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Race and Gender Bias in Higher Education:
Could Faculty Course Evaluations Impede Further
Progress Toward Parity?

Therese A. Huston'

Colleges and universities are making uneven progress towards reaching
gender and racial equity. Although great strides have been made to increase
the proportion of female to male students at the undergraduate level, less
progress has been made in balancing the proportion of female to male
faculty. Likewise, certain racial and ethnic groups have increased in
numbers across college and university campuses, but other groups have
made little headway compared to their growth in the general population.
One could consider the glass half full: after all, a greater number of women
and minorities in certain areas is good news. However, when one looks
closely and compares the areas where women and minorities have made
progress to the areas where inequities remain, one discovers the biases that
perpetuate those lingering inequities. In other words, with closer scrutiny,
the glass begins to look much emptier.

This paper addresses three dimensions of race and gender bias in the
postsecondary classroom. The first section asks the question: “Who are the
students?” and examines the race and gender balance in both admission and
graduation rates. The second section concerns “Who does the teaching?”
and looks at the progress that has been made and that, disappointingly, still
needs to be made to reach parity across race and gender among university
faculty. The third section addresses a more subtle question: “How is
teaching evaluated?” While the first half of the paper spotlights bias in the
classroom through the relatively obvious questions of demographics, the
second half of the paper uncovers how one aspect of the standard process
for evaluating teaching, namely faculty course evaluations, has a relatively

hidden source of bias against female faculty in male-dominated disciplines
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and faculty of color in all disciplines. This bias in the faculty course
evaluations is particularly problematic because it may perpetuate the first
two problems of underrepresented graduates and faculty. If colleges and
universities wish to make further progress toward reaching parity across
racial and gender lines, then changes need to be made, both locally within
individual departments and more globally across colleges and universities,

to reduce the biasing effects of faculty course evaluations.

WHO ARE THE STUDENTS?

We shall begin with the good news. One area in which equity has been
reached if not surpassed is the area of gender equity among undergraduate
students. Over a thirty-year period from 1970 to 2000, women went from
being the minority of the enrolled undergraduate students to being the
majority of the students, moving from 42 percent to 56 percent of the
undergraduate population.” This trend is expected to continue and the gap
is expected to grow slightly. By the year 2013, it is projected that women
will make up 57 percent of the undergraduate population, with 10.4 million
women at colleges or universities.’

Furthermore, female students outnumber male students across most
ethnic and racial groups. Although the percentage of white undergraduate
women is comparable to the number of white undergraduate men (54
percent of traditionally-aged undergraduates are female and 46 percent of
are male),” women outnumber men in most other racial and ethnic groups.
For example, women comprised 70 percent of the American Indian
students, 63 percent of traditionally aged African American undergraduates,
and 55 percent of the Hispanic students for undergraduates enrolled in the
1995-96 academic year. °

Women are not only entering college in higher numbers than their male
counterparts; they are also more likely to graduate.® In 1980, 50 percent of
the bachelor’s degrees were awarded to women and this number increased
to 57 percent by 2001.” This represents an increase from 465,000 female
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graduates to 742,000 female graduates with bachelor’s degrees.® From a
social justice perspective, the most impressive fact might be that women
have earned the majority of bachelor’s degrees in every racial and ethnic
category since 1991.° For whites, the proportion of degrees awarded to
females increased from 45.8 percent to 54.9 percent from 1977 to 1996;'
for Asian or Pacific Islander students, the proportion of degrees awarded to
females increased from 44.6 percent to 52.5 percent during the same
period."!

As alluded to earlier, however, not all of the news is so encouraging. The
first piece of disappointing news is that despite the great strides that have
been made in the proportion of female undergraduate students to male
undergraduate students, there is still a lack of gender equity in some
graduate programs, particularly for professional programs such as business
and law school. Men still receive the majority of doctoral and professional
degrees when averaged across academic disciplines: men received
approximately 60 percent of these terminal degrees as of 1997."% Law
schools have made more progress on this front than business schools.
While men received 58.9 percent of the master’s degrees conferred in
business in 2003, they received only 52 percent of the J.D. or LL.B
degrees."

The second piece of disappointing demographic news is that students of
color'* lag far behind their white peers in terms of graduation rates.'”” While
half of the white students who began their undergraduate studies in 1989-90
had either graduated or were still enrolled in 1994, only one-third of the
undergraduate African American and Hispanic students had the same
success rate.'® The fact that African American and Hispanic students attend
colleges and universities at much lower rates than their white peers makes
this discrepancy in graduation rates rather alarming; in the 2003-04 school
year, African Americans represented 11 percent of all undergraduate
students and Hispanics represented 10.8 percent.'” In other words, fewer
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students of color begin an undergraduate degree and even fewer of them

complete it.

WHO DOES THE TEACHING?

There is also some good news for college and university faculty: the
basic number of women and minority faculty in the classroom has
increased. Part of the increase is explained by the increase in available
candidates. The percentage of doctorates being granted to women more
than doubled between 1975 and 2001, which resulted in women receiving
21.3 percent of all Ph.Ds awarded in 1974-75 compared to 44.9 percent in
2000 to 2001."® Likewise, the proportion of doctorates being granted to
students of color has also increased; the share of Ph.Ds awarded to
Hispanics from 1975 to 2000 has grown from roughly 1 percent to 4 percent
and the share of PhDs to African Americans has grown from roughly 3.5
percent to 6 percent during the same period."”” This increase in proportion
of doctorates awarded to women and people of color has led to an increase
in number of faculty in both of these groups, although these gains have not
been uniform across racial groups.*’

The fact that there has been a growing pool of academically qualified
women and people of color over the past twenty-five years raises the next
important equity question: are women and faculty of color gaining access to
the same opportunities as their white, male colleagues? Discouragingly, the
answer is no. Despite the growing number of qualified candidates, women
and minority faculty have had proportionately fewer opportunities than
white men in three key areas of academia: (a) type of institutions, (b) the
rank and tenure process, and (c) salary.

First, with respect to the type of institution, there are relatively few
female faculty or faculty of color at doctoral institutions.”’ Doctoral
institutions, which include a variety of state and private universities, offer
the most prestigious positions in higher education and typically award

master’s and professional degrees as well as Ph.Ds. The greatest proportion
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of female faculty, however, can be found at two-year institutions, which
typically offer associate’s degrees and vocational programs.” In fact, the
overall gains in the proportion of female faculty that were optimistically
described in the last paragraph are largely attributed to the growing numbers
of women who have been hired at two-year institutions, where women
account for 49.2 percent of the faculty, compared to four-year institutions
where they account for only 35.8 percent of the faculty.” Likewise,
African American faculty members are also less likely to hold positions at
doctoral institutions than white faculty,”* and they hold a higher percentage
of the fulltime positions at two-year colleges than at doctoral institutions.
The community and vocational programs at these two-year schools, where
women and African American faculty are more likely to find jobs, play an
important role in state and local communities, but they are the least
prestigious schools within the academic taxonomy.*®

A second area of long-standing inequity is the rank and tenure process,
where gender and racial inequities mean that women and faculty of color
typically hold positions of lower status and less security than their male
colleagues. Since the tenure process is relatively unique to academia, it
warrants further explanation. Tenure is level of job security and status that
some faculty members achieve after the successful completion of a six to
eight year probationary period.”” However, not all faculty are eligible for
tenure regardless of the strength of their performance. When a faculty
member is hired at a college or university, she is hired into one of two broad
categories: she is either hired for a tenure-track position or a non-tenure
track position.”® There are several benefits to tenure-track positions.
Typically, once a person receives tenure, she cannot lose her job without
cause.” In contrast, faculty who have not yet received tenure, or faculty
who are not on the tenure track, can lose their jobs for a variety of reasons,
such as budget cuts, poor teaching performance, and an inadequate number
of publications. In addition to job security, tenure-track or tenured positions

have a higher status within the institution and are conferred more benefits,
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such as increased academic freedom, private office space, reductions in
one’s teaching load to conduct research, and better salaries.*’

The basic gender discrepancy lies in the fact that men receive tenure
more often and sooner than women. To provide some baseline data, in the
Fall of 1998, 60% of all full-time male faculty had tenure, compared to only
42% of female faculty.”! The steady growth of women earning PhDs and
JDs has not been consistently reflected in the number of women receiving
tenure because female faculty are more likely to be hired for part-time, non-
tenure track positions.’”> Even for those female faculty who are hired into
full-time, tenure track positions, they are 22 percent less likely than their
male colleagues to be tenured at a four-year college.”” One study of
economics faculty found that female faculty members were not only
significantly less likely to get tenure but for those women who did achieve
tenure, it took them on average a year longer than their male colleagues.*

Racial and ethnic differences in employment status are also a problem for
African American and Hispanic faculty. Whereas 74.9 percent of all full-
time white faculty at four-year institutions who are on the tenure-track had
received tenure in the Fall of 1992, only 58.7 percent of all African
American faculty in the same employment category had tenure, compared
to 64.0 percent of all Hispanic faculty, and 77.7 percent of all Asian
faculty.”> One might hope that these low numbers for African American
and Hispanic faculty can be explained by the fact that many African
American and Hispanic faculty are younger faculty, who are not yet eligible
for tenure, but who will become eligible in a few years. However, when the
number of years of academic experience is taken into account, African
American and Hispanic faculty are still significantly less likely to hold
tenured positions than their white colleagues.*®

The third area in which faculty members continue to face gender and
racial inequities is in their wages. Female faculty have earned 9% less than
their male colleagues for almost ten years and the wage gap has actually

increased since the early 1990°s.*” In 1998, the average base salary for a
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male full-time faculty member was $61,680, compared to $48,370 for
women, meaning that female faculty earned almost 22 percent less than
their male colleagues on average.”® Male faculty earned more than female
faculty across all racial and ethnic groups, ranging from a $6,700 difference
between male and female African American faculty to a $13,700 difference
between male and female white faculty.*” Although male faculty earn more
across all ethnic groups, there are still salary discrepancies among racial and
ethnic groups. In 1998, Asian faculty were paid the highest base salaries
averaging $62,800, compared to $57,000 for whites, $54,400 for Hispanics,
and $50,400 for African American faculty.* Although there may be a
number of explanations for these salary differences, one contributing
explanation is that Asian American faculty hold a relatively high number of
faculty positions within engineering, and engineering is one of the highest
paying fields in academia.’" Significant differences in salary are found
more often among male faculty of different races, largely because female
faculty are consistently paid less, hold positions of lower academic ranks,
etc., so there is smaller salary range for female faculty, regardless of their
racial or ethnic group.*

One seemingly promising development is that between 1992 and 1998,
salaries for female faculty rose significantly, but such increases are
primarily explained by increases in the salaries of white female faculty.*
Of course, male faculty salaries rose across all racial and ethnic groups, and
as a result, there was no significant change in the salary gap between men
and women for white, African American, Hispanic, or Asian American

faculty.** In other words, the wage gap continues unabated.

How 1S TEACHING EVALUATED?

Institutes of higher education have systems and policies in place that are
intended to be gender- and race-neutral, but that in fact create environments
that are hostile or unsupportive of women and minority faculty.*> A variety

of institutional structures and practices have been drawn into question for
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their failure to support faculty needs equally across different gender and
racial groups, including mentoring practices and the tenure and promotion
review process.*

When faculty members are evaluated for reappointment, tenure, or
promotion, three factors are typically taken into account: (a) scholarship or
research contributions to one’s discipline, (b) teaching, and (c) service (to
one’s department, university, or professional organization).”” Institutions
use different formulas to determine how each of these three factors is
weighted.  Doctoral institutions, not surprisingly, typically weight
scholarship contributions more heavily than teaching, whereas small four-
year and two-year colleges typically weigh teaching quality more heavily
than the quantity or quality of one’s number of publications.*® A variety of
research articles have critiqued how women and faculty of color are
disadvantaged in typical evaluations of faculty scholarship,*’ so this paper
will focus on biases in the evaluations of teaching.

Faculty course evaluations have become the central method for
evaluating teaching in postsecondary institutions.”® At the end of the term,
students complete a standardized form distributed by the college or
university that asks a variety of questions, often on a five-point scale from
poor to excellent, including generic questions to assess the quality of the
course (e.g., “Overall rating of the course”) and the quality of the instructor
(e.g., “Overall rating of the instructor”).”! Other items might ask students to
indicate whether the instructor communicated effectively or whether the
course promoted learning, to help the institution assess the value of the
course and the instructor.>

Although there are many benefits to using faculty course evaluations,
research indicates that this evaluation practice tends to leave faculty of color
at a disadvantage.” Several studies report a main effect on race, such that
faculty of color received lower course evaluations than their white peers.”
On the issue of ethnic discrimination, Hamermesh and Parker reported that

students gave lower ratings for courses taught by non-native English
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speakers.” On the issue of racial discrimination, DiPietro and Faye found
that Latina/o faculty received the lowest course evaluations ratings,
followed by Asian American faculty, and white faculty received the highest
scores.”® There was an insufficient number of African American faculty in
their sample to provide adequate statistical power, so no conclusions can be
drawn about the scores of African American faculty relative to their peers.”’
One might hypothesize that faculty of color have lower ratings because they
teach less popular courses than their white colleagues or because they teach
in academic disciplines that receive lower course evaluation ratings overall.
However, when one directly compared the course evaluations among
faculty teaching different sections of the same course in the same
department, faculty of color receive significantly lower ratings on average
than their white colleagues.”™ The standardized course evaluation instrument
is not considered to be racially biased,” so these recent findings are likely
to come as a surprise to many administrators.

Researchers from a number of academic disciplines have also argued that
female faculty, regardless of race, receive lower course evaluations than
male faculty,”” while other researchers have reported that male faculty
receive lower evaluation scores.”’ Although it is possible to find evidence
to indicate that either gender is at a disadvantage, there is a growing
consensus among large-scale, carefully controlled, multidisciplinary studies
that no statistical difference exists in the average ratings for male and
female instructors.”> One factor that can contribute to lower course
evaluations for female faculty, however, is that female instructors are
assigned a greater proportion of lower-division, required courses while the
male colleagues in their departments teach more upper division, elective
seminars.” Not surprisingly, course evaluation scores are typically lower
for required courses than for electives, in part because both the instructor
and the students are generally less motivated about the subject matter in

required courses.**
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Several studies have also found disciplinary differences in how students
evaluate male and female faculty. These gender biases appear in fields that
are traditionally and currently populated largely by male students and male
faculty (i.e., science, mathematics, engineering, economics). Several studies
predict lower faculty course evaluations for female faculty in these male-
dominated disciplines,” in part because students in these fields are likely to

judge female faculty against a higher, more stringent set of criteria.®®

THE INTERACTION OF THESE THREE INEQUITIES AND THEIR
IMPLICATIONS

This paper has drawn attention to several areas in which colleges and
universities have successfully reduced gender, racial, and ethnic inequities,
and several areas in which progress still needs to be made. The lack of
student and faculty diversity is well recognized and well publicized
problem,”” and many colleges and universities are working to increase the
diversity at their institutions by addressing the two demographic
discrepancies outlined in the first half of this paper: (a) they are looking to
increase the number of students of color who enroll and graduate with
undergraduate or a graduate degrees,” and (b) they are also trying, although
perhaps less publicly, to increase the number of women and faculty of color
who are hired and retained as tenured faculty.”

Whereas the lack of student and faculty diversity is a recognized source
of gender and racial inequity at many institutions, I suspect that most
faculty and administrators are unaware of the bias in students’ course
evaluations of teaching. The literature is misleading on this issue; one
recent review of common misconceptions surrounding faculty course
evaluations explicitly states that there is insufficient evidence to suggest
that course evaluations are biased against faculty of color.””  This
conclusion is probably based on the fact that until recently, few studies
investigated the impact of an instructor’s race on course evaluations.”

Quite simply, this is new information and it will probably take some time
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and additional empirical research before it becomes widely accepted and
recognized as a problem.

The inequities in student demographics, faculty demographics, and
faculty course evaluations are each concerns in their own right, but a cause
for even greater concern is that the bias inherent in faculty course
evaluations may perpetuate the low numbers of under-represented students
and faculty. In this final section of this paper, I will make an argument that
biased course evaluations will perpetuate the problem of low numbers of
faculty of color and female faculty. A lack of diversity among the faculty in

turn perpetuates the lack of diversity among the students.

The Impact of Faculty Diversity on Student Diversity

There are many factors that affect students’ success rates, but one factor
that particularly affects women and students of color is whether these
students encounter faculty who resemble them. Several researchers report
that women are more likely to stay enrolled in science, math, economics,
and engineering when they encounter female faculty in these otherwise
male-dominated disciplines.”” Likewise, African American students who
have encountered several African American faculty during their college
careers are more likely to graduate than students who have encountered
fewer faculty of their same race.”

This is promising news for female and minority students at two-year
community colleges because these schools hire and tenure a relatively
higher proportion of female and minority faculty compared to their
neighboring four-year institutions.”*  In contrast, however, this is
disconcerting news for the more prestigious four-year institutions from
which many students hope to matriculate. If these four-year colleges and
universities hope to graduate more women and minority students, one
important building block is to provide students with visible role models in
their classrooms.
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The Unaddressed Impact of Course Evaluations on Faculty Diversity

What are the factors that promote or deter women and minority faculty
from long-term academic jobs at prestigious four-year doctoral institutions?
Numerous researchers have identified several factors including mentoring,
collegiality, the number of other women and minority faculty within the
department, the transparency of the tenure and promotion process, how
scholarship is evaluated in the tenure and promotion process, and how
service is weighed (typically inadequately) in tenure and promotion
reviews.”” But one relevant factor that is raised least often in the
employment prospects of under-represented faculty is the evaluation of
teaching.”®

As described earlier, the evidence that faculty of color receive lower
course evaluations than their peers is a relatively recent development and is
not widely known.”” Because faculty course evaluations are often used in
making decisions for promotion and tenure, they are a relatively hidden
source of bias against faculty of color, one that administrators, department
chairs, and hiring or promotion committees are not likely to consider.
When a department chair sees that a Hispanic faculty member in her
department has lower course evaluation scores than her white colleagues,
the department chair may conclude that the instructor is a below-average
teacher, rather than concluding that there is a racial bias inherent in the
evaluation process.

The threat of racial disparity in faculty course evaluations is much greater
than the threat of gender disparity. As reviewed earlier, female faculty, in
general, are not at a disadvantage on course evaluations compared to their
male peers. There are at least two exceptions, however, in which female
faculty are at risk for receiving lower course evaluations than men: (a)
large, required, introductory courses,” and (b) male-dominated disciplines,
such as science, economics, and engineering.”

In summary, there is increasing evidence that one of the factors used in
faculty hiring and promotion decisions is biased against faculty of color and
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female faculty in certain disciplines or for certain types of courses. Changes
in the course evaluation process are needed to reduce this unrecognized
inequity and to ensure that faculty of color and female faculty in male-
dominated fields have equal opportunities for hiring, promotion, and tenure.
Changes in the evaluation process are also needed because by increasing the
number of faculty of color teaching in their classrooms, institutions are
more likely to retain and graduate students of color. Likewise, by
increasing the number of female faculty in areas where they are under-
represented, institutions are more likely to increase the number of female

students graduating with degrees in these fields.

Recommendations for Improving the Evaluation of Teaching

The use of faculty course evaluations in higher education has been a
subject of heated debate for over thirty years, and it is not within the scope
of this paper to weigh their general merits and limitations.* Their use is
relatively entrenched in the tenure and promotion evaluation process at
many institutions®' and there are educationally valid reasons for using
them.”” In other words, eliminating faculty course evaluations is not the
solution, at least not a tractable or feasible solution at this time. Rather,
there are several steps that an institution can take, at the individual
department level and at the broader college or university level, to ensure
that a greater number of faculty of color and female faculty are hired and
retained.

At the department level, a department chair can take two courses of
action when making course assignments. First, the department chair can
ensure that women are not teaching a disproportionately high number of
required, introductory courses. The education literature cites this as a
problem for female faculty because they are assigned a percentage of these
courses than their male colleagues, which in turn results in lower

3

evaluations scores for these women.*> A department chair can ensure that
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this responsibility is equally distributed across all members of the
department.

A department chair can also ensure that faculty of color, particularly
female faculty of color, are not teaching a disproportionately higher number
of courses that are seen as politically charged. Studies show that when
female faculty of color teach classes that are politically charged, such as
courses on race or gender, these female faculty of color are seen as having
an agenda and the class is seen as more controversial than when white
faculty or even male faculty of color teach these classes.* This sense of
controversy could lead to lower course evaluations.

At the college or university level, two additional steps need to be taken.
First, people making decisions about hiring, promotion, and tenure need to
be informed that there is increasing evidence that standard course
evaluations are biased against faculty of color. Second, colleges and
universities should incorporate different methods for evaluating teaching so
course evaluations not weighed as the sole or primary means to evaluate
teaching. Other methods for evaluating faculty and their courses include
peer observations of teaching, peer reviews of course materials, student
interviews, self-appraisal, and teaching portfolios.*

The last recommendation is a call for further research on racial bias in
faculty course evaluations. Since racial bias is a relatively new area of
investigation in the course evaluation literature, additional studies are
needed to test a variety of research questions. At the most basic level, are
findings of racial bias in student evaluations replicated across different
types of institutions and across different types of students? For example,
are faculty of color in certain academic disciplines more likely to be the
subject of racial bias than faculty in other disciplines where students might
be less stereotyped in their attitudes and expectations? At a more advanced
level, are certain types of student comments indicative of a racial bias?
Department chairs and tenure committees would be well-informed to know

which kinds of student comments suggest that racial bias is present in
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students’ ratings of their instructors. Research investigations on these types
of questions will help faculty and administrators understand the racial
subtext in faculty course evaluations and improve how these evaluations are
used in tenure and promotion decisions, decisions which ultimately affect

the diversity in our classrooms.
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