
Objectives and Outcomes

The Peer Review of Teaching  Project is a faculty-
driven approach for developing a campus climate for 
teaching improvement and reform. Invited faculty 
work in teams over the course of a year to discuss 
approaches for documenting and assessing student 
learning within particular courses. Rather than advo-
cating  any particular teaching  approach or technique, 
the PRTP focuses on helping faculty document stu-
dent learning  occurring in their course and then reflect 
on whether student performance demonstrates 
achievement of the curricular and department goals. 
Specific outcomes for faculty participating  in the pro-
ject include:

• Reflecting upon, developing, and writing a course 
portfolio about one of their courses,

• Identifying  common teaching  and curricular issues 
across academic disciplines,

• Becoming  skilled as a reviewer of a course portfolio 
(and other teaching materials),

• Discussing  the challenges in teaching and address-
ing the needs of diverse student learners,

• Developing a common vocabulary for talking about 
and assessing the intellectual work of teaching,

• Being nurtured to become a leader in creating and 
advocating department, college, and university 
teaching policies.

The following campus leaders have helped develop a 
university community that explores and applies peer 
review for documenting, promoting, and valuing the 
intellectual work of teaching. We encourage you to 
contact us with questions or to seek support, advice, 
and feedback.

Amy Burnett, Ph.D. 	 aburnett1@unl.edu
Professor of History

Amy Goodburn, Ph.D.   	agoodburn1@unl.edu
Associate Professor of English and Women’s Studies
Associate Dean of College of Arts and Science 

Paul Savory, Ph.D.   	 psavory@unl.edu
Associate Professor of Industrial Engineering 

Faculty in higher education are increasingly  asked to document, assess, and make public their teaching  prac-
tices. Yet even faculty  who value and support excellence in teaching  have articulated difficulties in capturing the 
intellectual work of teaching:

• How can I show the intellectual work of teaching that takes place inside and outside of my classroom?
• How can I systematically investigate, analyze, and document my students’ learning?
• How can I communicate this intellectual work to campus or disciplinary conversations?
In conceptualizing how the scholarly work of teaching might be made visible, many have critiqued the long-
standing  mechanism for evaluating faculty teaching: the student course evaluation. Although student evaluations 
are useful for inquiring about what occurred during a course, other aspects related to the intellectual work of 
teaching are not always as visible to students. For instance, does the course have an acceptable level of aca-
demic rigor?  Are objectives and topics appropriate to the course?  What evidence illustrates students’ under-
standing  of key concepts?  In short,  capturing  the scholarly work of teaching combines inquiry into the intellectual 
work in a course with a careful investigation of the quality of student understanding and performance – and 
makes this work available for use and peer review by colleagues. The PRoTP offers strategies to help faculty en-
gage in this type of work.  

Project Innovations
The PRTP promotes educational reform at three different levels: by assisting faculty in evaluating  and improving 
their students’ learning, by building a campus community that supports and refines this inquiry into student learn-
ing, and by challenging a research university’s attitude and policies about teaching. As a result, the PRoTP has 
helped to broaden the scope for improving student learning outcomes from individual classes to improving out-
comes across programs, curricular areas, college departments, and different colleges. Key components of the 
project include:
• Having faculty  explore what is going on in their classrooms, to analyze their course objectives, and to docu-

ment and assess whether what they want to be happening is really happening. It offers a systematic and long-
term approach that requires collection and analysis of student work.

• Supporting  the external review and evaluation of faculty  course portfolios. External reviewers assess the port-
folios based on criteria such as the intellectual content of the course, the appropriateness of teaching  prac-
tices, levels of student understanding, and the portfolio author’s effectiveness in documenting his/her teaching. 
Having faculty  outside of one’s university assess the work parallels the strategy for using external reviews of 
scholarly publications and research proposals.

• Engaging  department teams to talk about their teaching goals and the linkages between their courses. Often 
times, these are the first conversations partners have ever had about their learning objectives and each other’s 
student performance.

• Having faculty work in teams and participate in interdisciplinary teaching conversations that are more focused 
than the usual sharing of teaching techniques. These conversations help faculty identify common teaching and 
curricular issues across academic disciplines (e.g.,  writing  critical examinations, teaching  with technology, us-
ing small groups, teaching via distance).

• Developing campus leaders by having  faculty who complete the fellowship program continue in an advanced 
program and/or as a mentor to other fellows.

• Establishing  peer review as a high-quality, evidence-based measure of teaching  effectiveness that should be 
integrated into campus policies for promotion and tenure, merit reviews, and teaching awards.
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Course Portfolios

A typical PRoTP Course Portfolio is  a brief re-
flective document that summarizes the course 
and its impact on student learning often includ-
ing:
• A statement of the content and goals of your 

course
• A plan to accomplish key objectives in stu-

dent learning
• Evidence and assessment of student 

achievement toward these goals
• A reflective narrative on the relation among 

the above three elements
• Appendices as necessary to illustrate course 

design and student work

There is  no set format or checklist for develop-
ing a course portfolio since each will be unique 
to the course, content material, and discipline. 
In general, a course portfolio primarily repre-
sents personal testimonies  of teaching experi-
ence and practice. Consequently, individual 
authors  control the main format and content of 
their course portfolio, although the inclusion of 
specific key elements in all course portfolios 
can improve their accessibility.

In the program, faculty generally begin  with a 
benchmark portfolio that represents a snap-
shot of students’ learning within a particular 
course. In subsequent years a faculty member 
may choose to produce an inquiry portfolio 
that provides opportunities to document im-
provement in teaching over time and to assess 
the long-term impact of teaching changes, the 
success  of teaching approaches, and the ac-
complishment of student learning. 

Benchmark Portfolio
1: Reflections on the Syllabus
Faculty discuss the course syllabus and reflect on the course goals and the intellectual rationale for these goals.

2: Capturing the Particulars of Instructional Practice
Faculty reflect on their teaching methods, course assignments, and course materials.

3: Documenting and Analyzing Student Learning
Faculty reflect on student learning by analyzing samples of student work

Inquiry Portfolio
1: Stating an Issue or Problem to Investigate
Faculty begin conceptualizing their inquiry portfolios by identifying issues to investigate, especially discussing 
why this issue is significant for their students’ learning. They then reflect on the course’s history and develop-
ment, provide a rationale for selecting a specific problem for investigation,  and examine the issue’s history and 
significance within their teaching.

2: Developing a Methodology for Investigation
Faculty next develop and describe their methodology for investigating  the problem or issue they plan to change 
or study in the teaching  of the course (specific methods, course materials or assignments,  assessment of student 
work, etc.). This interaction includes defining the problem, identifying  types of classroom evidence (data)  needed 
to study the issue more fully, conceptualizing sampling issues in the data collection process, and reflecting on the 
underlying assumptions of the methods that they have selected.

3: Analyzing and Assessing Findings
The final interaction asks faculty  to analyze and interpret their collected data in order to answer the following 
questions: What do the data tell me about the problem/issue I originally chose to investigate? Do the data indi-
cate my initial hypothesis is supported; or suggest that my initial hypothesis might be incorrect? Is there a new 
hypothesis emerging with respect to the issue I hoped to address?  Are there new issues or questions emerging 
from the data that I hadn’t considered or that help me to reframe the issue(s)? 

Books published by PRoTP Leaders

Making Teaching and Learning Visible:  Course Portfolios  and the Peer Review of Teaching 
by D. Bernstein, A.N. Burnett, A. Goodburn and P. Savory. Boston: Anker Publishing, 2006.

Inquiry Into The College Classroom: A Journey Toward Scholarly Teaching by A.N. Burnett, 
A. Goodburn and P. Savory. Boston: Anker Publishing, 2007.
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