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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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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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