% when moved 

online. This precipitous drop leads one to wonder whether the data 

accurately reflect students’ assessment of the course and its instruc-

tion or whether they represent only students who either loved or hated 

the course (He & Freeman, 2021).

Adding to the inherent shortcomings of using SETs to evaluate a 

faculty member’s teaching expertise are the seemingly inescapable 

biases, particularly of gender and race, that result when students 

offer their subjective evaluations of the instructor. Recent research 

has established and confirmed that SET data skews positive toward 

white, male instructors, leaving women and people of color at a dis-

advantage, even when the teaching quality and effectiveness are 

at parity (Andersen & Miller, 1997; Buser et al., 2022; Kreitzer & 

Sweet-Cushman, 2022; Peterson et al., 2019). Similar biases in SETs 

are found against instructors whose first language is not English, 

with female international instructors being particularly disadvan-

taged (Fan et al., 2019). These findings have grown in salience as 

the professoriate has diversified, making it increasingly important to 

identify equitable methods by which to evaluate teaching effective-

ness and ensure that those who assess teaching are appropriately 

trained to do so.
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Peer Review to Measure Teaching Effectiveness

Fair, equitable, and professionalized evaluation of teaching has only 

grown in importance as economic realities have led institutions of 

higher learning to hire teaching faculty who are not eligible for tenure. 

For these faculty, job retention or promotion rests squarely on how 

decision-making bodies perceive teaching effectiveness, as typically 

evidenced by a portfolio of documents. Hence, all the more reason to 

identify fair and comprehensive ways to evaluate teaching quality that 

go beyond SETs. Two examples that can make evident an instructor’s 

teaching process are teaching portfolios and course portfolios; both 

can show thoughtful, reflective teaching and provide explanations of 

teaching innovations that improve student learning. Yet perhaps the 

most powerful evidence is well-executed teaching reviews completed 

by trained faculty peers.

At our large, Midwestern, R1 university, administrative bodies, 

including the faculty council, have recognized the need to broaden the 

bases on which a faculty member’s teaching effectiveness is evaluated. 

Accordingly, they have moved to both limit the weight carried by SET 

data and increase the importance of regular peer review of teaching 

when evaluating a faculty member’s teaching effectiveness (University 

Faculty Council, 2022). These administrative decisions have resulted in 

a three-fold uptick in requests for peer reviews of teaching among fac-

ulty applying for tenure and promotion. Concomitant with this trend 

has been an uptick in requests for assistance and training in the peer 

review process as faculty come to recognize the ultimate import and 

influence their reviews could have on employment decisions affecting 

the lives of their peers. This demand in turn has sparked considerable 

interest in peer review training among educational developers who are 

often asked to teach faculty how to perform peer reviews and write 

evaluative letters for tenure or promotion dossiers. At our institution, 

senior administrators have reported that summative letters have been 

largely unhelpful. They note the letters are typically full of glowing 

platitudes about the instructor’s teaching but lack specific detail to 
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support any judgments about their pedagogical skills—good or bad. 

Hence, in order to ensure the quality, professionalism, and utility of 

peer review of teaching, it is important to identify best practices and 

train faculty accordingly.

Standardizing Peer Review With Checklists and Rubrics

One approach to professionalizing peer review of teaching has been 

to codify best teaching practice into a tabular rubric as has the Bay 

View Alliance (n.d.) with the TEval (n.d.) form, used to evaluate teach-

ing in STEM disciplines. Here, the reviewer sees a list of pedagogical 

dimensions (e.g., teaching practices or class climate), each described 

at varying levels of expertise (e.g., developing, proficient, or expert). 

Another approach to supporting untrained faculty in performing peer 

review of teaching is checklists, such as those proposed in Nancy 

Chism’s (2007) seminal work Peer Review of Teaching: A Sourcebook. 
Here, various dimensions of effective teaching appear in a list with 

checkboxes, offering the peer reviewer a comprehensive set of teach-

ing moves to look for when observing a class in action. An online ver-

sion of such a checklist, for example, has been created by Carl Wieman 

and his associates (Smith et al., 2013) for STEM courses.

Whether a peer reviewer uses checklists or rubrics to guide their 

observation and evaluation of teaching, we observe some clear 

strengths and advantages to highly systematic and formal approaches 

such as these. First, standardized forms such as rubrics and checklists 

are developed by skilled and experienced instructors, drawing on 

the wisdom of many to capture best general pedagogical practices. 

Second, the forms generate quantified data that can be compared 

across instructors. Third, the specific articulations of various teaching 

dimensions can help the novice or untrained reviewer determine what 

to attend to when reviewing teaching documents or observing a class, 

both of which can be overwhelming to an untrained reviewer with-

out guidance. Hence, using standard rubrics and checklists to perform 
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peer review of teaching does much to yield fair, appropriate, and use-

ful data about an observed class session at a baseline level.

At the same time, the formulaic, one-size-fits-all structure of rubrics 

and checklists necessarily misses the rich singularity of an instructor’s 

craft on many fronts, including the intellectual work of designing a 

course, the instructor’s performance when interacting with students, 

grading and feedback strategies, and other dimensions of the infinitely 

complex undertaking of teaching. Further, standardized instruments 

are often lengthy, complex, and packed with information, making it 

difficult to train one’s attention fully on the live teaching dynamic while 

also attending to the checklist or rubric. Standardized instruments also 

articulate a set number of teaching dimensions, purportedly common 

to university teaching; yet such standard articulations may not neces-

sarily apply to the discipline, particular class, or signature pedagogy 

unique to a discipline or instructor precisely because they are stand-

ardized and calibrated to generalized notions of teaching. Hence, 

although we see both the benefits and the necessity of rubrics and 

checkboxes for faculty untrained in peer review, we believe intention-

ally trained faculty are best positioned to see both generally accepted 

best teaching practice and unique teaching choices that set instruc-

tors apart. In fact, peer review (especially when performed by a peer 

outside an instructor’s discipline) might be seen as a way of helping 

an instructor define and hone their discipline-specific signature peda-

gogy. Shulman’s (2005) writing on signature pedagogies provides a 

basis for this line of thinking.

Training Faculty to Perform Peer Reviews as Instructional 
Consultants

To meet institutional demand for trained faculty peer reviewers, we 

developed a year-long course designed to teach faculty how to perform 

peer reviews as would instructional consultants. The training course 

includes instruction on best practices of peer review followed by a 
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practicum that gives participants the opportunity to practice perform-

ing reviews in a safe, controlled environment. Faculty participate in the 

program voluntarily, completing an application to participate, which 

enables us to communicate the demands of the course in advance and 

manage the size of each year’s cohort, as the course is quite popular. 

Participants must attend all five hour-long sessions in the fall and then 

observe two participants and be observed by two participants in the 

spring to achieve certification as trained faculty peer reviewers. We 

first offered the course in the fall of 2019 and have offered it every year 

since (including offering it online during the pandemic). One hundred 

faculty have participated in the training thus far.

The curriculum for the fall term includes an overview of the nuts 

and bolts of reviewing a colleague’s teaching, a variety of readings, 

and homework between sessions. Participants learn about the pre-

observation and post-observation meetings by watching video dem-

onstrations, reading short articles, and role-playing in session. They 

also practice performing an actual observation by watching a curated 

video and taking structured notes. To supplement the instruction 

on observational review, we introduce participants to strategies for 

reviewing the course syllabus, as it distills the intellectual work of 

planning and teaching the course into one (hopefully) concise docu-

ment and can serve as a good source of information for summative 

evaluation of teaching (Arreola, 2000). To assist participants in sylla-

bus review, we provide a highly regarded and thoroughly researched 

rubric (Palmer et al., 2014), which our future peer reviewers then 

apply to sample syllabi for practice. Finally, participants review sam-

ple letters and discuss how best to document their review for sum-

mative purposes.

The instruction on how to conduct a pre-observation meeting is 

designed to help participants see it as an opportunity to learn about 

various contexts for the course and the session to be observed as 

well as any teaching challenges the instructor is facing. This meeting 

also serves to establish an all-important human connection between 

instructor and reviewer, the latter presenting as a supportive and 
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collaborative peer, not a critical superior (Bell et al., 2019). Participant 

feedback on the impact of the training on their attitudes toward 

peer review, which we describe in greater detail below, confirms the 

establishment of this supportive, collaborative relationship before the 

observation takes place.

To perform the observations, we furnish participants with a detailed 

note-taking template that includes a column for impartial descriptions 

of what was observed, a column for when it was observed, and a 

third column for any comments the observer wishes to make in the 

moment. Accompanying the template is a brief list of instructor char-

acteristics to look for, such as organization and clarity, classroom 

management, and presentation skills. We include a similar list of stu-

dent characteristics to watch for, such as preparation, engagement, 

and civility. The characteristics we suggest take the form of neither 

a rubric nor a checklist; rather, we offer them as guidelines to help 

participants train their attention on aspects of the classroom experi-

ence we have found most germane in helping instructors to see their 

own teaching through a second set of eyes and, if warranted, to solve 

teaching problems.

Our instruction on the keystone post-observation meeting focuses 

on helping reviewers learn how to share their impressions of the 

observed session and collaborate with the instructor to solve any 

potential teaching problems. Participants learn to begin by asking the 

instructor to self-assess the observed session and indicate whether it 

was a typical session (Bell et al., 2019). Reviewers then pose informa-

tion-seeking or clarifying questions to better understand the session 

they observed. Next, the observer moves to the most important part 

of the post-observation meeting: posing probing questions (National 

School Reform Faculty, n.d.-a). These are questions that often have 

no quick or simple answer and help instructors reframe or ponder 

challenging teaching issues so they can discover their own solutions 

rather than be told what to do (Newman et al., 2019). Because prob-

ing questions can be quite challenging to construct for those new 

to them, we provide participants stems such as “What would it look 
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like if . . . ?” or “What’s another way you might accomplish . . . ?” 

Throughout the post-observation meeting (and explicitly at this stage 

of the conversation), we firmly instruct faculty participants to main-

tain a kind, positive attitude and to keep the conversation collegial 

and collaborative. This approach has resulted in participant feedback 

describing post-observation meetings as comfortable and support-

ive rather than anxiety producing or judgmental. Overall, the training 

helps participants realize that while the observation itself is impor-

tant, the conversations before and after the observation are where 

the valuable work of reflecting on and strengthening an instructor’s 

teaching is done.

In the spring practicum each participant is observed twice and 

observes two colleagues. We require that all observations be strictly 

formative and that the peer pairs be from different disciplines. We 

impose these constraints to enable our participants to develop their 

reviewing skills in a safe environment without the added stress of hav-

ing to evaluate a colleague and write a summative document. Peer 

pairs must be from different disciplines to enable them to follow best 

practice for peer review, focusing on pedagogy rather than content. 

The benefits of cross-disciplinary peer reviews have also been noted by 

Barrios-Rodríguez et al. (2023) and O’Keeffe et al. (2021). Our course 

wraps up with a final meeting in which the newly trained peer review-

ers debrief their experiences reviewing their colleagues and offer us 

feedback about the training program.

In the fall of 2022, we rolled out an online version of the course 

to enable faculty with scheduling conflicts and instructors at other 

universities to access and complete the program at no charge. The 

online course teaches the basics of peer review (i.e., our fall curricu-

lum) by leveraging new technologies such as Powtoon animations to 

demonstrate key moves in the pre-observation and post-observation 

meetings and live videos in PlayPosit with embedded questions and 

discussion prompts to engage viewers. The online course includes 

three modules, each with activities and quizzes to help learners review 

key concepts:
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1.	 Addressing the fundamentals of observing and debriefing a peer’s 

teaching

2.	 Procedures for reviewing course documents

3.	 Guidance—including templates—for documenting reviews

After completing the online modules, participants arrange a practicum—

usually through their local teaching centers—to observe a colleague’s 

teaching and to be observed. (To access the online course, visit https://

expand.iu.edu/courses/peer-review-of-teaching-certification-course.)

Our training is designed to teach participants how to gather suf-

ficient information from observing a single class session (and reviewing 

course documents) to be prepared to write a summative memo about 

the instructor they reviewed. Some scholars have argued that one 

classroom observation is inadequate for drawing conclusions—espe-

cially summative conclusions—about an instructor’s teaching (Arreola, 

2000; Chism, 2007). However, in practice busy schedules can make it 

very difficult for a faculty peer to observe more than one class session, 

especially when the observation rightly includes a pre- and a post-

observation meeting (Greenhoot et al., 2022). We argue that a single 

observation preceded by a well-executed pre-observation meeting, 

followed by a rich post-observation conversation, and supplemented 

with thoughtful syllabus review yields ample material on which to base 

formative and summative conclusions.

Feedback From Faculty Participants

In the last session of our training program, we ask participants to reflect 

on the main takeaways from their training and practicum experiences 

and to describe how the training has changed their attitudes toward 

peer review and teaching more generally. In addition to gathering this 

reflective feedback from every cohort, we solicited additional forma-

tive feedback from our first two cohorts, via a feedback questionnaire 

and informal focus groups, to help us refine and improve the training 

https://expand.iu.edu/courses/peer-review-of-teaching-certification-course
https://expand.iu.edu/courses/peer-review-of-teaching-certification-course
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program. (We obtained approval from our university’s Institutional 

Review Board to collect questionnaire and focus group feedback, 

specifically for the purpose of ensuring that we could quote partici-

pants’ feedback anonymously in publications and conference presen-

tations about our training program.) Taken together, all the formative 

feedback we have received from our participants has enabled us to 

improve the training and practicum experiences for future cohorts, 

while also giving us some insight into the impact of peer review train-

ing on participants’ teaching practices and attitudes toward teaching 

and peer review.

One of our main goals in the training program is to help partici-

pants understand the purpose of peer review: not as a process for 

critiquing a colleague or offering advice, but rather as a collaborative, 

collegial interaction in which peers work together to appreciate teach-

ing wins and address teaching challenges. Our participants’ feedback 

confirmed their understanding of this basic precept. As one instructor 

noted in referring to the post-observation meeting, “I used to think 

peer review involved providing suggestions and advice. Now I think 

providing suggestions and advice should only be done when specif-

ically requested, and the conversation should be collaborative and 

focused on questions and answers.”

Another of our major goals for the training is to help participants 

learn to focus on pedagogical strategies rather than disciplinary content 

in their peer reviews. Early in the training, some participants expressed 

skepticism about their ability to achieve this goal, but their feedback 

after the practicum confirmed the empowering effects of observing 

and offering feedback to a colleague outside their discipline. Many 

noted (with some surprise) that they could discuss teaching challenges 

with a colleague even if they were not in the colleague’s department 

or discipline (and in extreme cases, even if the class they observed 

was taught in a language they were unfamiliar with). The benefits of 

cross-disciplinary peer review were emphasized in comments like this 

one: “I used to think peer review was best completed by faculty in your 

home department. Now I see the value of having peers from different 
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departments add to the growth and development of teaching and 

how this can create more collaboration across campus.”

On a related note, we hope the training program changes par-

ticipants’ attitudes toward peer review, and the feedback from both 

the individual reflections and the questionnaire responses confirm the 

desired change. Before the training, many reported seeing peer review 

as an uncomfortable, unfriendly, subjective procedure that would 

result in judgment. After the training, participants noted that while the 

procedure can be systematic and even rigorous, it can also be a colle-

gial, collaborative process. As an instructor noted in their end-of-pro-

gram reflection, “this is not about giving advice, but about listening to 

instructors and helping to guide them to their own insights.” From the 

survey data: “Before [the training] I was skeptical. Now I see a spirit of 

peers who want to help improve my skills and give honest feedback.” 

Almost all reported being more comfortable with the peer review pro-

cess, more likely to seek a peer review in the future, and more likely 

to recommend peer review to their colleagues. Even participants who 

had a positive attitude toward peer review before the training pointed 

out the difference the training made. As one participant noted:

My attitude [about peer review] has been the same, but the expe-

rience has been different because with this training I have been 

observed by people who have been trained and who had a positive 

approach to the process. It is hard to be observed by someone who 

has not been trained.

The feedback from our participants seemed to confirm that the train-

ing helped them to see the peer review process as a collaborative, 

positive interaction among peers and empowered them to focus on 

pedagogy rather than disciplinary content. As a corollary of these 

goals, our participants noted the impact of the training program on 

their own teaching methods, showing an eager willingness to use or 

adapt teaching moves they had seen while observing their peers. They 

described a new appreciation for the diversity of teaching styles while 
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also recognizing that many teaching challenges are universal. As one 

instructor noted, “I certainly felt less alone as I saw great teachers 

struggling with distracted students and trying to find creative ways to 

engage them.”

While the feedback about both the training sessions and the practi-

cum was in general strongly positive, we did receive a few less-than-

positive comments from participants regarding their practicum experi-

ences. For example, one peer reported that their observer failed to 

maintain the confidentiality of the observation; instead, the observer 

commented about the observation in a crowded hallway surrounded 

by students and faculty colleagues! Another participant reported to us 

that they felt disrespected by their observer in the post-observation 

meeting. They said the observer reported problems with their teach-

ing but failed to note any positive or effective pedagogical moves; the 

conversation left the peer questioning their teaching style and doubt-

ing their ability. Learning of these incidents has helped us to improve 

the training for subsequent cohorts. For example, when providing 

instructions for the practicum we now put more weight on confidenti-

ality, to ensure that all our participants appreciate its importance and 

know how to maintain it. And since the post-observation meeting is 

the most challenging part of the training for faculty observers, we have 

also worked to improve participants’ approach to this interaction. We 

have doubled down on our emphasis on maintaining a collegial and 

supportive relationship with the observed instructor, and we stress 

the importance of acknowledging their vulnerability at this stage. We 

also provide more practice in asking probing questions to ensure the 

observer avoids judgment and instead encourages their peer to reflect 

deeply on their teaching.

The feedback from our faculty participants confirms the obser-

vations of others about the responses of faculty to peer review and 

classroom observation. For example, Kohut et al. (2007) noted the 

beneficial impact of peer review on the teaching of both observer and 

the observed instructor. Barrios-Rodríguez et al. (2023) confirmed that 

negative impressions of peer review vanish after going through the 
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peer review process. Several authors (Bell et al., 2019; Hendry et al., 

2021; Newman et al., 2019) have confirmed that when a strong, trust-

ing relationship is established between the observer and the observed 

instructor, peer review can increase the observed instructor’s confi-

dence as a teacher. Several of these themes are also mentioned in the 

comprehensive review of peer review of teaching programs provided 

by Cutroni and Paladino (2023). The beneficial effects of cross-disci-

plinary peer review, which allows both parties to focus on pedagogy 

rather than curriculum, have been reported previously (Barrios-

Rodríguez et al., 2023; O’Keeffe et al., 2021). Several authors have also 

noted the importance of establishing an atmosphere of respect and 

trust between the peer pair, which our training accomplishes through 

pre-observation and post-observation meetings (Kohut et al., 2007; 

O’Keeffe et al., 2021). This trusting, yet honest and open relationship 

between peers has been described by others (Lomas & Nicholls, 2005; 

O’Keeffe et al., 2021) as one of “critical friends” (based on the concept 

of a “critical friends group” of teaching professionals, developed by 

the National School Reform Faculty; National School Reform Faculty, 

n.d.-b). These revelations demonstrate that peer review not only fos-

ters a sense of community among faculty across departmental and dis-

ciplinary silos; it can also lead to more collaborative problem-solving 

among instructors, which often leads to better teaching and enhanced 

student learning (Cutroni & Paladino, 2023).

Lessons Learned

While participant feedback from surveys and interviews confirmed a 

broad range of learning and growth as well as a high level of satisfac-

tion with the peer review training course, we also learned some impor-

tant lessons from facilitating the course. First, we came to realize that 

while formative and summative reviews have different purposes, we 

believe that all reviews should emanate from a place that is supportive, 

collaborative, and essentially formative (Bell et al., 2019; Engin, 2016; 
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Gosling, 2013; Greenhoot et al., 2022; Newman et al., 2019; Roberson, 

2006). Whether arising from an informal, spontaneous observation or 

a formal, high-stakes evaluative review or something in between, we 

instruct our peer review trainees to let the observed instructor deter-

mine the course of the review and to approach the interaction with 

kindness and understanding. The content of a summative memo should 

fairly represent the post-observation discussion between the instructor 

and the peer observer, including both recognition of teaching strengths 

and articulations of areas for growth; thus, the written document should 

come as no surprise to the instructor. In both the post-observation 

debrief and in the summative document, the idea is not to judge, but 

to give the instructor fair opportunities to grow and improve.

As we have led the course, we have also noticed additional spots 

where faculty typically struggle, such as how to write an effective sum-

mative memo. Faculty worry about the memo’s tone, its structure, and 

whether their words will have a negative effect on a colleague’s chances 

for tenure or promotion. To assist faculty in writing summative memos, 

we have developed a template with extensive annotations for partici-

pants to explore during the course and later use when needed.

Another challenge we have come to recognize is our request that 

participants avoid immediate judgment during observations and sub-

sequently when discussing the observation. Trained to judge and 

critique academic work as quickly and efficiently as possible, faculty 

commonly expect to apply the same approach to peer review. It takes 

concerted effort on our part to insist that they objectively describe 

what they saw when debriefing the video that all participants collec-

tively observe as part of our curriculum. Many participants jump to 

judgment immediately and have to be gently corrected when they 

begin to do so. While their judgments may not be unwarranted, they 

nevertheless skip the important step of collecting observational data, 

upon which later productive conversations will rely. Similarly, dur-

ing the post-observation discussion, trainees must learn to resist the 

“criticize and suggest” approach and instead employ a consultative 

strategy, encouraging the observed instructor to reflect critically on 
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their own teaching, asking questions rather than making statements, 

referring to observed behaviors rather than making critical judgments. 

Highlighting what was observed followed by an invitation to consider 

its meaning typically allows instructors to reflect and guide the con-

versation in a productive manner. Along the same lines—and equally 

difficult for our trainees—we insist they offer suggestions only when 

the instructor specifically asks for them.

Finally, we have come to realize that much of our work through-

out the course entails the deceptively simple project of helping faculty 

learn how to talk to each other about teaching in a manner that is 

sensitive, nuanced, humble, and solicitous, qualities that do not come 

naturally to many and must be practiced. As others have pointed out, if 

we want peer review to promote university teaching as a collaborative 

and public act, faculty must learn how to talk about teaching—both 

others’ and their own—in a supportive, congenial fashion (Gosling, 

2013; Greenhoot et al., 2022; Hutchings, 1994, 1996). They need to 

wear the proverbial consultant’s hat, because it is the conversation—

before and after an observation or review of course documents—that 

matters as much as what is seen and heard in the class session. When 

reviewers manage conversations as would a consultant, instructors can 

really hear feedback about their teaching because they feel comfort-

able, safe, and secure hearing it from a well-trained peer.

Conclusion

Even though there have long been strong arguments in support of 

peer review of teaching generally, we began our work specifically in 

response to an unmet need at our university for trained peer review-

ers. University administration began to signal expectations for peer 

reviews in tenure and promotion dossiers but had no plans in place to 

train faculty to perform them. Thus did we develop a course to help 

faculty achieve the competence and confidence they needed to review 

their peers’ teaching.



Eric T. Metzler and Lisa Kurz

To Improve the Academy • Vol. 44, No. 1 • Winter 2025

20

The popularity and demand for our course surprised us, and, as if 

to emphasize the point, when we presented our work at a recent POD 

conference, we were greeted by a standing-room-only crowd of over 

100 attendees. This signaled to us that we needed to share our work 

with the broader educational development community to enable oth-

ers to benefit from our work.

We hope we have succeeded in showing both the theoretical basis 

and the practical need for our course. We believe the curriculum, cre-

ated with busy faculty in mind, balances the knowledge one needs and 

the skills one must practice and master to perform an effective and 

successful review. We invite our colleagues to adapt it to their own 

contexts so that faculty across the academy will be prepared to review 

their peers’ teaching in a way that is useful to their institution and to 

the peers engaged in the review process.
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