
ments will be recognized and rewarded. On the other hand, if our students do 

not practice audience analysis and audience strategies, they probably will have 

serious difficulties with their transactional writing after the simple and unique 

communication contexts of ordinary school writing have disappeared forever. 
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Theorizing the Complexities of Evaluation 
by 

Michael Kuhne 

Rev. of Evaluatini: Teachers of Writini:. ed. Christine A. Hult. Urbana, 

IL: National Council of Teachers of English, 1994. 189 pages. Paper. 

$14.95; $12.95, members. 

These thirteen essays address the complex act of evaluating instructors, 

an act further complicated when the instructors are teaching writing. As Hult 

notes in her introductory essay, three factors account for this complication: the 

composition instructors' politically marginalized position, the competing defini

tions of good teaching, and the competing motives for evaluation. In many 

respects, the articles in the rest of the collection address one or more of these 

factors. For example, Michael Vivian's essay explores what can be a difficult 

situation-when senior faculty members, usually trained as literary specialists, 

evaluate composition instructors. Rather than bemoaning any perceived power 

imbalance, Vivion calls for an exploration of "how the split between composi

tion and literature can affect evaluations so that we can develop a process which 

allows for differences and which encourages faculty to improve teaching" (88). 

John Bean's essay analyzes the issues that arise when the teachers of writing are 

part of Writing-Across-the-Curriculum (WAC) programs; the first issue is the 

competing definitions of good teaching, which pit the instructor-as-repositor-of

knowledge against the more common student-centered classroom of the writing 

instructor. Bean goes as far as to question whether or not "being a good WAC 

teacher [is] a plus or a minus within the university's real reward structure" (147). 

His answer is yes, but only if institutions are willing to re-think their criteria for 

excellent teaching. 
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Jesse Jones's essay maintains that there are two motives for evaluating 

faculty members-for improving performance and for making personnel deci

sions. He goes on to describe two evaluation methods: for improving perfor

mance, formative evaluation; for personnel decisions, summative evaluation. He 

warns that "care needs to be taken to see that the purposes [of both evaluation 

methods] complement rather than conflict with one another" (33 ). In short, 

evaluators and instructors must clearly understand what the purpose and motive 

of the evaluation are. Otherwise confusion and misunderstandings are inevi

table. 

There are four areas that this collection addresses in a particular and 

helpful manner. First, many of the essays (Hult; Schwalm; Flanagan; Elbow; 

White) do an excellent job of discerning the differences between formative and 

summative methods of evaluation. The general theme is that early and frequent 

formative evaluations must occur in order to prepare both instructors and 

evaluators for summative evaluations. 

Secondly, a number of the essays suggest the use of teaching portfolios in 

order to facilitate a more beneficial formative evaluation process (Bleich; 

Strenski; Elbow). Strenski, in fact, argues that a teaching portfolio is "not only a 

logistical convenience," but also "a gauge of the instructor's writing skill." 

Collected within a portfolio, these materials can constitute "the equivalent of a 

publication record" (58). Thirdly, many essays (Weiser; Baker and Kinkead; 

Strenski) promote constructive collaboration between evaluators and the 

instructor in the evaluation process. Finally, the collection does an excellent job 

of taking into account the special evaluation procedures appropriate for adjunct 

faculty members (Schwalm), teaching assistants (Weiser), WAC instructors 

(Bean), and instructors in computerized settings (Holdstein). 

The one weakness of the collection is the unwillingness to problematize 

the institutional politics of evaluation. The "Theory and Background" section, 

where these issues might be explored most fully, is the shortest of the three 

sections, and even within this section, Jesse Jones's essay too quickly shifts the 

questions from "shall we evaluate and why?" to "how shall we evaluate?" The 
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exceptions to this criticism are the essays by Vivion, Bean, and Bleich. Bleich 

boldly states that "the premise that teaching requires evaluation itself is in need 

of discussion" (28). More attempts like this one to theorize the complexities 

surrounding evaluation would have been welcome additions to what is otherwise 

a timely contribution to scholarship about evaluating teaching, an activity to 

which the profession must pay closer attention in the years to come for the sake 

of doing well what we profess to do. 
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