
Gender bias in student assessment of teaching 

performance 
 

Milica Maricic, Aleksandar Djokovic, Veljko Jeremic 

Faculty of Organizational Sciences 

University of Belgrade 

Jove Ilića 154, Belgrade 

{milica.maricic, djokovic.aleksandar, jeremic.veljko}@fon.bg.ac.rs 

 

 
Abstract. Student evaluation of teaching (SET) is a 

worldwide, commonly used measure of teaching 

performance. Namely, higher educational institutions 

are in some countries, such as in Serbia, obliged to 

perform biannual SETs. Although the procedures and 

instruments of data collection vary, the purpose 

remains the same: get feedback on the quality of 

teaching from the universities’ important stakeholder, 

the students themselves. The obtained results are 

usually purely analysed with the goal of further 

improvement of both the teaching process and the 

teacher’s performance. However, an interesting 

question emerges: are students unbiased when 

evaluating their teachers? This study attempts to 

address the issue of gender bias in annual SET at the 

University of Belgrade, Faculty of Organizational 

Sciences. The presented analysis aimed to investigate 

whether there is difference in the SET scores between 

male and female teachers. We believe this study might 

shed light on how students are (un)biased when doing 

SET regarding the gender effect. 
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1 Introduction 

Since the 1970’s the use of student evaluation of 

teaching (SET) has expanded dramatically (Kogan, 

Schoenfeld-Tacher & Hellyer, 2010). Nowadays, 

evaluations of teachers and courses are performed at 

the end of semesters in most higher education 

institutions (Subramanya, 2014). Traditional SETs are 

usually comprised of a series of open and closed 

questions about course content, suggested literature, 

teaching effectiveness, and learning experience. 

Closed questions are generally created using the five- 

or seven-point Likert scale. Most commonly, the 

surveys are anonymous and are hand distributed while 

the evaluated teacher might or might not be present. 

The SETs and the process of conducting SET mostly 

remained unchanged since they first appeared.  

Although SETs were originally intended for 

informative purposes, such surveys came into use for 

faculty personnel decisions (Galbraith, Merrill & 

Kline, 2012). Administrators routinely consider SET 

scores in hiring, tenure, promotion, and salary 

decisions (Laube et al., 2007). At some higher 

educational institutions, teachers’ results of the annual 

SET are perceived as relevant additional qualifications 

besides research and mentoring. Also, SET results are 

used in both national or private auditing procedures of 

the educational institution (Johnson, 2000). As it can 

be noted, the SET results are considered a valuable 

source of information upon which important decisions 

are made. Namely, the results of SETs can severely 

influence a teacher’s career, especially young teaching 

associate’s career who has recently become a lecturer, 

and the institution’s quality certificates.  

Having the above-mentioned in mind, we can 

conclude that SETs should be carefully conducted and 

designed to preserve their validity. Namely, potential 

bias in SET scores is a matter of great importance 

(MacNeel et al., 2015). Marsh and Roche (1997) state 

that SETs are a valid multidimensional measure whose 

results could be used in decision making. However, 

SETs are extremely difficult to validate since there is 

no single criterion of teaching effectiveness and 

satisfaction (Marsh, 2007). Also, there is no consensus 

on the attitude of teachers towards the validity of SETs 

(Nasser & Fresko, 2010). Teachers’ main doubts are 

whether students are mature enough to evaluate the 

quality of teaching, whether students can evaluate the 

course right after it has finished or a certain amount of 

time has to pass, and the influence of other factors on 

scores such as difficulty of the course, grading, teacher 

popularity (Aleamoni, 1987; Spiller & Ferguson, 

2011). 

Following the teachers’ concerns, the academic 

community has risen serious questions regarding the 

validity of SETs. First, it is still unclear what are the 

dimensions of teaching effectiveness that the SET 

should measure. For example, Swartz et al. (1999) 

identified two factors, while on the other hand, Marsh 

and Dunkin (1992) suggested nine factors. Secondly, 

several authors raised doubts on the current 
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methodology of the evaluation tests (Hampton & 

Reiser, 2004; Marsh, 2007). Namely, the form and 

questions on SETs have not significantly changed 

throughout the years (Subramanya, 2014). On the other 

hand, teaching and learning techniques have undergone 

tremendous modifications, especially due to the 

increased ICT use (Bingimlas, 2009). Thus, the 

currently employed SETs might not be an accurate and 

objective measurement. Finally, students are 

susceptible to other factors rather than teaching when 

grading teachers. For example, in their study, Shevlin 

and associates (2000) showed that student evaluations 

are easily influenced by charisma of the teacher. Also, 

Clayson (2013) revealed that first impressions affect 

the final evaluations of students. In a thorough 

literature analysis, Pounder (2007) divides the factors 

which can distort the SET results into three groups: 

student related, course related, and teacher related 

factors. Therefore, we can conclude that the results of 

SETs might not be sufficiently reliable and valid 

indicators of teacher effectiveness (Baker et al., 2010). 

As it can be noted, there are various factors which 

have a direct or indirect effect on the SET scores. The 

aim of this study is to explore the influence of the 

teacher’s gender on the SET scores. The primary 

question is whether students perceive any differences 

between male and female teachers who teach the same 

subject. The gender schema might impact student’s 

perceptions and expectations of their teachers. The 

academia has been puzzled by this question for several 

decades. On one hand, several studies show that there 

are differences between the grades assigned to male 

and female teachers (Bachen et al., 1999; Sprague & 

Massoni, 2005). On the other hand, Feldman (1993) 

reported no or little gender bias in his research, while 

Aleamoni (1999) also found no relationship between 

either teacher gender or student gender and student 

SET scores. Sociologist specialised in gender studies 

highly disagree that gender is not a significant factor in 

teacher evaluations (Laube et al., 2007). Therefore, it 

can be observed that it is still unclear whether gender 

bias exists in SET scores (Basow, 2000a) and whether 

gender plays a complex and multifaceted role in SET 

scores (Basow et al., 2006). 

2 Gender bias in student evaluation 

of teaching (SET) 

To better understand the effects of gender bias herein 

we provide an overview of the recent literature. The 

topics we place our attention on are the gender of the 

student, the gender of the lecturer, the positive and 

negative traits of chosen teachers, and the SET scores.  

Interesting studies were conducted by Basow 

(2000b) and Sprague and Massoni (2005). Namely, 

both studies asked students to depict their “best” and 

“worst” male and female teachers. Their results were 

conclusive. Traits of “best” female teachers were 

caring and nurturing, while the traits of “best” male 

teachers were funny and entertaining. On the other 

hand, when it comes to “worst” teachers, common 

traits for both genders were unorganised, unclear, 

indifferent, and rude. “Worst” female teachers were 

just the opposite of the “best” female teacher; they 

were characterised as rigid, mean, and unfair. 

Interestingly, “worst” male teachers were self-centred 

and unenthusiastic. Also, Kierstead, D’Agostino, and 

Dill (1988) found that women teachers received higher 

scores if they were friendly than if they were 

unfriendly, whereas this characteristic did not affect 

the scores of men teachers. Women and men teachers, 

therefore, have to meet different expectations of 

students which are related to their gender (Sprague & 

Massoni, 2005). Women teachers are especially 

affected by the observed stereotypes. Students seem to 

expect more nurturing behaviour from them, but they, 

in turn, often judge that behaviour to be less 

professorial (Anderson & Smith, 2005). Contrarily, if 

women teachers fail to meet students’ expectations of 

women, they are characterised as too masculine and 

rigorous (Valian, 1998). 

It is also of interest to analyse how the gender of the 

respondent affects the gender of the “best” teacher and 

the SET scores. When asked to name their best teacher 

male students did not choose female teachers as often 

as female students did (Basow, 2000b). Bachen et al. 

(1999) initiated research on the interaction between 

students’ and teachers’ gender in regard to SET scores. 

They showed that female students gave higher grades 

to their female teachers. Contrarily, their male 

colleagues’ evaluations of male and female teachers 

did not differ significantly. One more interesting study 

regarding the assigned scores of male and female 

teachers should be mentioned. Namely, MacNell et al. 

(2015) showed that regardless of performance, students 

rated the female instructors significantly more 

rigorously than the male instructors, which suggests 

that a female instructor would have to work harder than 

a male to receive comparable ratings. On the other 

hand, in the study by Cashin (1999) students rated 

women higher than men. 

The results of the presented studies provide 

evidence that there might be some bias against female 

teachers and that students have gendered expectations. 

The administration should be aware of the gender bias 

when analysing SET scores and should have in mind 

that both men and women teachers are under burden to 

answer to students’ gendered expectations (Sprague & 

Massoni, 2005). 

3. Conducted research 

The following section sees the description of the SET 

distributed at the University of Belgrade, Faculty of 

Organizational Sciences, its participants, and the 

procedure of the SET distribution. Also, the phases 
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of the research which had the aim to explore whether 

there is gender bias in students’ assessment of 

teacher performance are presented. Finally, the 

obtained results are given. 

3.1 Procedure, participants, and the SET 

Participants of the conducted study were 

undergraduate students of the University of Belgrade’s 

Faculty of Organizational Sciences (FOS). They were 

all enrolled on full-time courses on one of four study 

programmes available: Information Systems and 

Technologies (IS&T), Management, Operational 

Management, and Quality Management. Herein, for 

our analysis, we used the results of the summer 

midterm SET. The conducted SET is a mandatory and 

unified survey all faculties of the University of 

Belgrade administer twice a year. FOS students were 

given an opportunity to rate the teachers and teaching 

associates whose classes they have attended. The SET 

was distributed on classes in the second half of May 

2016. They were administered to students by a 

volunteer during class while the instructor was in the 

classroom. Afterwards, the survey results were 

imported using Blaise and the statistical analysis was 

performed using SPSS 22. The final SET scores were 

shared with the lecturer after the end of the semester 

while the best five teachers and five teaching associates 

were commended on the faculty council. 

First four questions of the SET regard the study 

programme, the subject the evaluated teacher teaches, 

the name of the teacher and the date of the evaluation. 

The next six questions aim at depicting the students’ 

achievements so far: whether they are self-financed or 

on a state scholarship, their average grade, have they 

attended the course before, have they regularly 

attended the classes and the number of hours they 

weekly spent doing the subject. The following set of 

questions is crucial for the SET as it is related to the 

evaluation of the teacher or the associate. Namely, the 

questionnaires used to assess teachers and associates 

are different. It consists of 11 statements when 

assessing teachers and 9 statements when assessing 

associates on which the students should express their 

agreement or disagreement on a five-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) 

including 0 (No answer). 

Most of the questions on the SET regard the 

lecturer’s technique of teaching and grading: whether 

he/she is biased when grading, is he/she professional 

when communicating with students, whether he/she is 

giving useful information for further research, and 

whether his/her classes motivate students for the future 

studies. Namely, the level of agreement with this 

statements solely depends on the specific way the 

lecturer organises and conducts his classes. As herein 

we aim to assess the impact of the lecturers’ gender on 

the grades he/she received we decided to place our 

attention on the few questions which are not related to 

the teaching technique. When assessing teachers, we 

placed our attention on three questions: “Compliance 

of the lecture and the scope of the subject”, “Scope and 

quality of the suggested literature”, and “Overall 

impression”. On the other hand, the associate’s SET 

does not have the two questions regarding the 

compliance of the lecture and the suggested literature. 

Therefore, when analysing their results, we only 

explored the answers to the question “Overall 

impression”. 

3.2 Results 

Out of 66 subjects whose lectures were assessed for 

our analysis, we chose nine subjects. The selected 

subjects had to have both male and female teachers 

and/or associates and more than 100 students’ 

assessments. Table 1 presents the chosen subjects, the 

type of assessed lecturer and the number of student 

assessments. One must have in mind that one student 

could have assessed more than one of the observed 

subjects and lecturers if he had attended their classes. 

In total, we observed 785 teachers’ assessments and 

2368 associates’ assessments. 

Table 1: The chosen subjects, type of lecturer 

assessed, and the number of assessments 

Subject Lecturer Assessments 

Business processes 

modelling 
Associate 311 

Data base Associate 397 

Decision theory Associate 358 

Discrete mathematical 

structures 
Teacher 161 

Financial management 

and accounting 
Associate 189 

Introduction to 

information systems 
Teacher 213 

Discrete mathematical 

structures 
Associate 414 

Mathematics 2 
Teacher 117 

Associate 222 

Programming 

languages 
Associate 171 

Statistics Associate 117 

Total 
Teacher 491 

Associate 2179 

Before any statistical tests, we decided to conduct 

Cronbach’s alfa to check the consistency of the 

answers on the three questions regarding the 

assessment of teachers. It was of interest to see the 

Cronbach’s alpha per subject per gender (Table 2). 
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Table 2: Cronbach’s alfa per subject per gender of 

the assessed teacher 

Subject 
Gender of 

the teacher 
N 

Cronbach’s 

alpha 

Mathematics 2 
F 50 0.612 

M 67 0.794 

Discrete 

mathematical 

structures 

F 65 0.723 

M 96 0.469 

Introduction 

to information 

systems 

F 25 0.160 

M 188 0.419 

Taking the cutoff of 0.7 (Santos, 1990), we can see 

that only the scores of male teachers of Mathematics 2 

and female teachers of Discrete mathematical 

structures have reliable scales. This means that the 

assessments are not consistent and that the SET should 

be inspected more closely. 

To observe whether there is statistically significant 

difference between the scores male and female teachers 

and associates received we used Mann-Whitney test. 

Table 3 gives the results when it comes to the 

assessment of teachers based on the question 

“Compliance of the lecture and the scope of the 

subject”. Firstly, it is important to observe the number 

of assessment per gender per subject. Accordingly, the 

first two analysed subjects (Mathematics 2 and 

Discrete mathematical structures) have an almost 

proportional number of evaluations per gender. On the 

other hand, the differences in the sample size per 

gender for the subject Introduction to information 

systems is high, so its results should be taken with 

caution. The test showed that there is statistically 

significant difference between male and female 

teachers, whereas female teachers received higher 

scores. 

Table 3: Results of the Mann-Whitney test for the 

question “Compliance of the lecture and the scope of 

the subject” 

Subject 

Gender 

of the 

teacher 

N Mean Z 

Mathematics 

2 

F 50 4.58 
-2.298* 

M 67 4.07 

Discrete 

mathematical 

structures 

F 65 4.38 
-2.144* 

M 96 4.28 

Introduction 

to 

information 

systems 

F 25 5.00 

-2.780** 

M 188 4.70 

Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01 

 

The same test was run to explore whether there is 

difference when it comes to the suggested literature. 

Again, there are differences in all three subjects (Table 

4). However, this time for subject Discrete 

mathematical structures the male teachers received 

higher grades; their mean grade was 4.77 compared to 

4.32. In the other two subjects, female teachers are 

believed to have suggested higher quality literature. 

 

Table 4: Results of the Mann-Whitney test for the 

question “Scope and quality of the suggested 

literature” 

Subject 

Gender 

of the 

teacher 

N Mean Z 

Mathematics 

2 

F 50 3.92 
-3.092** 

M 67 3.30 

Discrete 

mathematical 

structures 

F 65 4.32 
-3.319** 

M 96 4.77 

Introduction 

to 

information 

systems 

F 25 4.96 

-5.244** 

M 188 3.39 

Note: ** p<0.01 

 

Additionally, we wanted to inspect the overall 

impression the teachers left on the students at the end 

of semester. When it comes to mathematics related 

subjects, female teachers received better scores. The 

results for the subject Introduction to information 

systems showed that male and female teachers left the 

same impression on the students (Table 5). 

 

Table 5: Results of the Mann-Whitney test for the 

question “Overall impression” of teachers 

Subject 

Gender 

of the 

teacher 

N Mean Z 

Mathematics 

2 

F 50 4.26 
-3.999** 

M 67 3.60 

Discrete 

mathematical 

structures 

F 65 4.63 
-3.204** 

M 96 2.97 

Introduction 

to 

information 

systems 

F 25 4.36 

-0.444 

M 188 4.71 

Note: ** p<0.01 

 

Finally, we observed the impression male and 

female associates lecturing eight different subjects left 

on students. The results were inconclusive (Table 5). 

In half of subjects, statistically significant difference 

was observed. In those four cases, twice male 

associates received higher grades (Statistics and 

Mathematics 2) and twice female associates (Decision 

theory and Business processes modelling). 
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Table 5: Results of the Mann-Whitney test for the 

question “Overall impression” of associates 

Subject 

Gender 

of the 

associate 

N Mean Z 

Statistics 
F 65 4.42 

-1.968* 
M 52 4.71 

Mathematics 

2 

F 34 4.59 
-2.024* 

M 188 4.79 

Decision 

theory 

F 127 4.87 
-6.486** 

M 231 4.13 

Programming 

languages 

F 36 4.78 
-0.964 

M 135 4.60 

Data base 
F 211 4.72 

-0.828 
M 186 4.80 

Introduction 

to 

information 

systems 

F 235 4.76 

-1.191 

M 179 4.68 

Financial 

management 

and 

accounting 

F 75 4.60 

-0.755 

M 114 4.39 

Business 

processes 

modelling 

F 56 4.66 
-2.334* 

M 255 4.37 

Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01 

4 Future directions of the study 

Future directions of the study can be threefold: 

improvement of the current SET, analysing the 

lecturer’s background and teaching methods, and 

applying multivariate methods on the SET results. 

Firstly, the current SET conducted at the University of 

Belgrade could be altered as it does not have a question 

regarding the gender of the surveyed student and 

mostly has subjective questions regarding the 

impression the lecturer has left. Introducing new 

questions might provide additional information upon 

which in-depth analysis could be performed. For 

example, knowing the gender of the student it could be 

explored whether the students’ gender effects the 

scores given to male and female lecturers. Also, more 

questions which are not related to teaching could be 

added to better observe the presence of gender bias 

towards the lecturers.  

Second potential future direction of the study is 

towards including more information on the teachers’ 

background and their teaching methods. Teachers’ and 

associates’ years of experience in teaching the 

particular subject could provide additional insight on 

the potential presence of gender bias. Namely, in their 

recent research, Berbegal-Mirabent, Mas-Machuca, 

and Marimon (2016) examined how does the teaching 

experience affect student satisfaction. Using structural 

equation modelling (SEM) they proved that previous 

teaching experience positively influences student 

satisfaction. It would be of interest to see whether this 

accounts for male and female lecturers with the same 

teaching experience. On the other hand, a lecturer 

should be free to engage in teaching methods he/she 

feels most appropriate to their subject (Surgenor, 

2013). However, if both male and female lecturers use 

the same methods the difference in their SET scores 

could be a result of gender bias. These two aspects 

could be more closely examined in the context to 

gender bias. 

Finally, another direction of the study could be 

towards applying confirmatory factor analysis via 

structural equation modelling (SEM) (Zhao & Gallant, 

2012). For example, two SEM models could be 

compared – one, created based on the results of female 

students, and the other, created based on the results of 

male students. Also, the same could be done for male 

and female lecturers. Such approaches could show 

which variables have different factor loadings 

depending on the gender of the respondent and the 

gender of the lecturer. 

5 Conclusion 

The level of attention the academic community has 

devoted to the research on SET is staggering (Valsan 

& Sproule, 2008). Academics have been mesmerised 

with the opportunity to analyse the scores they have 

been given by their students. So far there are several 

directions in the research on SET: on its validity (eg. 

Spooren, Brockx, & Mortelmans, 2013), on its use by 

the faculty administration (eg. Valsan & Sproule, 

2008), and on the effects which can influence the final 

results (eg. Bachen, McLoughlin, & Garcia, 1999).  

Although SETs have their disadvantages their 

measures of class effectiveness and teaching 

performance are essential (Pounder, 2007). They 

provide both teachers and the administration with 

valuable data on how the teaching process has unfolded 

during a semester. In this paper, we have attempted to 

analyse in-depth one of SET’s drawbacks: the impact 

of the teacher’s gender on SET results. Gender bias is 

an important deficiency of student evaluations tests 

(MacNell et al., 2015) which should be tackled. Herein 

we explored the results of the mandatory summer SET 

at the Faculty of Organizational Sciences, University 

of Belgrade.  

Among the 66 subjects whose lecturers were 

assessed we chose nine subjects and analysed 491 

teachers’ and 2179 associates’ assessments. The SET 

whose results we analysed is specific as it is more 

related to the teaching assessment, which is highly 

subjective. Therefore, we based our research on the 

least biased questions where we could identify gender 

effect on the SET scores. The results of the teachers’ 

SETs showed that there is gender bias as there were 

statistically significant differences in three subjects. In 

most cases, the female teachers received higher grades. 

To widen our research, we also observed the overall 
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impression lecturers left on students. The results were 

inconclusive: on some subjects female lecturers 

received higher scores, on some male lecturers, and on 

some there was no difference. However, the main two 

questions related to the scope of the lecture and the 

suggested literature, which are the same as all lectures 

on the same subject use the same materials, showed 

that defences exist. Some of our recommendations to 

reduce the observed gender bias is to raise the gender 

awareness both in the classroom, among the teaching 

staff, and among the administration. 

This study has several limitations that should be 

pointed out. We cannot guarantee that these patterns 

would occur at another Faculty or University or 

country where student’s expectations and attitudes 

might be quite different. Larger, multi-institutional 

samples are needed to better understand the role of 

gender in SET scores. Also, it would be interesting to 

see whether there are differences in the results between 

the Faculties within the same University. As all 

Faculties at the University of Belgrade conduct the 

same biannual SET, such research could be possible in 

the near future. 

The results of this study have provided us with the 

basis for future exploration of the effects of gender on 

the SET scores.  
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