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A B S T R A C T

This article uses data from a French university to analyze gender biases in student evaluations of teaching
(SETs). The results of fixed effects and generalized ordered logit regression analyses show that male students
express a bias in favor of male professors. Also, the different teaching dimensions that students value in
male and female professors tend to match gender stereotypes. Men are perceived by both male and female
students as being more knowledgeable and having stronger class leadership skills (which are stereotypically
associated with males), despite the fact that students appear to learn as much from women as from men.

© 2016 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

To what extent do gender biases influence the way that evalu-
ators assess individual competence? I study this research question
in the context of a widely used mechanism to assess competence:
student evaluations of teaching (SETs). I find evidence that students
discriminate in online evaluations of professors at a French univer-
sity specialized in social sciences. Female professors receive lower
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SET scores, despite evidence that female professors are as efficient
instructors as their male colleagues.

The database that I use offers a unique opportunity to test for
gender biases in SETs. The university requires first year undergradu-
ate students to take six mandatory courses, so students do not select
their courses when they register. Students’ assignment to male and
female professors is random. The administration makes students’
online ratings of professors mandatory. As all students across all
sections of a discipline take the same final exam, it is possible to
compare student learning at the end of the semester. The database’s
properties therefore enable me to conduct the analysis in the context
of a natural experiment. The database includes 20,197 observations
of individual SET scores over five academic years, as well as student,
professor, and course characteristics.

First, I study whether a match between student and professor
gender has an impact on a professor’s overall satisfaction score. Gen-
der biases appear to exist: male students give significantly higher
overall satisfaction scores to male professors than to female pro-
fessors. Male students also rate male professors significantly higher
than how female students rate both female and male professors.
Male students are more likely to give excellent overall satisfaction
scores to male professors. For instance, a male professor being rated
by a male student is approximately 11 percentage points more likely
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to be rated as excellent compared to how he would be rated by a
female student. As a result, a male professor’s expected excellent
overall satisfaction score is approximately 20% higher than a female
professor’s expected excellent overall satisfaction score. I also find
that students perform equally well on final exams whether their pro-
fessor was a man or a woman, suggesting no difference in actual
teaching effectiveness. Thus, the results suggest that differences in
teaching skills are not driving gender differences in evaluations.

Second, I measure gender biases over different teaching dimen-
sions related to course content and curriculum, learning assign-
ments, course delivery style, and the perceived knowledge of the
professor. I find that male and female students tend to give more
favorable ratings to male professors on teaching dimensions that are
associated with male stereotypes (of authoritativeness and knowl-
edgeability), such as class leadership skills and the professor’s ability
to contribute to students’ intellectual development. I find that, on
average, students rate female professors similarly to male profes-
sors for teaching skills that are more closely associated with female
stereotypes (of being warm and nurturing), such as preparation and
organization of classes, quality of instructional materials, clarity of
the assessment criteria, usefulness of feedback on assignments, and
ability to encourage group work.

The results are consistent with role congruity theory (Eagly and
Karau, 2002): students may expect women to behave according to
female gender stereotypes and men according to male gender stereo-
types, while also evaluating overall teaching competence according
to the characteristics of the stereotypical male professor (Kierstead
et al., 1988; Basow et al., 2006; MacNell et al., 2014). These dou-
ble standards are consistent with findings from studies conducted in
experimental settings, in which the researchers were able to control
for teaching styles (Arbuckle and Williams, 2003, and MacNell et al.,
2014).1

The fact that gender stereotypes may be driving students’ rat-
ings is consistent with statistical discrimination theory (Arrow, 1973;
Phelps, 1972). According to this theory, evaluators may rely on
stereotypes when assessing competence in contexts in which they
lack information on actual productivity (Altonji and Blank, 1999).
This theory suggests that when biased individuals are exposed to
more information, they rely less on stereotypes, and they discrimi-
nate less. Here, I find that despite being exposed to male and female
professors during entire semesters, students continue to discrimi-
nate in SET scores. A possible explanation could be that students are
unable to assess actual teaching effectiveness, even after an entire
semester.

As universities use SETs to decide on promotions and contract
renewals, these results imply that promotion and hiring in univer-
sities may be biased (possibly unintentionally) against women. The
gender biases that I find may therefore have negative consequences
for female professors. These biases may also be harmful to female
students, given the main results from the literature that discusses the
impact of a role model effect on student performance (see Bettinger
and Long, 2005; Dee, 2005; Hoffmann and Oreopoulos, 2009; Carrell
et al., 2010). For instance, in the stereotypically male STEM fields,
Carrell et al. (2010) find that female students perform better and are
more likely to continue taking math and science courses when their
introductory level professor was a woman. Given these results, gen-
der biases in SETs may have a negative impact on female students’
choices and success at the higher education level if competent female
professors are offered fewer courses because of low SET scores.

1 Experimental settings suggest that students rate male and female professors dif-
ferently even on objective criteria. In a reanalysis of the data from MacNell et al.
(2014), Boring et al. (2016) find that students rate a female instructor as less prompt
in grading assignments even in an experimental context in which the male and the
female instructor graded assignments at exactly the same time.

This article is organized as follows. Section 2 explains the context
of the natural experiment. Section 3 describes the data. Sections 4
and 5 examine the impact of student and professor gender on over-
all satisfaction scores, and on the different dimensions of teaching,
respectively. Section 6 concludes.

2. The organization of courses and the SET system

The database presents a unique opportunity to test for the impact
of gender biases in SETs. For several reasons linked to the organiza-
tion of the first year mandatory undergraduate courses and how the
SET scores are collected, the context satisfies the requirements of a
natural experiment.

2.1. The “triplet” system

The first important feature of the database is that there is no
selection bias of courses by students. First year undergraduates fol-
low six mandatory courses: introduction to microeconomics, politi-
cal institutions, and history during the fall semester; and introduc-
tion to macroeconomics, political science, and sociology during the
spring semester. Students follow each course for 4 h a week: 2 h in
a large lecture format (all taught by male professors) and 2 h in a
small class section format called “seminars” (approximately 20 stu-
dents per seminar). For each main lecture, there are between 43
and 49 seminars per year. The database includes students’ individ-
ual evaluations of professors in the seminar classes of each of the
six mandatory first year courses, for five academic years in a row
(2008–2009 to 2012–2013). The data for the sociology and politi-
cal science courses are for three academic years; these two courses
were introduced as mandatory first year undergraduate courses in
the 2010–2011 academic year.

The triplet system eliminates selection biases from students
choosing based on a professor’s gender. Students register for a fixed
combination of three seminar professors (called a “triplet”) for the
fall semester mandatory seminars. All students of the same triplet
therefore share the same combination of seminar professors. The
administration creates the triplets such that each combination of
three seminars offers similar advantages in terms of scheduling. For
the fall semester courses, students register before the beginning of
classes, and they are not allowed to change triplets after registration.
After the fall semester, the administration requires students to stay
together in the same triplet for the three spring semester seminars.
The administration randomly assigns new seminar professors to each
triplet for the spring semester courses.

This random assignment of new professors is convenient for the
analysis of the spring semester courses. The triplet system imposes
strong constraints on registration for the fall semester courses, which
largely eliminate professor selection by students for the fall semester
courses as well. To test for the absence of professor selection bias
in the fall semester, I apply permutation tests.2 I assume that if
students were able to select professors, the share of male students
would be related to the share of male professors in the teaching team.
More specifically, male students with a preference for male profes-
sors would tend to register in triplets taught by more male professors
in the fall semester. Overall, the correlation between the number of
male students in a triplet and the number of male professors teach-
ing the triplet is small and not statistically significant (Table 1). The
sign of the correlation is inconsistent across years: sometimes pos-
itive, sometimes negative. For four out of five academic years, the
correlation is not statistically significant.

In the 2012–13 academic year, however, the results of the permu-
tation test suggests that there are significantly more male students

2 See Boring et al. (2016) for more information on the method.
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