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THE TEACHER I

My Professor is a Partisan Hack: How Perceptions
of a Professor’s Political Views Affect Student
Course Evaluations

April Kelly-Woessner, Elizabethtown College
Matthew C. Woessner, Penn State, Harrisburg

I n recent years, a number of prominent
political commentators have raised
concerns about the lack of ideological
diversity on college campuses (Shapiro
2004; Black 2004; Kors and Silvergate
1999; Kimball 1998). Among other accu-
sations, they claim that liberal college
professors may actually penalize students
for expressing conservative opinions by
assigning them lower marks on exams
and assignments (Horowitz 2003; Hebel
2004). Their concern is not without
merit. Researchers have found that, when
evaluating a colleague’s research, college
professors are more critical of work that
contradicts their own views (Mahoney
1977). 1t is logical to assume that the
same bias influences professors’ evalua-
tions of students’ arguments. It is also
reasonable to expect that students,
charged with the important task of evalu-
ating their professors, are vulnerable to
their own ideological biases.

While the biased evaluation of stu-
dents by faculty has received some atten-
tion, researchers have yet to consider the
effect that students’ ideological views
have on evaluations of faculty members,
despite the considerable weight given to
student evaluations in tenure and promo-
tion decisions. We attempt to remedy this
oversight by examining the effect that
students’ perceptions of professors’ ideol-
ogies have on their experiences in the
classroom and, correspondingly, their
assessments of the professors’ perfor-
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mance. We conclude by offering some
recommendations for faculty members
and for those charged with interpreting
student evaluations for the purpose of

tenure and promotion.

Politics and Religion in
Polite Company

According to a familiar axiom, one
should never discuss politics or religion
in polite company. Alternative versions
warn against discussing the sensitive top-
ics among friends or in the workplace.
The general claim is that these are sensi-
tive, or even explosive, topics. Yet for
those of us in academia, our very liveli-
hood depends on our ability to discuss
these unmentionables with large groups
of diverse individuals on a routine basis.
It is unrealistic to believe that our cap-
tive audience always agrees with our
interpretations of the evidence or our
policy recommendations. Nevertheless,
when our students disagree with our
claims, our position of authority gener-
ally prevents them from launching the
sort of heated challenges one might en-
counter elsewhere. Still, we must ask, to
what extent are their objections bubbling
beneath the surface? At the very least,
we ought to consider whether expression
of our own political views creates an
uncomfortable environment for some of
our students.

The fact that political scientists have
neglected to study the role that ideologi-
cal differences play in the interactions
between students and professors is rather
surprising, given what we already know
about the cognitive biases that the setting
is likely to invoke. Across a variety of
situations, researchers have discovered
that individuals often engage in rather
elaborate thought processes in order to
discredit information and sources that
challenge previously held beliefs (John-
son 1996; Lundgren and Prislin 1998;
Jonas et al. 2001). People resist informa-
tion that challenges their own political
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beliefs and values, either by avoiding
counterarguments' (Frey 1986; Hol-
lander 1994; 1996), by seeking out con-
firmatory information (Huckfeldt and
Sprague 1987), or by subjecting disso-
nant arguments to an unusually high
level of scrutiny (Savitsky, Epley, and
Gilovich 2001; Lord et al. 1979) and
counter argumentation (Zuwerink and
Devine 1996; Lapinski and Boster 2001).
For example, in one study, participants
are asked to read articles on the pros and
cons of the death penalty and then to rate
the articles in terms of credibility. The
findings confirm that subjects are far
more critical of the article espousing
viewpoints different from their own,
more easily identifying flaws in the arti-
cle and questioning the validity of the
author’s conclusions (Lord, Ross, and
Leeper 1979). In a more recent study,
Lapinski and Boster (2001) find that sub-
jects’ efforts to discount counter attitudi-
nal messages lead them to disparage the
source of the information.

In a classroom setting, students do not
have the option of avoiding counter atti-
tudinal statements. While we expect that
students desire to maintain preexisting
beliefs,” they also wish to obtain good
grades (Valle et al. 2003) and, hence,
cannot skip classes or simply tune out
professors’ arguments. Unable to avoid
counter attitudinal messages, students
must either accept or attempt to discredit
them. The first option may be difficult
for the students if the message contra-
dicts their deeply held views and per-
sonal values. Students may experience
“cognitive dissonance” (Festinger 1957)
or discomfort as previously held convic-
tions seem incompatible with new evi-
dence. On the other hand, students may
simply believe that their professors are
incorrect and outright dismiss counter
attitudinal claims. In either case, these
encounters are likely to influence stu-
dents’ classroom experiences. Students
who are confronted with counter attitudi-
nal arguments may view their instructors
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as inhospitable to their own viewpoint,
may dismiss instructors as biased, unreli-
able sources of information, and may
make harsh disparaging judgments about
their instructors in an attempt to discredit
challenging messages. Accordingly, we
expect that those students who perceive
that their own views are in conflict with
those of their instructors will have a
more negative educational experience
and will evaluate their courses and in-
structors accordingly.

Research Design

The greatest obstacle to studying the
effects of political ideology in the class-
room is a lack of relevant data. Despite
the fact that colleges routinely collect
course evaluation statistics, these assess-
ments offer no useful information about
partisan interactions in the classroom.
Conversely, some surveys examine the
distribution of partisanship on college
campuses but provide no corollary data
on course evaluations and classroom in-
teractions. As it is impossible to fuse
disjointed datasets, we placed a survey
instrument into the field that asked stu-
dents to evaluate their courses and assess
their professors’ political views.

The distribution of the survey instru-
ment occurred over three successive
semesters beginning with two small, ex-
perimental distributions in the spring and
fall of 2004. We followed these initial
surveys, circulated in political science
classes at Elizabethtown College and
Penn State, Harrisburg, with a large-scale
national survey of college students en-
rolled in political science courses. To do
so, we contacted 200 political science
instructors, randomly selected from the
faculty directory of the American Politi-
cal Science Association, and asked them
to return a self-addressed prepaid post-
card indicating whether they would be
willing to distribute surveys to their un-
dergraduate classes. Sixty-six instructors
returned the postcard. Of those, 27
agreed to participate in the study, 16 in-
dicated they were not teaching under-
graduate courses, and 22 declined to
participate outright. One affirmative re-
sponse arrived too late to be included in
the study.

Altogether, 30 instructors distributed
the survey instrument to their undergrad-
uate political science classes, producing a
sample of 1,385 students. In the three
waves of the study, instructors from 29
colleges and universities took part in the
data collection, including faculty from 18
states. Approximately half of the partici-
pating professors teach at private institu-
tions. The average class contained 20
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students. Since some professors surveyed
multiple classes, the average professor
returned 46 student surveys. To protect
the anonymity of the participants, the
individual surveys bore no unique identi-
fiers. Consequently, while it is possible
to provide an aggregate description of
the participating schools (grouping re-
spondents by class or instructor), it is
impossible to match survey groups to
specific faculty participants.

The survey instrument contained sev-
eral commonly used measures of class-
room experience and evaluation of the
course. Some of these items asked stu-
dents for an overall assessment of the
course and instructor.’> The remaining
evaluation measures asked students to
rank the faculty members on a number
of more specific characteristics, such as
openness to diverse viewpoints, efforts
to create a comfortable learning environ-
ment, and objectivity. The overall as-
sessment measures and several of the
more specific survey questions were
modeled after the widely used IDEA
evaluation forms.* In addition to ques-
tions about the course experience, stu-
dents indicated their own partisanship
and ideological leanings as well as those
of their professors. Students also indi-
cated their level of confidence in rating
their professors’ ideologies.

Students’ Perceptions of
Professors’ Political Views

Overall, student respondents are confi-
dent in their ability to judge their profes-
sors’ political leanings. Only 11% of the
students surveyed report that they are
“not at all confident” in rating their in-
structors’ ideology, while 15% are “posi-
tive,” 32% are “very confident,” and
40% are “somewhat confident.” A simple
one-way ANOVA supports our assertion
that students have some ability to judge
professors’ political leanings. If students
are merely guessing, we could expect to
see little difference between ratings of
various professors.5 However, there is
significant variance between professors
(F(29, 1168) = 29.03, p < .001) with
the overall ideological score per profes-
sor ranging from very liberal (1.68, n =
35) to fairly conservative (3.90, n = 94).
Of the 30 professors included in the
study, the students rate 23 (77%) to be
left of center, while only seven (23%)
are rated to the right of center. Our sur-
vey respondents’ perceptions of their fac-
ulty are consistent with a recent national
survey of college faculty, in which 81%
of political science professors define
themselves as liberal (Rothman, Lichter,
and Nevitte 2005).

It is also apparent from our survey
that college professors vary in the degree
to which they convey their political
views to their students. For some profes-
sors, students report that they are very
confident in their ability to identify ideo-
logical views. One student even writes in
the margins of the survey, “He tells us
every day. He’s a Libertarian.” For other
professors, students are notably less cer-
tain. On a four-point scale, students’
confidence in rating the professors’ ideol-
ogies range among individual professors
from an average of 1.9 (n = 35), indicat-
ing relative uncertainty, to 3.0 (n = 72),
indicating relative certainty.

Students’ ratings of the professors’ par-
tisan affiliations are consistent with their
rankings of ideology. However, students
seem more willing to place the professor
at extreme ends of the partisan scale than
at extreme ends of the ideological scale.®
Students who do not completely under-
stand what ideology means may be in-
clined to choose positions at the center of
the scale as a default position. Since we
surveyed students near the end of the se-
mester in a political science class, how-
ever, we expect that most have some
understanding of political ideology.
Therefore, the difference between ideol-
ogy and partisan ratings are, in all likeli-
hood, a byproduct of question wording.
For the far ends of the ideology scale,
students may choose the options of “ex-
treme conservative” or “extreme liberal.”
For the far ends of the partisanship scale,
the options are “strong Democrat” or
“strong Republican.” The word “extreme
has a more negative connotation than the
word “strong” and students may hesitate
to label someone as an “extremist.”

Beyond the apparent similarities be-
tween the politics of our sample and the
leanings of political science faculty at
large, we do have one additional indica-
tor that bolsters our assertion that stu-
dents can judge the ideological
disposition of their professors. Whereas
the student surveys contain no indepen-
dent measure of the instructors’ politics,
collectively the surveys do provide an
objective measure of the students’ ideol-
ogy. Since each student survey contains
an ideological self-placement score, the
collective ideological disposition of the
class is simply an average of the individ-
ual surveys within the class. By compar-
ing the average ideological disposition of
each class to the students’ subjective
ideological assessment of their class-
mates, it is possible to determine whether
the assessments of their peers bear any
relationship to reality. The link between
perceptions of classroom ideology and
the actual classroom ideology are dem-
onstrated in Table 1.

(L)
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Table 1

Linear Mixed Model Predicting Perceptions of Classmate
Ideology*

Independent Variables (Fixed Effects) B Std Error t Sig
(Constant) —0.066 0.347 -0.192 0.849
Actual Classmates’ Ideology 1.099 0.125 8.797 0.000
Perceived Professor’s Ideology 0.063 0.019 3.214 0.001
Respondent’s Ideology -0.175 0.021 -8.461 0.000

*Classroom variations modeled as the basis for random effects.

We hypothesized that students’ assess-
ments of class ideology would vary
based on perceptions of the professor’s
ideology and the respondents’ appraisals
of their own ideological beliefs. Notwith-
standing our suspicion that students
could gauge their classmates’ views, it
seemed reasonable to assume that other
more visible indicators would color their
perceptions of the classroom. The results
outlined in Table 1 lend credence to this
position. Not surprisingly, the objective
measure of classmates’ actual ideologies
stands out as one of two key predictors
in the model, with a more conservative
group of classmates leading to corre-
sponding assessments of their classmates.
Students’ perceptions of the professor
also appear to affect evaluations of the
class as a whole. Contrary to our expec-
tations, students do not appear to project
their own ideological leanings onto their
classmates. The negative correlation be-
tween respondent’s ideology and per-
ceived classmates’ ideology indicates
that, the more conservative a student, the
more she tends to view her classmates as
liberal.

The sheer strength of the relationship
between actual classmates’ ideology and
perceived classmates’ ideology is, to
some extent, surprising. After observing
three months of lectures, we were confi-
dent that students could guess the ideo-
logical leanings of their professors.
However, gauging the dispositions of
one’s classmates requires a collective
ideological assessment with relatively
little information. Students presumably
speak far less often than the instructor
does. Accordingly, if students are capable
of making reasonable assessments of
their classmates’ beliefs with compara-
tively few observations, it seems all the
more plausible that, over the course of a
semester, respondents can accurately
gauge the ideological disposition of their
professors.

Finally, while the data seems to sup-
port our assertion that students are capa-
ble of judging their professors’ political
leanings, we recognize that some instruc-
tors will successfully conceal their per-

sonal beliefs. However, whether students
can accurately label their professors is
not of fundamental importance for our
analysis. Rather, we are primarily inter-
ested in the effect that students’ percep-
tions of instructors’ political views have
on their experiences in the classroom.
Even when perceptions and reality are
not congruent, it is the students’ assess-
ments that most influence their educa-
tional experience.

Evaluation based on Ratings
of Professors’
Ideology/Partisanship

The results listed in Table 2 provide
simple correlations between course as-
sessment variables and perceptions of
professors’ ideology/partisanship. While
a linear effects model would more accu-
rately account for the nested structure of
the data (see footnote 1), what is gained
in precision with HLM modeling is lost
in simplicity. We did conduct a series of
hierarchical linear models using the
“MIXED” command in SPSS, with class-
room modeled as a random effect. We

found that the relationships demonstrated
in a simple correlation matrix were re-
markably consistent with the results from
the mixed models, with a few notable
exceptions. We note these exceptions
with superscripts in both Table 2 and
Table 3 and limit our discussion of the
results to relationships that are statisti-
cally significant with both procedures.
Perceptions of professors’ political
orientations do appear to influence stu-
dent evaluations of the course. Specifi-
cally, students rate faculty members who
they perceived to be liberals more favor-
ably on a number of faculty characteris-
tics measures. As a whole, students are
more likely to report that liberal profes-
sors “‘encourage students to express their
own viewpoints,” and “work to provide a
comfortable learning environment.”
When professors are perceived as either
liberal or Democrats, students are more
likely to believe that their instructor
“cares about students and their success.”
Notwithstanding concerns that liberal
instructors may penalize conservative
students for their views, the data indicate
that Democratic professors are more
often perceived to grade assignments
“fairly and consistently.” Although this
relationship is not statistically significant
among Republican students, the absence
of a correlation in this subpopulation is
inconsistent with allegations of system-
atic grading bias. Nevertheless, when
interpreting this characterization, re-
searchers should exert a degree of cau-
tion. Perceptions of fairness may or may
not be a reflection of true evenhanded-
ness in the grading of assignments. If
conservative professors grade more
harshly, students may perceive them as

Table 2
Correlation of Professors’ Political Views and Student
Experience
Faculty Faculty Ideological Partisan
Ideology Party Extremity Extremity
Faculty Characteristics
Objective Presentation .088**2 .092**2 -.157** —-.058*@
Encourages Viewpoints -.067* -.008 .039 .027
Grades Fairly -.067*2 -.065* .020 .036
Comfortable Environment —-.096™ —.041 .052 .003
Cares about Students -.116** —-.059* .021 -.010
Overall Assessment
Increased Interest -.029 .021 .030 -.048°
Recommend to Others —.054*2@ .000 .008 —-.031
Course Rating .021 .065* .008 —-.058*
Instructor Rating -.042 .006 —-.006 -.043

Note: Figures are Pearson correlation coefficients. See Appendix A for variable de-

scriptions. * p < .05., ** p < .01

aCorrelation not supported by a simple linear mixed model.
bCorrelation supported by simple linear mixed model.
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Table 3

Correlation of Professor/Student
Difference and Student Experience

dents’ experiences differ
based on their assess-
ments of the professor’s
beliefs.

While students report

Id-eological F.’artisan different experiences in
Difference _ Difference the classroom based on
Faculty Characteristics their perceptions of the
Objective Presentation -.049P -.094* instructor’s ideology and
Encourages Viewpoints -.052° -.057* partisanship, it is impor-
Grades Fairly .007 —.054 tant to note that the statis-
Comfortable Environment -.035 —.066*2 tically significant results
Cares about Students -.049 -.078** are generally confined to
OverEl AesEasima: specific assessments of
. - faculty performance and
Increased Interest —.055* —.128** not to overall assessments
gce)ﬁ(::em;:t?néo Others :gg;* :1132** of the course or the in-
Instructor Rating —:067* _: 146 structor. Whereas instruc-

tors who are perceived to

Note: Figures are Pearson correlation coefficients.
See Appendix A for variable descriptions. * p < .05,

*p < .01

@Correlation not supported by a simple linear mixed
model with classroom variations modeled as random

effects.

bCorrelation supported by simple linear mixed model
with classroom modeled as a random effect.

“unfair” in contrast to other professors. It
is unclear whether students’ perceptions
of fairness in grading are accurate reflec-
tions of actual grading impartiality, or
simply a reflection of whether the stu-
dent received a grade that was favorable.
The ideological /partisan differences
observed in Table 2 do not necessarily
reveal fundamental differences between
liberal and conservative faculty. Again,
some may argue that the relationships
noted above occur because liberal pro-
fessors bring different qualities to the
classroom than do conservative instruc-
tors. While this may be true, there is
some evidence that students’ perceptions
also have an effect independent of the
instructor. We find significant correla-
tions between evaluations and ideology
for individual professors. For example,
among 92 students taking the same in-
structor, those who perceive the instruc-
tor to be more liberal also report that
the instructor works better to provide a
more comfortable learning environment
(Pearson’s R = —.241, p < .05). While
not all of the overall correlations are
observable for each individual professor,
in part due to the small sample sizes for
some, the fact that some relationships
are significant for some individual in-
structors is evidence that observed dif-
ferences in classroom environment
cannot be attributed to faculty character-
istics alone. Liberals may conduct their
classrooms differently than do conserva-
tives. Yet, it appears also to be the case
that, within individual classrooms, stu-
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be liberals or Democrats
may cultivate a better
image with their students,
there is no convincing
evidence that these spe-
cific characteristics trans-
late into stronger overall
assessments of the course.
When the nested nature of
the data is taken into ac-
count with hierarchical linear models,
none of the overall assessment variables
appear to be related to perceptions of
professors’ political orientations.” Even if
the Pearson correlation coefficients are
reliable, only one of the two overall as-
sessment measures works to the advan-
tage of left-leaning faculty, since the
correlations indicate that professors per-
ceived as Republicans are more likely to
receive higher overall course ratings than
are those perceived as Democrats. Again,
these numbers should be interpreted with
caution, given the results of the mixed
models procedure.

The third and fourth columns in
Table 2 represent the effect of students’
perceptions of the strength of their pro-
fessors’ political views on course assess-
ment. The “extremity” variables are
simply folded variables, such that a score
of “0” represents someone in the center
of the ideological /partisan scale, “1”
represents a weak ideological /partisan
rating, and “2” represents a rating at the
extreme end of the scale. Whereas as-
sessments of some faculty characteristics
are correlated with perceived ideology/
partisanship, individual traits have little
relationship to the observed strength of
the professors’ convictions. Only percep-
tions of bias relate to ideological extrem-
ity, with students reporting that stronger
ideologues are less objective in the class-
room. Additionally, students are more
critical of a course when it is taught by
an instructor they view as highly
partisan.

Evaluation based on
Perception of Student/
Professor Partisan Difference

Students’ experiences in a course may
be, in part, a byproduct of the students’
own political views. Accordingly, we
examined classroom assessments in light
of the perceived distance between a
respondent’s politics and those of the
professor. Since students are more ideo-
logically diverse than are college profes-
sors, a significant number of them will
find themselves at odds with viewpoints
expressed by the instructor.

The results of our analysis confirm
that students are more ideologically di-
verse than are their professors.® Of the
student survey respondents, 570 (43%)
identify themselves as liberal, 383 (29%)
label themselves as moderate, and the
remaining 380 (29%) self-identify as
conservative.” The larger number of lib-
eral students than conservative students
may partially explain why liberal profes-
sors received more favorable ratings for
the faculty characteristics listed in
Table 2.

Our survey results do provide some
evidence that students’ own ideological
ratings are related to their ratings of their
professors’ ideologies (Pearson’s R =
182, p < .01). Similarly, students’ as-
sessments of professors’ party identifica-
tions are correlated with students’ own
identifications (Pearson’s R = .169, p <
.01). There are several explanations for
why this may occur. It may be the case
that professors are having an effect on
students and are altering their political
views. However, it is also possible that
students are projecting their views onto
the professor. Finally, it is possible that
students are more likely to take courses
with politically likeminded professors,
preferring to minimize exposure to views
that contradict their own. While the rela-
tionship between student ideology and
perceptions of the professor’s ideology is
certainly worthy of study, it is beyond
the scope and limitations of our data to
explain this observation. Rather, we limit
our focus to the problem of attitude in-
congruence. That is, when attitudes be-
tween professor and student fail to align,
what is the effect on the student’s class-
room experience?

In order to assess ideological differ-
ence, we compared students’ self-ratings
on the partisan/ideological scales to their
placement of the professor on the same
scale. A difference measure of “0” indi-
cates that the students believe their polit-
ical affiliations are identical to those of
their professor. A difference measure of
“4” indicates that the students placed
themselves and the professor at opposite
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ends of the 5-point partisan/ideological
scale.!”

Of the 1,314 valid survey question-
naires, 462 students (35%) place them-
selves and the professor at identical
locations on the ideological scale, 545
(42%) report a difference score of “17,
and the remaining 307 (23%) respondents
indicate that they differ from their profes-
sor by two or more points.!! Since stu-
dents were more willing to place
themselves and their professors at the far
ends of the partisanship scale, there is
greater variance in the measure of parti-
san difference. While a significant num-
ber (30%) of respondents still place
themselves and the professor at identical
locations, 35% of subjects indicate that
they are at least two points above or
below the professor on the party identifi-
cation scale. Seven percent of students
surveyed place the professor and them-
selves at the opposite ends of the party
scale, while less than 2% of students in-
dicate such strong ideological difference.

The measures of student/professor
ideological and partisan difference
correlate with a number of faculty-
characteristic scores and all of the overall
assessment measures. In all cases, greater
ideological /partisan difference results in
more negative course evaluations (see
Table 3). As expected, partisanship differ-
ence results in stronger correlations than
does ideological difference due to the
greater variance in this variable. Accord-
ingly, students perceive professors to be
less objective as the partisan difference
score increases. When students perceive
that professors differ from them in parti-
san affiliation, they are also more likely
to indicate that the professors do not care
about students. Finally, greater partisan
differences result in lower ratings of the
instructors’ openness to diverse view-
points. These results are consistent with
the research on confirmation bias. Stu-
dents are less comfortable with the
classroom environment when counter
attitudinal messages are the norm. They
attempt to discredit the information pre-
sented by reasoning that professors are
biased and not trustworthy sources of
information. Additionally, they appear to
denigrate the source of the information
and conclude that professors do not care
about students and their success.

All of the overall assessment variables
are statistically correlated with both ideo-
logical and partisan difference scores.
Greater ideological and partisan differ-
ences between professors and students
result in lower evaluations of the
courses, lower evaluations of the instruc-
tors, and less student interest in the sub-
ject. Students are also less likely to
recommend a course to others when they

perceive that the course instructor’s
views differ from their own. Although
the correlations appear moderate or
small, they are statistically significant.
Furthermore, the differences in ratings
are meaningful. Students who believe
that there is no difference between their
partisan affiliation and that of their pro-
fessor assign an average instructor rating
of 4.4, while those who believe they are
three or more points apart on the parti-
san scale assign the professor an average
rating of 4.04 (Figure 1).'> For an other-
wise skilled instructor who finds herself
ideologically at odds with her students,
this third of a point difference could
have a substantive impact on assessments
of her teaching.

Conclusion and
Recommendations

Students’ impressions of professors’
political views do appear to have some
effect on their educational experiences.
While some differences are present when
politics is measured in absolute terms
(based solely on the perceived faculty
politics), the greater effects occur when
political views are measured in relative
terms (measured against the students’
personal views). Students who perceive
their professors to be political allies rate
courses more favorably than do students
who perceive their professors to be polit-
ical foes.

Figure 1

Somewhat surprisingly, the results of
this study suggest that, from a purely
strategic standpoint, instructors who
come across as political moderates are
not necessarily safe from criticism. In a
class filled with liberal Democrats, even
a political moderate would frequently
find himself at odds with the students as
a whole. Consequently, if the goal were
simply to win the love and adoration of
the students, clever instructors would
merely pander to the median “voter.” By
mimicking students’ views and reinforc-
ing long-held beliefs, professors might
score well on student evaluations, while
providing no useful information at all.
Indeed, many students would be more
comfortable with a course if they could
skip the readings or forego exams. Yet,
college is not Club Med. As instructors,
we ought not to refine our pedagogy ex-
clusively for the purpose of making stu-
dents comfortable or improving course
evaluations. There are times when stu-
dents must confront new and controver-
sial ideas in order to help them think
critically or broaden their perspective of
the world, even if they find these new
ideas to be unsettling.

While we do not advocate that faculty
members adopt their students’ political
orientations or fail to challenge students’
beliefs, some level of sensitivity to stu-
dents’ values may be in order. Perhaps
most troubling, political differences be-
tween students and professors appear to

Effect of Partisan Difference between Student and
Professor on Evaluation of Professor

4.530 7

445

440

4.10

403

Student's Evaluation of Instructor Performance
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Difference between Student’s Partisanship and Rating of Professor's Partisanship

PSOnline www.apsanet.org

499



reduce students’ interest in the subject
matter. Especially in the field of politics,
where public disinterest has large and
direct consequences for society, profes-
sors hope to generate student interest in
the subject matter. Arguably, this is a far
more important objective than learning
facts and terminology, since interest in the
subject is likely to generate lifelong learn-
ing and political participation. Accord-
ingly, professors may be well advised to
strive for political balance—vigorously
challenging students’ viewpoints and pre-
senting multiple perspectives without
identifying their own political orienta-
tions. Lacking a clear indication of the
professor’s politics, many students may

Note

*We thank Markus Kemmelmeier and Janet
M. Box-Steffensmeier for their helpful sugges-
tions and valuable guidance. We also acknowl-
edge the valuable support of research assistants
Jessica Defenderfer, Cristina Ciocirlan, and
Kathleen Winters. Finally, we would like to ac-
knowledge a debt of gratitude to the dozens of
political science faculty throughout the country
who took the time to distribute our survey to
their undergraduate students. This project would
not have been possible without their generous
assistance. This research was funded through a
Faculty Research Grant from Elizabethtown
College.

1. The evidence on selective exposure to
information is not conclusive (McCombs, Ein-
siedel, and Weaver 1991; Severin and Tankard
1992). While there does appear to be some effect
of ideology on the arguments to which one is
exposed, the effect appears to be limited. It is no
surprise that more conservatives than liberals
listen to Rush Limbaugh. Selective exposure
does not seem to apply more broadly to main-
stream media or political advertisements, how-
ever (Chaffee et al. 2001; Zaller 1991; Sears and
Freedman 1967; McGuire 1969).

2. See Kunda (1990) for a discussion of mo-
tivational reasoning and the motive to maintain
existing viewpoints.

3. Overall assessment includes a ranking of
course excellence, a ranking of instructor excel-
lence, a scale measuring increased interest in the
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Question Wording and Coding

Faculty Characteristics

Instructor presented material in an objective and unbiased

manner

Instructor encouraged students to express their own viewpoints
Instructor graded assignments fairly and consistently

Instructor worked to provide a comfortable learning environment
Instructor cares about students and their success

Overall Assessment

Taking this course increased my inferest in this subject
| would recommend this course to other students
Overall, | would rate this course as excellent

Overall, | would rate this instructor as excellent

Partisanship & Ideology

Where do you believe your instructor is on the following

ideological scale?

How confident are you in your assessment of your instructor’s

ideological leanings?2

Which of the following do you believe best represents your

instructor’s partisan affiliation2

Where do you rate yourself on the following ideological scale?
Which of the following best represents your partisan affiliation2

—_— _ —

—_—

1
1
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= Almost Never

= Almost Never
= Almost Never
= Almost Never
= Almost Never

= Definitely False
= Definitely False
= Definitely False
= Definitely False

= Extremely Liberal
1 = Positive
1 = Strong Democrat

= Extremely Liberal
= Strong Democrat
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5 = Almost Always

5 = Almost Always
5 = Almost Always
5 = Almost Always
5 = Almost Always

5 = Definitely True
5 = Definitely True
5 = Definitely True
5 = Definitely True

5 = Extremely Conservative
4 = Not At All Confident
5 = Strong Republican

5 = Extremely Conservative
5 = Strong Republican
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