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The Values of Evaluators: A Two-Edged Sword in Times of Uncertainty (0078) 
Evaluators of higher education move within tense, changing and uncertain environments where their judgements can have considerable impact. This paper will argue that evaluators cannot be entirely apolitical even when they intend to be objective and neutral and it will show which values evaluators bring to their work.

The paper focuses on the work of one evaluation of teaching and research in fifteen German institutes of education in Baden-Württemberg in 2003/2004. Apart from one non-subject expert, the commission comprised eighteen members drawn from educationalists across Germany and from abroad. None originated from within Baden-Württemberg, echoing Tippelt’s view (2004) that evaluators should be drawn from outside the borders of a state to maintain distance. The evaluators were nonetheless the peers of those undergoing the evaluation, but through their contacts with colleagues in previous work contexts or through conferences some prior knowledge of the departmental and collegiate structures concerned was brought to the evaluation. As Harman (1998) stated, evaluators bring “outside values and constructs” into each evaluation and these need unpicking before consensus on evaluation criteria can be reached, which should be adjusted to the needs of each institution (Bewyl, 2003). In this commission the Dutch evaluation system which was originated by the VSNU (see http://www.tkk.fi/misc/wg2/NLh3e.ppt) was the model of choice as some of the evaluators had gained previous experience of this evaluation system.

In interview the evaluators were asked some big picture questions about quality in higher education, both in reference to their own discipline of education and the international context. They were also asked about some of the minutiae of what it means to investigate so many institutions concurrently. This paper will suggest that the two-edged sword of evaluators working from the outside in, but yet with the insider view of peers who are well aware of the cultural, social and financial issues at stake, indicates that the concept of objective evaluation needs reexamining.

