
DOI: 10.4018/IJITLHE.2020070103

International Journal of Innovative Teaching and Learning in Higher Education
Volume 1 • Issue 3 • July-September 2020


Copyright©2020,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



44

“The Fact That the Author Was 
Male Instead of Female Provided 
for an Objective Opinion”:
Implicit Bias in the Classroom
Julia Ferrara Waity, University of North Carolina at Wilmington, USA

Jennifer Vanderminden, University of North Carolina at Wilmington, USA

Kristin Robeson, San Diego Mesa College, USA

ABSTRACT

Thispaperpresentsanaudit-styleexperientiallearningactivityintendedtogaugestudents’perceptions
ofobjectivitybasedonauthorgender,encouragestudentstoapplytheconceptofbiastotheirown
learning,andparticipateinaresearchstudy.Inthisactivity,studentswereunknowinglyrandomly
assignedthesamereadingonthegenderwagegapwitheithera“male”or“female”author.Although
thedifferenceswerenotstatisticallysignificant,studentnumericalratingsofobjectivitywerehigher
whentheybelievedtheauthorwasmale.Thediscussionandreflectionassignmentsdemonstrated
thatthisexerciseprovidedstudentswithauniqueopportunitytoevaluatetheirownbiases,engage
indiscussionaboutbias,andapplycoursematerials.Writtenrationale for ratingssupported this
perceptionthatmaleauthorsweremoreobjective.Thisactivityisusefulforstudentsinthinking
aboutanddiscussingtheimpactofimplicitbias.
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INTROdUCTION

This paper describes the use of an experimental audit experiential learning activity to examine
students’implicitgenderbiasinmultipleundergraduatesociologycourses.Wedescribeboththe
effectivenessof theactivity in theclassroomaswellas the resultsof theactivity lookingat the
effectofgenderbiasonstudents’perceptionsofargumentobjectivity.Inthisactivity,weassigned
areadingonthegenderwagegapinwhichweeditedtheauthors’namessothathalfofthestudents
hada“male”authorandtheotherhalfhada“female”author.Weaskedthestudentstoevaluatethe
strengthandobjectivityoftheauthor’sargumentandgavethestudentsanopportunitytodiscussbias
andtheirexperience.Whilepreviousstudieshaveusedsimilaractivitiessolelyforcollectingdata
onundergraduatestudentstotestthesequestions(Jackson,Engstrom,&Emmers-Sommer,2007;
Lassonde&O’Brien,2013),wechosetousethisasateachingopportunityforstudentstoengagein
experientiallearning.Understandingimplicitgenderbiasiscrucialforstudentsstudyinginequality
aspartoftheireducationbutalsoaspartoftheirlivesasthesebiaseshaverealworldconsequences.
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ingonFebruary3,2021inthegoldOpenAccessjournal,InternationalJournalofInnovativeTeachingandLearninginHigherEducation
(convertedtogoldOpenAccessJanuary1,2021),andwillbedistributedunderthetermsoftheCreativeCommonsAttributionLicense
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)whichpermitsunrestricteduse,distribution,andproductioninanymedium,providedthe

authoroftheoriginalworkandoriginalpublicationsourceareproperlycredited.
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Experientiallearningdeepensstudentunderstandingofconcepts,enablesstudentstobeactive
learners,andhasbeenshowntobemoreeffectivethanlectureteachingstyles(Davis&Arend,2012;
Luna&Winters,2017;Mckinney,2007).Thegoalsofthisexperientiallearningactivitywereto(1)
gaugestudents’perceptionsofthestrengthandobjectivityofanargumentbasedonthegenderof
theauthor,(2)encouragestudentstoapplytheconceptofbiastotheirownlearningexperience,(3)
exposestudentstoresearchonthewagegapordemonstratethevalueofevaluatingsources,depending
onthecourse,and(4)exposestudentstotheresearchprocess(informedconsent,useofdeception,
debriefing)andprovidethemwithanopportunitytobeapartofaresearchstudy.

Intheintroductorylevelcoursewheretheactivitywasfirstused,thegoalwasforstudentsto
understandhowimplicitbiasesledthemtointerprettheobjectivityorstrengthofargumentdifferently.
Implicitbiasisdefinedas“atermofartreferringtorelativelyunconsciousandrelativelyautomatic
featuresofprejudicedjudgmentandsocialbehavior”(Brownstein,2017,para.1).Thisactivitywas
then replicated inanupper level researchmethodscourse todeterminehowstudents interpreted
objectivityandstrengthofargumentbyauthorgenderwithafocusonreadingandevaluatingresearch.
Althoughthegoalsfortheactivityinthetwocoursesweresomewhatdifferent,theprocessbywhich
theactivitywascarriedoutwasthesameforallcourses.Theseactivitieswerefundedbytwointernal
grantsfromtheuniversitythatencouragedtheimplementationofappliedlearningactivities.

BACKGROUNd

WhilegenderinequalityhaslessenedoverthepastseveraldecadesintheUnitedStates(Fate-Dixon
&Coontz,2017;Hegewisch&DuMonthier,2016),itpersistsinallaspectsofsociallife.Gender
inequality is reflected in ways that are observable and measurable (e.g., wages, legislation) and
reflectedinothermoredifficult-to-measureandobserveways(e.g.,attitudes,biases,stereotypes).
Thispaperfocusesonanactivityintendedtogeneratethoughtandconversationonthedifficult-to-
measureandoftenunconsciouswaysinwhichgenderinequalityexistsandisreproduced.Genderbias
isaformofdiscrimination,whichcanbeunintentional,unconscious,andevenjustified/internalized
asfair(Auspurg,Hinz,&Sauer,2017).Genderbiashasconsequencesrelatedtoemployment,pay,
health,andhousing,andmanyotherareas;andhasthepotentialtoreinforceexistinginequalities.
Thisunconsciousdiscriminationissometimesreferredtoasimplicitbias.

Genderbiasisaheavilyresearchedarea,especiallyrelatedtotheworkplace.RiceandBarth
(2017)examinedtraditionalgenderrolestereotypesinhiringdecisions,withapplicantsmorelikely
tobehiredfortraditionallyfemaleormaleoccupations.Sipe,Johnson,andFisher(2009)considered
perceptionsofgenderdiscriminationintheworkforceamongcollegestudentsandfoundthatstudents
anticipatedtheywouldenteraworkplacefreeofgenderdiscriminationwithgenderdiscrimination
notbeingamajorconcern.Genderbiasisimportanttostudyinuniversitypopulationsinpartbecause
studentsanticipateequalityuponentryintothelabormarket.

Researchhasestablishedtheimportanceofimplicitbiasintermsofourunderstandingoftheworld
andthewaysinwhichourbiasesdirectouractions.Whileimplicitbiasisanimportanttopicwithin
sociology,itisalsoimportanttoconsiderhowourbiasmayimpactthewayinwhichweinterpret
information,animportantissueinhighereducation.Understandingtheroleofimplicitgenderbias
inhowstudentsinterpretandunderstandinformationintheuniversitysettingiscrucialgiventhe
limitedexistingstudiesonthetopic(MacNell,Driscoll,&Hunt2015;Richeson&Ambady2001).
Implicitbiascanbeaddressedthroughbiasliteracy,whichraisesawarenessofthefactthatimplicit
biasexistsandthencanbecombatted(Devine,Forscher,Austin,&Cox,2012;Isaacetal.,2016).
Implicitbiasisdifficulttoquantifyinarealworldsettingdespiteitsimpact,butmostoftenthishas
beendonethroughauditstudiesorfieldexperiments(Bendick&Nunes,2012;Pager&Western,2012).
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Teaching Gender Inequality
Despitethefactthatgenderinequalityisakeyconcepttaughtinthemajorityofsociologycoursesas
wellasotherdisciplines,gettingstudentstounderstandtheseinequalitiescanbechallenging.Examples
ofhowtoteachaboutgenderinequalityincludeaddressingstudentresistancetosexism(Kleinman,
Copp,&Sandstrom,2006),thesocialconstructionofgender(Berkowitz,Manohar,&Tinkler,2010;
Sargent&Corse,2013),theory(McCabe,2013),focusingoninequalityintheworkplace(Giuffre,
Anderson,&Bird,2008;Sweet&Baker,2011),andpaydifferences(Petrzelka,2005;Smith,2017).
Theseteachingstrategiesrangefromlimitedstudentinput(lookingupsalaries)tosignificantstudent
input(havingstudents“perform”theopposinggender).Onewaytoteachgenderinequalityisto
presentstudentswiththefactsandthenhavethemreflectonthatinformation,likethedifferences
insalariesacrossfacultyoncampus(Petrzelka,2005)orintheirdesiredoccupations(Giuffreetal.,
2008;Sweet&Baker,2011).Anotheristoaskstudentstoperformtasksasiftheyweremembers
oftheoppositegender,suchaswalkingacrosstheroomorsittinginachair(Berkowitzetal.,2010)
orusedigitalmediatoexaminegenderperformances(Sargent&Corse,2013).Althoughtheabove
activitiesareusefulforteachingaboutgenderinequality,mostfocusonothercomponentsofgender
inequalityandnotonteachingaboutimplicitbias.

Teaching Implicit Bias
Priorstudieshaveusedactivitieswithintheclassroomtoteachabout implicitbiases,withafew
focusedonimplicitgenderbias.BirdandErickson(2010)usedaconstructivecontroversycasestudy,
wheretheinterpretationofthecasestudywasnotclearcut,andstudentreflectionsfromthatactivity
toexaminegenderbiasesintheworkplace.TheImplicitAssociationTest,whichisavailableonline
forfreethroughHarvardUniversity,isoftenusedtoteachstudentsaboutimplicitbias(Greenwald&
Banaji,1995;Greenwald,McGhee,&Schwartz,1998;Morris&Ashburn-Nardo,2010).TheImplicit
AssociationTestprovidesdataonthepreferencesforspecificsocialgroups(WhiteoverBlack)and
relationshipsbetweentwoconcepts(e.g.,genderandscience)throughmeasuringresponsetimetoa
seriesofprompts.Ghoshal,Lippard,Ribas,andMuir(2013)exploredunconsciousracialprejudices
ofstudentsusingtheImplicitAssociationTestasateachingtool.Resultsshowthatstudentspossessed
moreracialprejudicesthentheywereawareof,andstudentsbelievedtheexercisewasbeneficial
andhelped themlearnaboutunconsciousattitudes.Therehavebeenseveralclassroomactivities
usingnameswitchingtoteachabouttheconceptofgenderbiasincludingoneatColumbiaBusiness
Schoolthattestedthecompetencyandlikabilityof“Heidi”comparedto“Howard”(Katsarou,n.d.)
andanotherusing literary texts and reverses thegenderof the speakers in thedialogue (Taylor,
2009).Giventhefactthatauditstudiesareatoolusedtoexaminebiasesgenerally,includingraceand
genderdiscrimination,auditstudieshavebeenestablishedasimportanttoolstoteachinquantitative
methods(Ghoshal,2018).

Audit Studies on discrimination/Bias
Previous research has used audit studies to examine implicit biases. Audit studies are a type of
fieldexperiment inwhichresearchersmanipulatecharacteristics toevaluatediscrimination.This
methodologyprovidesmoregeneralizability than experiments in artificial settings and a greater
abilitytouncovercausalrelationshipsthanfromsimpleobservation(Pager,2003).Auditstudies
aregenerallyusedtostudycharacteristicslikeage,race,gender,andattractivenessandarethebest
typeoffieldexperimenttomeasureaspectsofdiscriminationorbiases(Bendick&Nunes,2012;
Maxfieldetal.,2019;Pager&Western,2012).Fieldexperimentsbetterreplicaterealworldsituations
bystillallowingexaminationofcausalrelationshipswhilelooseningcontrolofinfluenceswithinthe
environment(Pager,2007).Forexample,tryingtoconveygenderusingthisapproachhasbeendone
throughusingstereotypicallymaleorfemalenames.

Priorresearchhasusedauditstudiestoexamineracial,gender,andeconomicdiscrimination
(Milkman,Akinola,&Chugh,2015;Pager,2003;Quadlin,2018;Rivera&Tilcsik,2016;Shin,Smith,
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Welch,&Ezeofor,2016).Forexample,Pager(2003)usedanexperimentalaudittoevaluatetheimpact
criminalrecordsandracehadonhiring.Shefoundthatindividualswithacriminalrecordwereless
likelytobecalledback,aswereindividualswhowereAfricanAmerican,andwhiteswithacriminal
recordwerecalledbackmorefrequentlythanAfricanAmericanswithoutacriminalrecord.Quadlin
(2018)usedanauditstudytoexaminecallbackdifferencesbetweenmenandwomenbasedongrade
pointaverage(GPA).Shedidthisbycompletingjobapplicationsthatvariedtheapplicant’sgender,
collegemajor,andGPA.MenwithhigherGPAsweremorelikelytobecalledbackthanwomen
withhigherGPAs,duetogenderedstereotypesinemployers’perceptionsofvalueinjobcandidates.
Furthermore,Milkmanetal.(2015)inspectedgenderandracialdiscriminationinacademiaacross
disciplinesbyusinganauditstudywithfictitiousprospectivePhDstudentscontactingprofessorsabout
researchopportunities.Thesestudents’nameswerevariedtoindicatedifferentracesandgenders.
Theyfoundthatwhitemalestudentsreceivedsignificantlymoreresponsestotheirinquiriesthanall
othergenderandracialcombinations.

There are many audit studies that examine bias and discrimination, as well as examples of
techniquesusedtoteachaboutbiasanddiscriminationintheclassroom.Combininganaudit-stylestudy
andanexperientiallearningactivityallowsstudentstheopportunitytoexperiencebeingaparticipant
inaresearchstudywhilealsobenefitingfromtheproveneffectivenessofappliedlearningtechniques.
Anauditactivityisparticularlyusefulwhenexaminingbiasesaroundgendergiventhesignaling
evidentingender-specificnames.Previousresearchhasshownbiastowardsfemalesonavariety
offactors,fromprospectivestudentresponsestohiringdecisions,andmanyothersituations.This
paperusesthemethodologyoftheaudit-stylestudyintheclassroomtoexaminestudentperceptions
ofimplicitgenderbiaswithregardstoauthorobjectivityandstrengthofargumentwhileatthesame
timeprovidinganexperientiallearningactivityforstudents.

METHOdOLOGy: THE ACTIVITy

Thisgradedactivitywasconductedinalargeintroductorytosociologycourseandthreesmaller
researchmethodscourses.Studentsinallthecoursesweregiveninformedconsentmaterialsatthe
startofthesemestertoparticipateinaresearchprojectonappliedlearning.Theinformedconsent
coveredthisgenderauditactivityandallotherappliedlearningexercisesthroughoutthesemester.In
eachclassthestudentswereguidedthroughtheinformedconsentprocessandgivenanopportunity
toaskquestions.StudentsintheIntroductiontoSociologyclassconsentedelectronicallyusinga
responsesoftwareprogram(whichtheyusedforothercourseworkandwerealreadyfamiliarwith)
andthestudentsinResearchMethodsweregivenpapercopiesoftheinformedconsent.Importantly,
allstudentspresentparticipatedintheactivitybutonlystudentswhogaveinformedconsentwere
includedinthisstudy.Thisresearchwasconductedatamid-sizedstateschoolinthesoutheastern
UnitedStatesandwasapprovedbytheuniversity’sInstitutionalReviewBoard(IRB#19-0006and
18-0018).

Intheactivity,studentswereprovidedwithashort,approximatelytwopagereadingonthegender
wagegapthatwaspublishedbytheCouncilonContemporaryFamiliesaspartofWomen’sEquality
DaybyNikaFate-DixonandStephanieCoontz(2017).Theauthors’nameswereeditedtoinclude
onlyasingleauthorwithasinglelastname.Additionally,wechangedthenamessothathalfofthe
studentshada“male”authorandtheotherhalfhada“female”author.Wechosetokeepthename
Stephaniesinceitisastereotypicalfemalenameandaddasimilarstereotypicalmalename,Stephen.
Thestudentswerenotawarethathalfthestudentswerereadingthesamearticlewitha“different”
author.Theonlyotherelementthatvariedinthetwoversionswerethepronounsusedinthefollow-up
questions.Thequestionswithpronounswereakeypartoftheactivitybecausetheyweredesigned
todrawstudents’eyestothegenderoftheauthor.Studentswereinstructedtoreadthequestionsthat
includedpronouns(he/hisandshe/her)beforereadingthearticle.Afterreadingthearticle,students
wereaskedtoratethestrengthoftheargumentandperceivedbias/objectivityoftheauthoronascale
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of1to5andprovideawrittenrationalefortherating.IntheIntroductiontoSociologycoursethe
studentscompletedtheactivityduringclassandwrotetheirresponsesonpaperthattheyhandedin.
IntheResearchMethodscourses,thestudentscompletedtheactivityoutsideofclassandresponded
tothepromptsusinganonlineresponseprogram(Qualtrics).1Aftercompletingtheassignment,all
studentswereimmediatelydebriefedinclassanddiscussedthearticle,thepurposeoftheaudit,and
implicitbias.Thedebriefingconsistedoffirsttellingthestudentsaboutthedeceptioninvolvedinthe
activityandthenleadingaclassdiscussiononthecriteriathatstudentsusedtodetermineobjectivity
andstrengthofargumentfor thearticle theyread.Discussionconcludedwithafocusongender
implicitbiasgenerally,andtheimplicationsofimplicitgenderbiasspecifically.

Thisactivitywasusedintwodifferentcoursestodetermineifthereweredifferencesinhowitwas
receiveddependingonthecontextofthecourse.InIntroductiontoSociology,theactivityhappened
inclassduringtheweekwhenthetopicwasgender.InResearchMethods,theactivitywasintroduced
duringtheweekonreadingandinterpretingresearchandsourcesofinformation(howdoweknow
whatweknow?).ThemakeupoftheIntroductiontoSociologyclasswasmostlynon-majorswhereas
theResearchMethodsclasseswereallSociologyorCriminologymajors.Amajorityofstudentsin
allclasseswerefemale.TheprocessofhowtheactivitywasconductedinclassisshowninFigure1.

Sample
TheactivitydescribedherewasfirstusedinaverylargesectionofanIntroductiontoSociology
classandthenreplicatedinthreesectionsofanupperlevelsectionofaResearchMethodscourse.
Amongthe174studentsintheIntroductiontoSociologycourse,160consentedtoparticipatein
all researchactivitiesdone in the semester,14didnotconsent, anda totalof135 studentswho
consentedwerepresentinclassandparticipatedintheactivity.Acrossthethreesectionsofresearch
methods,amongthe77students,59consentedtoparticipate,18didnotconsent,and52students
who consentedparticipated in this activity.Descriptive statistics of the samples are provided in
Table1.TheIntroductiontoSociologycoursewasinFall2017,onesectionoftheresearchmethods
coursewasinFall2018,andtheothertwosectionsofResearchMethodswereinSpring2019.Two
faculty(thefirsttwoauthorsofthismanuscript)co-taughttheIntroductiontoSociologycourseand
individuallytaughtthesectionsofResearchMethods.

Measures 
Likertscalerankingsontheobjectivityandstrengthofargumentfromallthestudentswerecollected
inadditiontoqualitativedataincludingrationaleforLikertrankingandtworeflectionassignments.
Thestrengthofargumentquestionwasmeasuredthroughaquestionaskingthestudents“Howstrong
wastheargumentthathe/shemadeforgenderinequality?”witharatingfrom1(weak)to5(strong).
Theobjectivityoftheargumentwasmeasuredbyaskingthestudentstoanswer“Doyoubelievethat
he/shepresentedanobjectivesocialscienceargument?”witharatingfrom1(notatallobjective)to5
(completelyobjective).Followingeachofthesequestionsthestudentswereaskedtoprovidesupport
fortheirrating.Weincludedonlytworatingquestionstomaketheactivityconciseforstudents.

ThestudentsinResearchMethodscompletedareflectionassignmentimmediatelyfollowing
theexerciseandallstudentscompletedareflectionassignmentattheendofthesemester.These
reflectionsweretwotothree-pagewrittenresponsestoasetofpromptsprovidedbytheinstructors.
Someexamplepromptsinclude:Reflect back on the applied learning experience you participated 
in. What was the intention of the exercise (why did your instructor have you all do this)? Did the 
exercise and discussion to follow achieve that intention? Describe two ways in which the applied 
learning experience helped you to extend the information you learned in class to the real world. Did 
you think you had any implicit bias before you began this assignment? Or did the way you answered 
the questions on the assignment indicate any implicit bias? Why do you think that is?Sincethesame
reflectionquestionswerenotaskedofallstudents,wedidnotsystematicallyanalyzetheirreflections.
Wedidpulloutexamplesthatillustratedourmainpointsinthediscussionsectionbutdidnotinclude
informationfromthereflectionsintheresults.
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Analysis
Toevaluatedifferencesinratingsweranchi-squaredanalysescomparingresponsesontheLikert
ratingofobjectivityandstrengthofargumentacrossthosewith“Stephanie”andthosewith“Stephen.”
Weevaluatedtheseseparatelybycourseaswellascombined(presentedbelow).Wealsoincluded
qualitativeresponsesfromthestudentrationaleforratings.Thequalitativeinformationwasreviewed
andcodedformentionofgenderanddirectionofrationale(e.g.,womenaslessobjective).After
codingeachrationaleformentionofgender,weselectedstudentresponsesthatillustratedeachof
theresponsetypes(e.g.,womenaslessobjective).

Figure 1. Process of conducting gender audit activity
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RESULTS

Acrossallclasses,studentsratedtheauthorperceivedasmaleasmoreobjectivethantheauthor
perceivedasfemale,thoughtheresultswerenotstatisticallysignificant(chi-squared=4.071;p=.254).
Thechi-squaredanalysisresultsshowthat3.2%ofstudentswithStephanieasanauthorratedher
argumentas“notatallobjective”andnostudentswithStephenasanauthorratedhimas“notatall
objective.”Duetosmallcellsizes,werecodednotatallandslightly(1and2)intoasinglecategory
(2)torunthechi-squaredanalyses.Figure2graphicallyshowsthepercentofstudentsselectingeach
scorebyauthorgender.Whiletheresultswerenotstatisticallysignificant,thereisaclearpattern
indicatingmorestudentsratingStephanieaslessobjective(15.8%notatallorslightlycomparedto
just8.9%forStephen).Consideringtheratingsof4or5,approachingcompletelyobjective,justover
60%ratedStephanieinthiswaywhileover75%ratedStephenthisway.Therewerenosignificant
differencesinratingsofstrengthoftheargumentbyauthorgender.Interestingly,asshowninFigure
2,morestudentsratedStephanieashavingastrongargument(35.8%)comparedtoStephen(28.6%).
Thesefindingswereconsistentacrossallclasses.

Abi-variatecorrelationwasusedtodeterminetherelationshipbetweenstrengthofargument
andobjectivityandfoundaweakpositivecorrelation(Pearson’sR=.156;p=.034).

Whilethereisapatterninratingofobjectivitybyauthorgender,itwasnotnearlyaspronouncedas
anticipatedbasedonpreviousliteratureandthedifferencesacrossauthorgenderwerenotstatistically

Table 1. Univariate sample and activity descriptives and outcome measures

N %

Class

IntroductiontoSociology 135 72.2

ResearchMethods 52 27.8

StudentGender

Male 45 24.5

Female 139 75.5

AuthorGender

(Stephen)Male 91 48.9

(Stephanie)Female 95 51.1

ObjectivityScore

Notatall(1) 3 1.6

2 20 10.8

3 35 18.8

4 86 46.2

Completely(5) 42 22.6

StrengthScore

Weak(1) 0 0

2 3 1.6

3 24 12.8

4 100 53.5

Strong(5) 60 32.1
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significant.Tobetterunderstandthenuancesofhowthestudentswereinterpretingandratingthe
strengthandbiasoftheauthors’argument,weturnedtothefollow-uprationalethestudentsprovided
fortherating.Weexaminedtherationaleformentionsofgender(reportedinTable2)andthenselected
responsesthatillustratedthepatternswesawintherationalestodiscussbelow.Onestudentwrote:

Coontz seemed to control for several factors when assessing the wage gap and even rejected former 
comparisons by accounting for differences in hourly pay, race, education level, and class. However, 
I do realize she is a woman and may be biased in the research.

Anotherstudentwrote:

As a woman, I think it is difficult to approach the wage gap issue with a completely objective heart. I 
know for me personally, if I were writing a paper on the same topic, there would be some undertones 
of my own personal opinion bleeding through. However, this author does a really good job of bringing 
up valid points and research from the last few decades that suggests many groups are still not equal as 
far as pay despite societal efforts, and those gaps are more significant than many realize. So while the 
information she provides readers is fairly objective, the undertones of this article are not as objective.

Asthesequotesdemonstrate,studentsmayhaveratedStephanieandStephensimilarlybuthad
someconcernoverStephanie’sabilitytobeobjective.Whenconsideringtherationalefortherating
(whatstudentswrote),findingsindicatedmorenuancedopinionsongenderdifferencesinobjectivity.

Table2showsthecodedrationalefortheobjectivityratingstudentsgavethearticleexpressed
throughtheirwrittenrationalefor thescore theychose.Amajorityofstudents(82.61%)didnot
explicitlymentiontheauthors’genderintherationale.Ofthe32studentswhomentionedgenderin

Figure 2. Stacked bar chart of objectivity and strength scores by author gender
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theirrationale,over87%statedrationalesthatwerecodedaseithermen as more objective,orwomen 
as less objective.Somequotesexplicitlystatedthatmenweremoreobjectivethanwomen.Onestudent
wrote,“Ithinkthefactthattheauthorwasmaleinsteadoffemaleprovidedforanobjectiveopinion.”
Anotherstudentwrote,“Thiswaswrittenbyawhitemale,whichiswhothearticleistargetingsoto
say.SoIdon’tthinkthereismuchbiassinceheisexplaininghowhe’smakingmoremoney.”This
quotewasparticularlyinterestingbecausethestudentassumedtheauthor’sracewhiletherewasno
indicationtoindicatetheauthors’race.

Therewerenotanyinstancesofwomenbeingcompareddirectlytomenintermsofbeingmore
objective.Forexample,onestudentwrote,“Sheusedstatistics.Sincesheisawomen,thisproved
tousherpointsarebasedonresearchandnotbias.”Here,thestudentreferencestheauthor’sgender
andheruseofdatabutdoesnotmakeacomparisontobeingmoreobjectivethanaman.

Therewasonlyonequotethatwascategorizedasmen as less objective,thoughthisquotealso
illustratesthatstudentshadconflictingfeelingsongenderandobjectivity.Thisstudentstated:

I believe that the information may have been a little biased since it was a male who wrote the article 
but at the same time, it isn’t because he seems to provide valid points for the inequality that still exists.

The category women as less objective was the most populated category of those rationales
includinggenderbias.Afewquotesthatstoodoutwasonethatstated,“Itwasextremelyclearshe
holdsresentmenttowardallmen.Sheneglectedseveralprimenegativesinmen’slives,whilecherry
pickingpositives.Ironictohighlightdiscriminationusingdiscrimination.”Anotherstudentstated,
“Someofheropinionsmaybeduetothefactthatsheisfemale.”Thesequoteshelpreiteratethat
thoughgenderbiaseswerenotasapparentintheoverallobjectivityratingscoresgivenbystudents,
theirrationalestellusadifferentstoryofimplicitbiasesthatsomemayhave.

dISCUSSION

Weaccomplishedfourmainobjectiveswiththisaudit-styleexperientiallearningactivity:gauging
students’perceptionsofauthorsbasedongender,applyingtheconceptofbiastotheirownlearning,
exposingstudentstotopicalresearch,andexposingstudentstotheresearchprocessingeneral.This
activityisabeneficialwaytomakestudentsawareofthebiasestheyhaverelatedtogenderandhow
thosebiasesmayimpactthewaytheyinterpretinformation,whetheritisinthecollegeclassroom
orothersettings.Itisimportanttoteachstudentsaboutbiasgiventhatmostanticipateequalityin
theworkplace(Sipe,Johnson,&Fisher,2009).Overall,studentswhohadafemaleauthorratedher
argumentaslessobjectivethanstudentswithamaleauthor,thoughthenumericalratingswerenot
statisticallysignificantnorweretheyasdramaticasexpectedgiventherationalestudentsprovided.
Furthermore,therewasnorelationshipbetweenstrengthofargumentandauthorgender.Itisimportant

Table 2. Rationale for objectivity rating by mention of gender

N % % among those that mentioned gender

Nomentionofgenderbiasinrationale 152 82.61

Womenasobjective2 3 1.63 9.38

Womenlessobjective 18 9.78 56.25

Menmoreobjective 10 5.43 31.25

Menlessobjective 1 .54 3.13
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tonoteanargumentcouldbebothstrongandbiased,sothefactthattherewasnorelationshipbetween
strengthofargumentandauthorgenderdoesnotindicatealackofbias.

Wefoundthatwomen(whomadeupthemajorityofourstudents)andmenbothholdimplicit
biasestowardswomen,whichisconsistentwithpriorliteraturethatfoundthatbothmenandwomen
hold implicit biases favoringmen (Auspurg et al., 2017).Relatedly,Centra andGaubatz (2000)
exploredcollegecourseevaluationsandfoundthatfemalestudentsassignedhigherevaluationratings
forfemaleinstructorsthanmalestudentsinthesamecourse.However,whenonlymaleteacherswere
evaluated,nosignificantdifferenceswerefoundintheratingsbetweenmaleandfemalestudents.Inour
courses,eventhoughthestudentsweremostlyfemale,westillsawhigherratingsforStephenoverall.

Thisactivityencouragedstudentstoapplytheconceptofbiastotheirownlearningexperience
andthoughtfullyconsiderhowtheyinterpretinformationbasedonimplicitbiasestheyhaveabout
gender.Consideringones’implicitbiasescanhelpstudentsbetterunderstandthematerial(Morris&
Ashburn-Nardo,2009)andconsiderhowthesebiasesimpacttheirownbehavior(Rudman,2004).
Thiswasevidentinfollow-updiscussionsaswellaswhattheywroteintheirreflectionsinwhich
somestudentsacknowledgedimplicitbiasthattheyhadnotrealizedpriortotheexercise.Forother
students,itconfirmedthebiasesthattheyalreadyknewtheyhad(eveniftheydidn’texplicitlysay
that).Forexample,astudentwrote:

This applied learning experience has helped me identify the implicit bias I tend to have when reading 
research studies. The way the article was written to include the word choice gave off a vibe that a 
woman wrote it…I consciously read the article from a woman’s narrative. When I saw the author 
was a male, I was in disbelief.

Itisinterestingthatthisstudentthoughttheauthorwasfemalebasedonthewaythatthepiece
waswritten,whichitwas.Whenreplicatingthisstudy,takingapiecethatwasoriginallywrittenby
amaleauthorwouldprovideanimportantcontrast.

Duetohowtheactivitywasimplemented,itallowedforaclassroomdiscussionofgenderbias
thatmayhavebeendifficulttocaptureusingotherteachingtechniquessuchasalecture,providing
anin-classexample,orlookingatsurveydata.Whileimplicitbiaswasevidentinclassdiscussion,
studentsexhibitedmoreovertgenderbiasinwrittencomments.Itisimportanttonoteherethatmost
students(over80%)didnotmentiongenderintheirwrittenrationaleatall.Beyondthescoringof
biasandstrengthandrationale,wefoundthatthisactivityhelpedstudentsrealizethattheymayhave
implicitbiasesandtoapplytheconceptsfromthecourse(genderinequality,implicitbiases)totheir
lives.Itwasapparentthroughdiscussionandreflectionthatthestudentsweretakingthistaskquite
seriously.Onestudentwrote:

Now after learning of what had been done with changing the name of the authors it does make me 
question if the way I answered the questions had something to do with the gender of the author without 
me fully thinking about that. 

Relatedly,anotherstudentwrote:

I have always been one to jump to conclusions about a situation happening and what is happening 
in that situation, but now I can use this knowledge to make more meaningful observations about 
situations in the world before I jump to conclusions…. While I wouldn’t have known of this implicit 
bias I have without this exercise, I can now understand that it’s there and try to refrain from jumping to 
conclusions based on that bias, because you never know, there may be very prominent male advocates 
for gender equality, and some females who feel that gender inequality isn’t an issue. 
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Wesawsimilarthemesinthereflectionsofstudentsnotthinkingtheyhadimplicitbias,andthen
discoveringtheydidasaresultoftheactivity.

Thisin-classactivityexposedstudentstoresearchonthewagegap(IntroductiontoSociology)or
demonstratedthevalueofevaluatingsources(ResearchMethods),dependingonthecourse.Ingeneral,
activelearninglikewhatwedidinthisactivityaidsstudentsingainingadeeperunderstandingof
thematerial(Davis&Arend,2012;Luna&Winters,2017;McKinney,2007).Wefeelthatgiventhe
reading,questions,andthenlengthyinclassdiscussions(inallclasses)thestudentswereexposedto
thematerialandmostleftwithamorein-depthunderstanding.Thisisconsistentwiththefindingsof
MorrisandAshburn-Nardo(2010).Manystudentsusedthisactivityindiscussingwhattheylearned
inclassintheirendingreflectionassignments.Inoneexample,astudentwrote:

The article we read in class [where] the author’s gender had been altered, or not, to see if it would 
alter our opinions was an interesting experiment. I think it applied what we had learned over the 
course as a whole by letting us see if we did prejudge a person’s opinion passed [sic] on the gender. 
Personally, I prejudged that his opinions and motives based off mine being a male name, and being 
less bias. Which is unlike me, because I know there is more to a name than gender. It doesn’t take a 
sociological imagination to know it is wrong to judge someone by the gender associated with a name. 

Thissumsuphowthisoneactivitycontributedtotheirlearningoverthecourseofthesemester.
Anotherstudentwroteabouthowthegenderauditactivityhelpedhimtomorecriticallyevaluate
sources.Hewrote:

After experiencing [the activity] it has left me with a little added awareness to things that I read. I 
honestly did not even read the author’s name while responding to the article until the questions began 
asking about the author’s possible bias. Now I often inspect new information with more vigilance 
and care to ensure that I can get the most out of the information.

Thisactivityprovided thestudentswitha realexampleofwhat it is like tobeapartof the
research process (e.g., informed consent, useof deception, debriefing). Involving undergraduate
studentsinresearchisahighimpactpracticethatleadstostudentsuccess(Kilgo,EzellSheets,&
Pascarella,2015).Studentsreactedquitestronglytothiscomponentoftheactivityasquiteafew
feltdeceived.Thestrongreactionsprovidedforveryengageddiscussionsofthewagegapandof
researchethicsandprocesses.Giventhatwehadalreadydiscussedinformedconsentandtheuseof
deceptioninresearchineachofthecourses,wewereabletoreferbacktothatinformationandgive
themanexampleofwhendeceptionisappropriateandthecriteriaforusingit(mustbenecessary
forresearchgoals,usedtothemostlimitedextentpossible,neverusingdeceptionaboutpotential
harm,andalwaysdebriefing)(Neuman,2011).Wealsodiscussedhowusinganauditstudywasthe
bestmethodologyforthisparticularresearchquestionratherthanin-depthinterviewsorsurveys.In
discussionandreflections,studentscommentedonhowthismethodologyenabledthemtolearnthe
material.Onestudentwrote:

I thought the coolest part of her study was how she had to use deception to get the most accurate 
answers…[the] study gave me a more realistic idea of the good and bad associated with the research 
process which is more than I may have gotten from the textbook or in class lectures. 

Anotherstudentwrote,“Thisexercisehelpedmetoextendmyknowledgefromclassof the
methodstakentowriteascholarlyarticleorresearchpaperandtheresearchdesignused”,indicating
thisactivityfamiliarizedthemwiththeentireresearchprocess.Studentswereabletoexperiencethe
debriefingprocessandtalkabouttheexperienceofbeingpartofaresearchstudy.
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Limitations
Thecontextofhowthisactivitywasdoneareveryimportant,thoughsignificantdifferenceswerenot
foundacrossclasses.Fortheintroductiontosociologyclass,theactivitywasimplementedduring
theweekongenderaswellasadministeredinperson.GiventhatthestudentsintheIntroductionto
Sociologyclassroomdidnotcompletethereflectionuntiltheendofthesemesterandtheactivity
tookplaceinweeksevenofsixteen,thesalienceoftheactivitymayhavebeendiminished.Infuture
applications,reflectionexerciseswouldbeusefulimmediatelyfollowingtheactivityandattheend
ofthesemester,whichiswhatwasdonewhenthisactivitywasusedintheresearchmethodscourse.
Infutureintroductoryclasses,moretimeshouldbespentdiscussingbiasandobjectivityasinsome
instancesitwasclearthestudentswereconfusedastowhatthesetermsmean.Twostudentresponses
wereexcludedasitwasclearthattheydidnotunderstandthetermobjectivity.Inallclasses,for
somestudentsthisactivityreinforcedtheirbeliefthattheyarenotbiased.Theypointedtoevidence
asmitigatingpotentialauthorbiasforfemaleauthors.Forexample,onestudentwrote:

I do not think I had any implicit bias before the assignment because the author seemed knowledgeable 
in her argument regardless of her gender. I noted she presented enough evidence to assure her stance 
was due to data and not a breach of professionality.

Fortheresearchmethodsclasses,theactivitywasgivenduringaweekthatwasnotspecifically
focusedongenderanditwasadministeredonline.TheUniversitywasclosedforfiveweeksinthe
aftermathofamajorweathereventinFall2018.Asaresult,alargeamountofinstructionaltime
waslost,andtherewasnotenoughclassroomtimetodevotetotheactivity,soitwasdoneoutside
ofclass.Itisalsoimportanttoacknowledgestudentandinstructorcharacteristics.Giventhatthe
majorityofstudentsinallclasseswerefemale,wewereunabletoanalyzetheimpactofstudentgender.
Whilethisisalimitation,itisalsoveryinterestingasitshowsthatwomen,inadditiontomen,also
holdimplicitbiasestowardwomen.Additionally,thegenderoftheinstructormayhaveimpacted
thestudy.Allclassesweretaughtbythesametwofemalefacultywithafemaleteachingassistant.
Researchhassuggestedthatfindingsongenderbiasvarydependingonthemeasurementtoolused
(Rivera&Tilcsik,2016).Itispossiblethatour5-pointLikertscalewasnotsensitiveenoughtofully
capturegenderbias.

Future Applications
Thisactivitycanbeadaptedtoavarietyofcoursesandusedtoexploreotherimplicitbiases.Itcan
bereplicatedwithothersocialstatuses,suchasalteringtheauthor’snametoindicatecertainraces,
nationalities,orstatus.Forexample,someone’sstatuscouldbeindicatedbytheiracademicaffiliation.
OneauthorcouldbefromanIvyLeagueschoolwithnamerecognitionwhereastheotherauthor
couldbefromacommunitycollege.Intersectionalitycouldalsobeexploredbycombininggender
withothersocialstatuses,whichwouldhavetheaddedbenefitofmoreaccuratelyreflectingthelived
experienceof inequalityandbias.Furthermore,sinceall faculty implementingthisactivitywere
female,itwouldbeinterestingtoseeifsimilarresultsareachievedwhenmalefacultyimplement
thisactivity.Lastly,thisactivitycouldbeadaptedforonlinecoursessimilarlytothewaytheresearch
methodsclassesweregiventheactivity.

Sincewefirstusedthisactivityinaunitongenderinequality,itmadesenseforustohavestudents
readanarticleonthegenderpaygap.Inthefuture,itwouldbeinterestingtouseanarticleonadifferent
topicunrelatedtogendertodetermineifstudentswouldstillbebiasedagainstthefemaleauthor.

Wecreated thisaudit-styleactivity togaugestudentbias;and teachstudentsaboutbias, the
researchprocess,andresearchonthewagegapandhowtoevaluatesources.Thisprojectisuniquein
thatithadtwocomplementaryparts:wenotonlyusedthegenderauditactivityasateachingtoolto
teachstudentsaboutboththeresearchprocessandbias,butwealsocollecteddatafromourstudents
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onhowgenderbiasimpactsperceptionsofobjectivityandusedthatinformationtostartadiscussion
about objectivity and bias. Through the experiential learning activity as well as discussion and
reflectionsthatfollowed,wefoundthatmanystudentswereoperatingwithimplicitbiases.Students
welcomedtheopportunitytoapplythecoursematerialsinwaysthatfeltconcreteandallowedfora
deeperunderstandingofcoursecontentrelatedtoimplicitbiasandobjectivity.
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completedtheassignmentonlinethoughthecourseswerealltaughtinafacetofaceformat.

2 Wehavelabeledthisas“womenasobjective”becausethestudentresponsesweremakingthecasethat
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