
 
 

Implicit Bias and Course Evaluations 
 

This guide is intended to support students interested in intentionally disrupting implicit bias when 
completing course evaluations. 

 
Implicit or unconscious bias refers to the information, attitudes, and stereotypes that affect how we 
process information subconsciously. Implicit biases surface when situations trigger mental reactions 
that influence our behavior.  Implicit biases are not related to our conscious intentions, yet they can 
affect the way we evaluate an individual’s performance, form judgments, and evaluate the quality of 
our experiences and interactions. 
 

How Can Implicit Bias Affect How I Assess My Courses? 
 

• Biases are more likely to surface when the basis for our judgement is vague or subjective.1 Biased 
assessment is also more likely during anonymous surveys, where there is no feedback or 
accountability for the judgments we make.2 

 
• Certain emotional states (anger, fatigue, stress, multitasking) can cause expedience bias, the 

tendency to make stereotyped judgments of stigmatized group members, even if the source of the 
emotion has nothing to do with the current situation.3 

 

Ex.: A sheriff’s deputy a young black female law student to step out of a line of attorneys waiting 
to enter the courtroom and asks her whether she is the defendant in the case. 

 
• Similarity Bias occurs when we use character to explain negative behavior from members of our 

"Out Group”, and use situational factors to explain the same behavior from a member of our "In 
Group".4 

 

Ex.: When a peer of a different race or gender misses a deadline it seems to be because they are 
“lazy” or not working hard enough. However, when a peer of our own race or gender misses a 
deadline, it seems to be because they are "over-tasked" or having a bad day. 

• Cognitive Bias occurs when a small number of good or bad traits leads a reviewer to assume that 
all of an actor’s traits are correspondingly good or bad. 

 

Ex.: A new law associate of color initially struggled to meet performance expectations after 
replacing an associate with more experience.  Even after a year in the job, the associate of color 
is still given hyper-critical feedback when adequately delivering basic content. 
 

• Recency or Distance Bias is the tendency to place too much emphasis on experiences that are 
freshest in your memory.4 
 

Ex.: When a jury hears the final lawyer's closing argument before being dismissed to deliberate 
and fixates on the lawyer’s arguments more so than the other evidence presented during the 
trial. 

 



 
 
 

How Can I Disrupt Implicit Bias When Completing Course Evaluations? 
 

Here are five research-based strategies that may help mitigate the influence of implicit bias on 
decisions and actions: 
 

1. Acknowledge the risk of bias clouding assessment. Awareness of implicit bias alone is not 
enough to disrupt its impact, however, when decision makers become conscious of the 
potential for prejudice, they often attempt to correct for it.5 
 

2. Reflect before making your assessment. Clear your mind and focus on the task at hand. 
Individuals interested in minimizing the impact of implicit bias on their judgments should 
actively engage in thoughtful, deliberative information processing before evaluating another’s 
performance.7 

 
3. Look for Similarities. Humans tend to judge those whom they perceive as different for harshly. 

Find something you have in common with the person you are evaluating before giving feedback 
or making your assessment.4 
 

4. Be Specific. Detail what a person said or did using descriptive words (rather than judgement 
words) as evidence in making your assessment. Focusing on specific information makes the 
individual more salient in your assessment than the person’s social category (e.g., race or 
gender).6 

 
5. State your reasoning before expressing your opinion. Describing how you formed your 

conclusion before stating your position creates an opportunity for self-critique.7 
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