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Importance
Student evaluations are a frequently used 
assessment criterion for faculty 
performance in academia. They are often 
part of hiring, tenure, and promotion 
decisions and, thus, have a strong impact 
on career progression.

Gender bias exists if women and men 
receive different evaluations that cannot be 
explained by objective differences in 
teaching quality.



Data

✤ Collected at the School of Business and Economics (SBE) of 
Maastricht University in the Netherlands and spans the 
academic years 2009/2010 to 2012/2013, including all 
bachelor and master programs. 

✤ 735 different instructors, 9,010 students, 809 courses, and 
6,206 sections.

✤ Students are randomly assigned to section instructors within 
courses. (this helps us to overcome selection problems)

✤ The data contains both a detailed set of students’ subjective 
course evaluation items as well as their course grades. (to link 
objective performance indicators to subjective evaluation outcomes at the individual 
level)

✤ The data contains information on self-reported study hours. 
(measure of effort students put into the course)



Evaluations

✤ In the last teaching week before the final exams, 
students receive an email with a link to the online 
teaching evaluation, followed by a reminder a few days 
later. Participation in the evaluation survey is only 
possible before the exam takes place.

✤  Likewise, faculty members receive no information 
about their evaluation before they have submitted the 
final course grades to the examination office.

✤ Evaluation survey: instructor-related statements (five 
items), group-related statements (two items), course 
material-related statements (five items), and course-
related statements (four items). (Course materials are centrally 
provided by the course coordinator and are identical for all section instructors. 
All evaluation questions except study hours are answered on a five point 
Likert scale.)



Results

✤ Male students evaluate female instructors 
20.7% of a standard deviation worse than 
male instructors. (0.2 points on a five point Likert scale)

✤ Female students evaluate female instructors 
7.6% of a standard deviation worse 
compared to male instructors.

✤ In a setting where 50% of students are female 
and 50% male, the male instructor would 
receive a 14.2% of a standard deviation 
higher evaluation than his female colleague.



Implications
Lower ratings for female instructors translate 
into substantial differences in rankings based on 
gender, which could manifest in other outcomes 
that are (partially) influenced by these rankings. 

Concrete example: Teaching Awards. At the SBE 
in teaching awards are given in three categories 
(student instructors, undergraduate teaching, 
and graduate teaching). The share of female 
teaching instructors in the three categories is 
40%, 38%, and 32%, respectively, and the share 
of female instructors among nominees is 15%, 
26%, and 27%. There might be other reasons 
that cause this under-representation of women 
among nominees. However, these numbers are 
in line with the findings showing that female 
instructors receive substantially lower teaching 
evaluations compared to their male colleagues.



Which Instructors 
are Subject to 
Gender Bias? 

✤ Female student instructors receive 24% of a standard deviation worse ratings than their male 
colleagues if they are rated by male students. Remarkably, female students rate junior 
instructors very low as well. Junior female instructors receive evaluations that are 13.6%–
27.4% of a standard deviation lower if they are rated by female students.

The result that predominantly junior women are subject to the bias implies that two otherwise comparable 
female and male job candidates would go on the market with a significantly different teaching portfolio. 



Which Instructors 
are Subject to 
Gender Bias? 

Female students, however, rate female professors 25.8% of a standard deviation higher than male 
professors. 

✤ One interpretation: seniority conveys a sense of authority to women that junior instructors lack.
✤ An alternative explanation: only the best female instructors “survive” the competition and reach the professor 

level. Thus, the only reason they receive similar ratings compared to their male counterparts is that they are 
actually much better teachers. (Data about student effort (study hours) and student grades according to the gender and 
seniority of the instructor does not support the idea that senior female instructors affect student outcomes positively.)



Math vs No-Math
✤ When female instructors teach courses with 

mathematical content, they risk being judged 
by the negative stereotype that women have 
weaker math ability.

✤ Male students rate female instructors around 
32% of a standard deviation lower than they 
rate male instructors in these courses. For 
female students the effect is also large: female 
students rate female instructors in math-related 
courses around 28% of a standard deviation 
lower than they rate male instructors in these 
courses.



Conclusion
✤ Female instructors receive systematically lower evaluations from both female and male 

students.

✤ Evaluating women worse is more pronounced among male students. 

✤ Junior female instructors and those in math related courses consistently receive lower 
evaluation scores. 

✤ No evidence that these differences are driven by gender differences in teaching skills. The 
results show that the gender of the instructor does not affect current or future grades nor does 
it impact the effort of students, measured as self-reported study hours.



Further Reading?
✤ A US study conducted an experiment 

whereby the instructors of an online course 
operated under two differently gendered 
avatars. This research found that students 
rated the male avatar significantly higher 
than the female avatar, regardless of the 
instructor’s actual gender, but the study 
was based on a sample size of 43 students 
assigned to 4 different instructors.



How to improve 
the system?


