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ABSTRACT
Student evaluation of teaching (SeT) is ubiquitous in higher education
but has been criticized by many scholars because of low use for
course improvement benefiting student learning. Academic
developers (ADs) are responsible for pedagogical courses and to
support leadership and academics in processes enhancing
educational quality. We could therefore expect ADs to play a key
role in SeT practice. This paper investigates how Norwegian ADs
and Academic Development Units (ADUs) are engaged in SeT
practice. Norwegian academic leaders of twelve ADUs are
interviewed about ADs’ roles and responsibilities in evaluation
policy and SeT practice. The empirical data are analyzed by using
the terms ‘accountability’ and ‘professional responsibility’ aiming to
better understand the use of SeT. Before the turn of the
millennium, ADs were actively engaged in SeT practice, but our
study found that they are no longer central actors and little time is
spent on the topic in pedagogical courses. Today evaluation is
dominated by accountability logic and is professionalized by
administration and leadership. We will argue that there is a
potential to strengthen SeT as a tool for educational development
by inviting ADs into evaluation policy development and by
including evaluation as part of pedagogical courses.
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Introduction

Student evaluation of teaching (SeT) is an indispensable part of the wider quality assur-
ance system in universities. When first introduced into higher education in the 1960s, it
was regarded as a pedagogical tool to improve teaching (Darwin, 2016) and driven by
teachers. Today, SeT is regarded as an institutionalized activity in higher education
(e.g., Dahler-Larsen, 2019) that has less value for teachers and students than administra-
tive staff and leaders because of the limited use for teaching improvement (Iqbal, 2013;
Shao et al., 2007). This paper explores how Academic Developers (ADs) are involved as
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actors in SeT practice. Additionally, how they can play a role in strengthening the use of
SeT for educational quality improvement.

We understand the phenomenon of student evaluation of teaching (SeT) as a social prac-
tice, not as single instruments, models, or standards, but as part of internal quality assurance
and evaluation policy. More specifically, SeT comprises students’ feedback about teaching,
courses, and programs. In the remainder of the paper the term SeT is used when referring to
this practice. Educational evaluation has, since the introduction into higher education, been
institutionalized as part of educational governance with increased technical sophistication,
standardization, a wide range of evaluation methods, and is no longer driven by teachers.
Nonetheless, the goal of all educational evaluation should be to ‘enable programs and pol-
icies to improve student learning’ (Ryan & Cousins, 2009, p. ix).

Background of the study

SeT is ubiquitous, but at the same time it seems to be a controversial issue. Studies have
shown that many student surveys focus on teachers and teaching rather than on students’
learning (Borch et al., 2020; Darwin, 2017; Edström, 2008), and that the surveys have low
influence on teaching and learning practices (Borch et al., 2020; Darwin, 2017). In a meta-
analysis by Uttl et al. (2017), little or no correlation between student learning and highly
rated teachers was found. Others have criticized that the focus on SeT indicates a market
orientation within higher education where students are seen as customers or consumers,
rating their satisfaction with the educational ‘product’ (e.g., Saunders, 2014). It is therefore
relevant to be critical as to what is really measured with SeT and how this matches the
intentions of these evaluations (Bedggood & Donovan, 2012). Research shows that the
purpose of SeT has shifted from mainly improving teaching to also including quality
assurance and accountability (Borch et al., 2020, 2022; Darwin, 2016).

Within the landscape of teaching and learning in higher education, ADs have a
specific responsibility to contribute to improving educational quality. We could therefore
expect ADs to play a key role in SeT practice. However, in an analysis of the literature of
academic development and ADs’ role in evaluation practice, we found that papers written
by ADs mainly problematize current evaluation practice in higher education. These
papers suggest embedding SeT as part of the pedagogical practice to improve teaching
and learning (Borch, 2021; Edström, 2008; Roxå et al., 2022), but to a lesser extent
explore the role ADs can have in SeT practices and quality assurance systems. This ten-
dency among ADs to distance themselves from SeT seems to be a recent phenomenon. A
study by Barrow and Grant (2016) found that during an early wave of evaluation in the
1970s, ADs appeared central in influencing individual academic teachers’ use of evalu-
ations for developmental purposes. In their historic account, the authors identified a
second wave of SeT in the 1990s, wherein ADs were no longer involved. At the same
time, neoliberal values and measures became more prominent in higher education
(Tight, 2019). The sector faced increased competition between institutions, as well as
higher expectations for effectiveness and accountability. This shift builds upon principles
of New Public Management (NPM) and widely influences higher education (Olssen &
Peters, 2005). Evaluation increasingly became an administrative tool for control and
accountability purposes. New actors like administrative staff and management were
given central roles in evaluation practice, while ADs seemed to withdraw.
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Aim and research question

In this paper, we explore ADs’ roles and responsibilities in current SeT practice, using
Norway as an example. We investigate how academic development units (ADUs) at
twelve Norwegian universities and university colleges are involved in developing and car-
rying out SeT policies. The following research question is posed:

In what ways are ADs engaged in policy and practice of student evaluation of teaching?

By exploring and problematizing ADs’ engagement in evaluation policy and practice, we
aim to address how ADs can be drivers to further develop the use of SeT for educational
enhancement.

The professional responsibility and accountability of academic
development

Academic development is a relatively recent phenomenon at universities, with roots back
to the 1950s in the UK and North America (Gibbs, 2013) and 1960s in Norwegian higher
education (Stensaker et al., 2017). Improved teaching and learning are central aims of
academic development, and those involved (ADs) enter the field of academic develop-
ment with different disciplinary backgrounds. In a literature review of academic develop-
ment, Sugrue et al. (2018) found that the roles and responsibilities in academic
development have shifted over time globally. In the 1950s to 1980s, academic develop-
ment mainly consisted of activities for individual teachers to improve their teaching,
while after the 1980s, academic development focused on developing educational practice
for groups of teachers, learning environments, educational quality, and quality assurance
at the institutional level (Stensaker, 2018; Sugrue et al., 2018). Development of the insti-
tution, i.e., developing educational policies and quality assurance systems, is often done
in collaboration with university management (Gibbs, 2013; Stensaker, 2018). This shift to
stronger collaboration with leadership and emerging responsibilities has positioned ADs
more strategically within organizations. Their roles are often described as bridge builders
or brokers between university management and teachers (Bamber & Anderson, 2012;
Bluteau & Krumins, 2008). As we have seen, there has also been a shift in ADs’ involve-
ment in SeT practice (Barrow & Grant, 2016). For many ADs, SeT ought to be a driver of
enhanced educational quality (Bamber & Anderson, 2012; Bamber & Stefani, 2016).
Nevertheless, evaluation is more often used for accountability and control than enhance-
ment. In this paper, we address this conflicting situation for ADs, in which they find
themselves between accountability and control on the one hand and teaching develop-
ment on the other hand. We also examine how this affects their work with SeT.

The involvement in quality assurance and policy work seems to have challenged ADs’
professional responsibility. Scholars have argued that ADs need to rebalance responsibil-
ity and accountability to meet expectations and stay true to their mission (Englund & Sol-
brekke, 2014; Solbrekke & Fremstad, 2018; Stensaker et al., 2017). In this paper, we use
‘professional responsibility’ and ‘accountability’ as analytical terms. We rely on under-
standings of professional responsibilities that we regard as relevant for discussing the
roles and responsibilities for ADs (Solbrekke & Englund, 2011). ‘Professional responsi-
bility’ is a state of being responsible and `trustworthy´ for others and oneself. This
responsibility is based upon the professional identity and mission of ADs, wherein
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improved teaching and learning is central. It can be regarded as a moral obligation
wherein an AD ‘takes responsibility for the other by involving his or her capacity to
act morally responsibly’ (Englund & Solbrekke, 2014 citing Martinsen, 2006, p. 6).
This understanding relies on

a mutual trust and respect between the one who has taken responsibility for the other (the
professional agent) and the one who is being taken responsibility for (…) it relies on trust in
the professional agent (…) being qualified and willing to handle dilemmas and having
freedom to deliberate on alternative courses of action. (Englund & Solbrekke, 2014, p. 7)

Higher education ‘accountability’ is a complex field with multiple approaches (Brown,
2017; Huisman & Currie, 2004). We build on an understanding of accountability as a
duty (also for ADs) to account for one’s actions and a state of being accountable for
your actions to others or to society. It relates to legal, economic, and organizational
actions (Sullivan & Shulman, 2005).

The terms ‘professional responsibility’ and ‘accountability’ are based upon different
logics. Whereas trust is a core value in professional responsibility, higher education
accountability practices are oriented towards control (Solbrekke & Fremstad, 2018). In
evaluation practice, internal evaluation is based upon academics’ professional responsi-
bility and a professional mandate for proactive practices aiming to improve educational
quality. This is the opposite of external evaluation and auditing, which are often based
upon professional accountability defined by current governance and used as reactive
practices for control (Englund & Solbrekke, 2014). As we consider the relationship
between responsibility and accountability as a continuum that needs to be balanced,
ADs must strive for a legitimate compromise between these two. This could help ADs
to be better positioned and bridge the opposition described above.

The study

National context

Most of the Norwegian higher education institutions, in total 24 universities and univer-
sity colleges with 298,000 students and 13,000 academics (DBH, 2023), are public with
strong state governance. Education is open for everyone with no tuition fees, and with
a strong student democracy. Education reforms aiming to improve educational quality
have led to changes in Norwegian higher education in the last two decades (Danø & Sten-
saker, 2007; Stensaker et al., 2020). SeT is mandated by Norwegian legislation, yet it does
not specify how it should be carried out (Universitets- og Høgskoleloven, 2005). As a
result, the evaluation systems in Norwegian universities are diverse with few standar-
dized SeT surveys. This allows for academics to decide which evaluation methods to
use and what they want students to give feedback about (Borch, 2021).

Another measure taken to improve educational quality is an increased focus on ped-
agogical qualification. In 2019 it became a requirement for all teaching academics to for-
mally qualify for teaching and learning in higher education through a 200-hour basic
level pedagogical course to get a permanent academic position. The national requirement
describes a minimum of pedagogical competencies and elaborates that pedagogical base-
level courses for academics shall include activities that will help academics develop their
teaching practices, including evaluation competence (Ministry of Education, 2019).
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Methods

Interviews with leaders of academic development units (ADUs) were chosen as the
research method to survey how the ADs engaged in SeT practice at their respective
institutions. We aimed for representativeness, and therefore included the largest Nor-
wegian public institutions with ADUs. The informants were recruited by e-mail sent to
leaders at 15 ADUs at medium-sized or large-sized Norwegian public institutions
which contained information about the project and an invitation to an interview.
Twelve of the 15 leaders replied and agreed to participate in the project. These
twelve institutions represent 66% of the Norwegian students and 77% of the academic
university staff in Norwegian public institutions. The authors developed an interview
guide that was used to structure the interviews. It included six main topics, whereof
the first two aimed to gain background information about the ADU and the insti-
tutional context. The other topics, which are presented in the results section of this
paper, were: (1) How SeT is included in introductory pedagogical courses, (2)
Whether evaluation is a topic at courses above introductory/base level, (3) How ADs
get invitations to discuss and develop evaluation policy and strategies with university
leadership, and (4) How ADs support and consult on the development of internal
evaluations and analysis of findings to program leadership and academics. Eleven of
the interviews were conducted by phone, while one interview was face to face for prac-
tical reasons. The interviews were conducted in February and March 2022 by the first
author and lasted approximately 30 min. Two of the leaders were asked because of their
long experience as ADs to participate in more extensive semi-structured interviews to
elaborate on evaluation practice. These interviews lasted 60 min. Empirical data from
these two interviews are given more space than the other interviews in the results
section because the data contributed to elaborate upon the answers. Results are sum-
marized in the Table 1 below.

The study was approved by The Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) (refer-
ence number 397305), who provides data protection services to ensure legal access and
protection to personal research data. All informants signed an informed consent
release. The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim.

Table 1. Below presents a simplified summary of the extent ADUs are engaged in SeT practice at the
institutions.
Topic Yes No Somewhat

A topic at basic level
pedagogical courses

Six institutions Two
institutions

Not a topic on its own but through
modeling good practice: Four
institutions

Courses above basic level Topic at qualifying programs/
courses in leadership or
pedagogics: Three institutions

Seven
institutions

On request: two institutions

Consulting Three institutions Eight
institutions

One institution

Invitations to discuss
evaluation policy with
university leadership

Four institutions Five
institutions

About administrative aspects:
one institution
To provide advice: one institution
Revision of Quality Assurance: one
institution
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The first author did a thematic analysis of the data and sorted the results into a matrix.
The data were structured by the same themes as in the interview guide. The transcribed
interviews were shared with the co-authors and the results were discussed with them to
reach a shared understanding. The research approach was abductive, meaning that the
research process was data-driven, and theory was used as an analytical lens to better
understand the empirical data. The research team discussed the empirical data and
how ADs were engaged in SeT practice using the analytical terms ‘professional respon-
sibility’ and ‘accountability’ (Solbrekke & Fremstad, 2018). These terms were helpful in
establishing a broader understanding of the data and thus scaffolding the abductive and
reflexive methodology (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018).

All authors are ADs, which give us an insider perspective of the field of academic
development. However, as educational researchers we also aim to take an analytical
and critical perspective on ADs’ roles and responsibilities in SeT practice.

Results

In the following section, we present the results regarding Norwegian ADUs’ involvement
in SeT practice.

Student evaluation of teaching as a topic at introductory pedagogical courses

Most of the ADU leaders (10 of 12) stated that SeT is somewhat included in the intro-
ductory teaching programs/courses at their unit, but the amount of time dedicated to
the topic varies greatly. One ADU provided one lecture about the topic. Two of the uni-
versities did not include anything about the topic in the pedagogical courses. Another
three institutions did not have any teaching about the topic but modeled good practice
by inviting the participants to provide feedback in surveys. Another three leaders said
they indirectly cover SeT as part of lectures and work with curriculum design or feed-
back. Two universities stood out because they covered the topic more than the others:
one put the topic on the agenda as part of quality assurance for three days. The other
university had an assignment about SeT. The assignment was to develop an evaluation
of choice and a short reflective paper about this evaluation practice.

As part of this topic, we also asked about the use of standardized SeT surveys. This is
important background information for the study. Nine of 12 institutions do not use stan-
dardized SeT surveys, meaning that the individual academics or program leaders decide
which evaluation method to use, and which topics and questions they would like the stu-
dents to provide feedback about.

Student evaluation of teaching as a topic in courses above introductory level

Student course and program evaluation are topics at courses above introductory level
at three of 12 institutions. At two of the universities these courses are for educational
leaders. The quality assurance unit is responsible for teaching about evaluation at one
of the universities. Seven institutions do not provide any teaching above introductory
level. Two leaders said they arrange workshops or seminars about the topic upon
request.
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Consulting

Very few academics request support from ADs about development, analysis, or follow-up
on SeT. Leaders of ADUs elaborated during the interviews on several challenges with SeT
practice. Five of the leaders pointed at the potential for SeT to be used more actively in
course development if ADs take a more active role in guiding and consulting teachers in
how to design an evaluation practice aiming to improve teaching. Some stated that SeT
today merely serves as an accountability tool for quality control.

Three of the 12 institutions were regularly approached by academics or programman-
agement who asked for support or consultation on the local evaluation practice. The
requests comprised development of SeT surveys, support in interpretation of the evalu-
ation data and use of evaluation results in tenure applications.

One of the leaders who had never received evaluation-related requests from academics
or leadership shared some thoughts about why this was the case. He suggested that this
might have to do with how the ADU has not addressed – neither on their webpage nor in
dialogues with academics – that the unit has ADs with evaluation competence.

AD involvement in policy discussions with leadership

ADUs at four of the institutions are occasionally invited to discussions about evaluation
strategies by the university leadership. This is particularly the case for those ADU leaders
who are part of the university leadership group. Two others said that ADs were invited to
provide advice about evaluation and quality assurance. One university invited ADs to be
part of a group that revised the local quality assurance system. Five of the ADs said they
had never been invited to such discussions by the university leadership.

Semi-structured interviews with experienced academic developers

In the following, excerpts from two semi-structured interviews are presented to exem-
plify how evaluation practice is characterized by two of the most experienced ADUs’
leaders. Both referred to a shift in how SeT is carried out and regulated during their
time working in higher education. They described ADs’ previous central role in
guiding teachers to use SeT for enhancement through dialogues with students and feed-
back during courses. At the same time, they underlined that current practice is domi-
nated by summative surveys and that ADs are less involved in developing these
surveys. They also noted that there is a stronger focus on accountability in contemporary
higher education.

One of the leaders expressed that some of the evaluation data today function as a ‘fire-
alarm’, meaning that students provide feedback about aspects of courses that need to be
followed up and fixed in the short term. He elaborated that most evaluation data are
regarded as ‘archive data’ or ‘dead register data’ that are stored but not necessarily
used. Furthermore, the other leader underscored that evaluation is carried out to fulfill
a requirement and not to evaluate student learning. This leader elaborated on how evalu-
ation practice seems to be driven by two different logics, accountability, and responsibil-
ity. She continued: ‘I believe we need both. The problem, however, is that there are too
many (evaluation) questions. The accountability logic is dominating and is easier to
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handle’. This leader experienced that many academics underline that they do not want to
be steered by accountability logic. Her response to these statements was that they, as aca-
demics, needed to take clearer responsibility. However, the AD stated that this did not
always happen. She further emphasized that ADs:

Must take our professional responsibility to stand up and speak out to our leaders about this
shift. We need to be brokers, negotiate, and try to find good solutions (…) If we do not speak
out, take the professional responsibility to find new solutions for evaluation practice that can
be used to improve teaching and remain passive, we are quietly responsible for accountabil-
ity taking over.

Discussion

With reference to the results in this study and the documented low use of SeT data for
course and teaching improvement, we aim to explore why ADs have taken such a modest
role in SeT practice at Norwegian higher education institutions, as well as what signifi-
cance it might have if ADs become more involved in this kind of evaluation practice. By
that we also aim to explore how to further develop the use of SeT. Literature reviews show
that ADs often play a role as brokers and bridge builders between students, academics,
and leadership (Bamber & Anderson, 2012). By having such a position, we could, as
already mentioned, expect that ADs are invited on board when evaluation policies and
guidelines are developed and discussed. The findings in this study show that this is
not the case at the included Norwegian higher education institutions. There may be
several reasons why this happens.

Using the Norwegian context as an example allowed us to explore the issues in greater
depth by interviewing heads of ADUs. However, we argue that the discussion extends far
beyond Norwegian borders. Internationally, there has been a recent debate on the
reliability of SeT as a tool for measuring educational quality and student learning (Uttl
et al., 2017). In this regard, Norway is representative of a broader international discussion
(Roxå et al., 2022). Likewise, ADs worldwide have been involved in discussions about
accountability (Sugrue et al., 2018), in which they are accountable to taxpayers and man-
agement. At the same time, ADs act as brokers between management, students, and tea-
chers for the sake of educational development for improved student learning (Bamber &
Stefani, 2016; Beach et al., 2016; Stensaker et al., 2017). This tension requires, as men-
tioned, that ADs negotiate legitimate compromises in the tension between responsibility
and accountability (Solbrekke & Fremstad, 2018).

Academic developers’ withdrawal from student evaluation of teaching practice

This study shows that evaluation is not a topic that Norwegian ADs are paying much
attention to as part of their work. As an example, despite the national regulation requir-
ing mandatory basic pedagogical courses for all academics that address evaluation as a
topic, our study shows that most of the institutions do not include many learning activi-
ties about the topic at these pedagogical courses. These courses give ADs a unique oppor-
tunity to highlight how SeT can be a pedagogical practice used to improve courses and
teaching. However, this seems to be a lost opportunity for many of the ADs.
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An interesting question here is whyNorwegian ADs seem to have withdrawn from the
policy and practice of SeT. Barrow and Grant (2016) link such a development to the shift
in how universities are run. As time has changed, student numbers increased, NPM
affected the steering of higher education, a culture where numbers carried the message
was strengthened. SeT became a way to measure and describe what went on between stu-
dents and teachers in terms of performance and for accountability ensuring the public
that universities deliver quality as measured through value for money (Stensaker &
Harvey, 2011). This contrasts with early practice of SeT as part of meaningful dialogues
between students and teachers.

Other explorations of why Norwegian ADs seem to have withdrawn from the policy
and practice of SeT can also be linked to how evaluation as a field has developed. Evalu-
ation practice has over the last decades become more technical, in Norway particularly
since the turn of the millennium when SeT became a mandatory part of local quality
assurance systems. In the same period, many higher education institutions have estab-
lished quality assurance units. These units have been given a central role in carrying
out and following up on evaluation, including documenting educational quality (Stensa-
ker et al., 2020). In response to the national requirement to have local quality assurance
systems at the institutional level, such systems with guidelines for evaluation practice
were established. These systems were developed by administrative staff (Michelsen &
Aamodt, 2007), who thereby became a new group of stakeholders in evaluation. They
undertook a professional role and responsibility by developing evaluation guidelines
and procedures. This included establishing documentation systems for internal edu-
cational quality. They decided what information academics had to report on, and SeT
data became a central indicator for judging educational quality (Borch et al., 2022).
SeT data, which ADs previously considered part of pedagogical practice used for aca-
demics to improve teaching, were now used as quality indicators for accountability
and quality control. Additionally, more documents and evaluation reports are produced
as part of quality assurance practice today (Biesta, 2009; Borch et al., 2022), revealing a
practice characterized negatively and mechanically by academics. Reports are part of
‘meaningless systems’ written to ‘feed the beast’ (Newton, 2002, p. 155) or ‘feed
systems’ (Anderson, 2006, p. 168) and are part of ‘evaluation machines’ (Dahler-
Larsen, 2011, p. 170). This might have contributed to resistance against evaluation in a
time when reporting requirements increased due to external quality assurance, and
administrative work became more professionalized (Gornitzka & Larsen, 2004). Admin-
istrative staff with a more positive perception of evaluation as a valid measure of teaching
effectiveness than academics (Shao et al., 2007) describe educational quality reports as
good and valuable parts of quality assurance (Froestad & Haakstad, 2009). This contrasts
with the informant in this study who characterized evaluation as ‘dead register data’ and
‘archive data’ and thereby supported the research mentioned above that pointed at resist-
ance towards evaluation and quality assurance reports. This shift is most likely a result of
a process where certain interpretations of accountability have influenced the develop-
ment of evaluation practice, resulting in a tilt towards instrumentalized evaluations.

ADs are already collaborating with different professionals like administrative staff,
university management and academics (Gibbs, 2013), all with different roles in and
expectations of evaluation practice. These different expectations, and the fact that aca-
demic development as a field has developed over time, may have led to uncertainty
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about ADs’ professional mission. According to Abbott (2014), such uncertainty particu-
larly appears in interprofessional fields and may lead to ambivalence in terms of pro-
fessional responsibility, a description already found relevant for ADs during top-down
policy implementation (Handal et al., 2014). This ambivalence may also explain why
ADs have withdrawn themselves as professional actors in evaluation practice at the
time when administration entered the field.

In contrast to SeT as a meaningless routine without implications for teaching practices
and student learning, we argue that ADs can contribute by bringing meaning and life
back to evaluation data by establishing SeT practices that focus on students’ learning.

Research shows that evaluation practice is dominated by summative end-of-course
evaluations and used more for control than development (Alderman et al., 2012;
Richardson, 2005). However, institutions that have developed formative and/or learn-
ing-oriented evaluations have shown that evaluations can be more actively used in
course development valuable to students’ learning processes (e.g., Roxå et al., 2022;
Veeck et al., 2016).

Our informants point at an existing potential to further develop evaluation practice
aiming to enhance educational quality, i.e., by providing advice to teachers on how to
create evaluation questions that help improve teaching. These data are useful in dia-
logue between students and academics. Research has documented that when ADs
are engaged in evaluation practice, SeT is regarded as valuable for academics and
enhances their professional development (Piccinin & Moore, 2002; Roxå et al., 2022;
Veeck et al., 2016). Therefore, we argue for the inclusion of ADs throughout the evalu-
ation process, such as involvement in analyzing data (Piccinin & Moore, 2002), in dia-
logues focused on evaluation with students and academics (Roxå et al., 2022) by
combining evaluation data with consultation for academics (Hampton & Reiser,
2004), or following up on students` feedback in courses for academics (McDonald,
2013).

Academic developers as brokers in evaluation policy and practice

Our study indicates that ADs in Norway are not central stakeholders in evaluation prac-
tice. Barrow and Grant (2016) argue that ADs have withdrawn from evaluation practice
at the same time as evaluation has shifted from being a tool for individual teachers to
enhance teaching and strengthen their relationships with students to an instrument
for accountability. In other words, SeT has become a tool for reporting to external sta-
keholders to assure them that what went on in classrooms was meeting these stake-
holders’ expectations (Stensaker & Harvey, 2011). One of the informants in this study
encouraged ADs to stand up and help to prevent the shift towards accountability in
evaluation. To make this happen, ADs must take professional responsibility as brokers
between university leadership and academics, reminding leadership about the original
purpose of SeT. Thereby, their role as brokers between quality assurance units, adminis-
trative staff, institutional leadership, students, and academics can contribute to strength-
ening the developmental purpose of evaluation.

Therefore, we call on ADs to acknowledge their professional responsibility as drivers
for an evaluation practice aimed at improving teaching and learning. Furthermore, we
urge university leaders, administrators, and experts in evaluation to recognize the skill
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and expertise of ADs as a resource for moving forward in a situation where SeT has
evolved into a mere time-consuming task that undermines trust in teaching as well as
in students’ efforts and care for their education. Good academic teaching and learning
is often a result of collaboration between teachers and students, which can be improved
through SeT (Eftring & Roxå, 2023). According to Harrington et al. (2014, p. 7), engaging
students and staff as partners in teaching and learning is ‘one of the most important
issues facing higher education in the twenty-first century’.

If ADs remain passive, instrumental accountability may overshadow the quality
development purpose of internal course and program evaluation. This position was
supported by one of the informants. She emphasized that if ADs remain passive and
do not ‘take the professional responsibility to find new solutions for evaluation practice
that can be used to improve teaching (…), we are quietly responsible for accountability
taking over evaluation practice’. This quote highlights the heart of the problem. ADs
have indirectly accepted other stakeholders’ interpretation of accountability and by
that seemed to either play along with the instrumental view or retreat from the
scene. As we have seen, retreat is a choice frequently made. A third way would
imply a critical reflection of ADs professional foundations: What is the responsibility
of ADs? Solbrekke and Fremstad (2018) discuss this in terms of responsibility
towards the profession of ADs but also in terms of a responsibility towards the
wider community – that is, accountability. The former responsibility turns its face
inwards, towards the ethos of the profession as it has developed over time. To be
responsible in these terms is to be true to the norms and expectations that define the
profession. However, they underscore that this responsibility is too complex for the
individual AD to take on. It should rather be understood as a collective responsibility
that arises from collegial discussions (Solbrekke & Fremstad, 2018). Accountability, the
latter form of responsibility, entails turning outwards and engaging in the organiz-
ational worlds that govern academia at large. The main argument made by Solbrekke
and Fremstad (2018) is that these two responsibilities create a tension that ADs must
relate to, both collectively and individually. However, we anticipate that ADs cannot
take on this responsibility alone, but are dependent on interaction and collegial discus-
sions with central stakeholders in evaluation practice. Studies from institutions that
include students and academics report a more active use of evaluation data in edu-
cational quality enhancement (Roxå et al., 2022).

Based upon the findings in this study, it seems like Norwegian ADs display an unba-
lanced relationship between professional responsibility and accountability in evaluation
practice. Many current systems for SeT have become vehicles solely for accountability but
almost useless for the individuals closest to the practice that SeT was meant to enhance,
namely teachers and students. During this shift or second wave of SeT practice, ADs
withdraw, probably because they experience this instrumentalization as alien to their
own professional ethos. The process can be described as one where the ADs choose to
rely solely on their professional responsibility and shy away from their responsibility
to be accountable. They failed to reach a balance suitable for their own profession. Sup-
ported by Solbrekke and Fremstad (2018), we argue that to resolve this imbalance ADs
need to engage in a collective conversation about their professional responsibility in
relation to SeT and additionally put SeT as a pedagogical practice on the professional
agenda.
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Conclusion

Our study demonstrates that ADs and ADUs are not central actors in student evaluation
policy and practice at Norwegian higher education institutions. Evaluation systems today
are professionalized by administration and university leadership who are using evalu-
ation data actively in reporting educational quality due to national requirements and
to provide information about internal quality assurance, thus instrumentalizing evalu-
ations to suit external needs. These relatively new functions of evaluation have been
strengthened since the turn of the millennium. There is a potential to strengthen SeT
as a tool for educational development by inviting ADs into evaluation policy develop-
ment. ADs display an ambivalent relationship to SeT, which may be a result of the
same ADs’ failure to as a profession integrate accountability with professional responsi-
bility. Having said this, it is not necessarily the individual ADs that are to blame but
rather the profession and its reluctance to take on this issue. Strong external forces,
like a national requirement to use evaluation in quality assurance and policy reforms
based upon NPM principles, have driven the development of evaluation practice, and
given way to new stakeholders.

There is a need for more knowledge about why ADs withdrew from the field. Still,
ADs as a profession can and ought to step in and reclaim the relationship-building
aspect of SeT where ADs collaborate with stakeholders like students, academics,
administrative staff, and university management throughout the evaluation process.
ADs can thereby contribute to a third wave of SeT practice where meaning is
carried between students and teachers for the benefit of educational development.
ADs can, if they collectively manage to balance the tensions between professional
responsibility and accountability, ensure that meaning, relationships, and interaction
return to future systems of SeT. This will inevitably entail a transformation of
today’s SeT regimes.
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