Recognising OQur True Selves:
Gender Differences in Self-Assessment
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In a forthcoming article with my colleague, Harry Hubball, I examine the gender
implications of the introduction of innovative methods of assessment in higher education.
What I found in the psychological and pedagogical (teaching) literature, in terms of
gender differences in self- and peer-assessment, is something that some of you might
relate to, and serves as a "note-to-self" for us all!

It is a challenging time for student assessment in higher education. Increasing pressures
due to larger numbers of students, the need for greater accountability” and a desire to
improve the quality of student learning, have led teachers to seek innovative methods of
student assessment beyond that of the traditional lecture and final exam formats.
Traditional exam methods of assessment tend to encourage surface learning and factual
memorization, rather than deeper levels of learning®. In contrast, innovative assessment
methods tend to emphasise feedback on performance during the teaching and learning
process. This facilitates on-going learning and motivation by empowering students to
take more responsibility for their own learning’. A variety of assessment methods are
used in these innovative "learning-centred" environments. Often self-, peer- and
instructor-led assessments form an integral part of the learning process. There has been
little research about possible gender-related implications of these changes in higher
education. Hence, the aim of our article is to highlight potential gender biases in the
outcome of self- and peer-assessments.

A substantial body of literature®” suggests that male students tend to overestimate
their performance, whilst female students tend to underestimate their performance,
despite female students actually being equal or outperforming male students. Across
disciplines and regardless of performance, women tend to have greater belief in their
abilities in humanitarian subjects and interpersonal skills, whereas men tend to have

greater belief in their abilities in science'*'".

For example, in medical schools, female students tend to rate their own skills lower than
those of their peers, whereas male students tend to rate themselves at the same level, or
higher, than their peers'?. In particular, male students rate themselves more highly in
skills related to biomedical/technical investigation, information handling, leadership and
autonomy'>'*. Female students rate themselves more highly in interpersonal attributes
and teamwork. Rees (2003)° provides an interesting comparison of student versus
tutor/mentor grades in the context of personal and professional portfolios in a medical
school. Approximately equal numbers of students over and under assessed their portfolios
compared to their mentor's grade. However, 75% of the cases in which the mentor



assessed the portfolio more highly than the student, involved female students.
Conversely, the majority of students (72.7%) who assessed their portfolios more highly
than their mentor were male.

In general it seems that female students are less confident in rating their skills and
possibly perceive that a higher level of competence must be demonstrated in order to
reach a particular standard of competence'”. These more stringent criteria may also be
applied to their peer assessments'”. The University of Cambridge Faculty of History's
Gender Working Par‘[y16 suggested that female students have a strong personal
investment in "getting it right" and tend to make a cautious and detailed examination of
the subject matter, examining different points of view; whereas males more easily adopt a
particular point of view, dismiss others and take risks. This approach might also explain
higher levels of anxiety found in female students'’.

In general cognitive testing, males, especially younger men, are consistently found to be
more confident than females in the accuracy of their responses although there tends to be
a greater mis-calibration between accuracy and confidence in males®'. Thus, the greater
confidence shown by males in their self-assessments is not necessarily due to greater
levels of accuracy.

It is not clear why gender differences in perception occur during self-assessment, despite
generally equal and better student learning outcome performances by female students'***.
Why should academically successful females be more reluctant than their male
counterparts to award themselves higher ratings of competence? One study'® suggests
that self-imposed perfectionism leads to a reduction in sense of incompetence in male
students, but not in female students leading possibly to an increase in conscientiousness
and anxiety in females in higher education. Women typically demonstrate lower levels of
self-confidence than men and, amongst high academic achievers, females are more prone
than males to the "impostor phenomenon", which is an intense feeling of intellectual
inauthenticity experienced by many high-achieving individuals®2°. I suspect that many
readers will be able to identify this phenomenon at some point in their careers. I have a
friend who has successfully delivered many high technology aeronautics projects, being
promoted along the way, but in parallel has experienced feelings of inadequacy and being
an "impostor" in her (male-dominated) work environment.

Further, Aronson, Steel and colleagues®®>® have demonstrated that "stereotype threat"
can influence student performance, such that extra pressure is felt by members of
stereotyped groups not to behave in ways that confirm the perceived lack of ability in
their group. This adversely affects assessment outcomes for females in disciplines such as
mathematics, science and technology”™. The negative effect cannot be mitigated simply
by students trying to suppress negative thoughts but can be overcome by using an
alternative positive stereotype message’’. Hence, priming students with positive
messages about their group identity may be the most effective way of alleviating the
stereotype threat.



And what about assessing peers? Somewhat shockingly, there is converging evidence that
there are significant differences in subjective assessment of cognitive ability level
dependent on the sex of the person being rated. Males and females consistently rate male
family members as more intelligent than female family members®' ™. A particularly
worrying message from this research on perceived intelligence is that parents tend to rate
their sons as more intelligent than their daughters!®® Thus, despite recent generations
growing up in a more gender equal society, the evidence suggests the persistence of a
stereotypical notion that men will perform better than women on intellectual tasks.
This could be fundamental to women's self-evaluation and esteem in the workplace. In a
pedagogical context, it means that peer-assessment practices might not provide the ideal
complementary learning strategy to rectify gender inequality found in self-assessment
practices, unless proactive pedagogical steps are taken.

In summary, there is growing evidence to suggest the existence of significant gender
differences in self-evaluation. With the exception of interpersonal attributes, female
students typically rate their abilities lower than their male colleagues rate their own,
despite at least equal performance. Females often underrate their performance compared
to tutor marks and tend to expect a higher level of performance to be demonstrated for
any particular competence level compared to tutors and male students. In contrast, males
are more confident that they have exceeded the required skill level, are generally more
willing to give themselves (and others) higher marks compared to teacher assessment.

In our paper we suggest some pedagogical steps to proactively facilitate inclusivity in the
university and college classroom. Strategies to mitigate gender and other biases could
include metacognitive activities and training in self-and peer-evaluations. Such activities
would encourage students to reflect upon their belief systems with the aim of
counteracting biases in relation to assessing themselves and fellow students.

The implications of these differences in self- and peer-evaluation extend beyond higher
education into the workplace. Self-belief will get you a long way up a corporate ladder.
In many companies, annual staff assessments increasingly comprise a self-evaluation
component (and sometimes peer-evaluations) in addition to, or replacing, the traditional
manager-led evaluation. The results of these processes usually determine pay reviews.
Given the fact that women typically earn less than men (see, for example, Statistics
Canada 2006 census at www.statcan.ca, or the related article on the news pages of the
SCWIST web site: http://www.scwist.ca/index.php/main/news/), it is particularly vital for
women to assess themselves in an equitable manner in the workplace. Let's encourage
our female colleagues to negotiate for what they really deserve, which might be more
than they think they deserve!

The challenge of working whilst bringing up a family means that many women (and men)
face a potentially stressful "juggling" situation which places additional pressures on
accurate self-evaluation in the workplace®™™’. Despite the challenges involved, most
working mothers manage to successfully combine these two roles and research®® suggests
that employment has a positive effect on both mother and family.



Ladies, give yourselves a pat
on the back & value your
abilities and achievements!

Gender differences in self-evaluation may be innate as proposed by some theories™, or
due to early socialization. The latter factor should lessen over time as children's
upbringings place less emphasis on stereotypical gender roles and values, and more role
models are available. Acknowledging our tendency to undervalue our skills and abilities
may be the first step towards redressing gender imbalances in self-evaluation and seeking
our own personal strategies for recognising our worth. So, come on ladies, give
yourselves a pat on the back and value your abilities and achievements! Give your female
colleagues some self-esteem boosting recognition for the work they do. By being
involved in SCWIST you are well on the way to doing that.

For more information, the article "Gender Considerations and Innovative Learning-centred Assessment
Practices" by Linda Lanyon and Harry Hubball appears in the August 2008 issue of Transformative
Dialogues: Teaching and Learning Journal, volume 2, issue 1:
http://www.kwantlen.ca/academicgrowth/TD/index.html

Linda Lanyon
Web: http://www.neuroophthalmology.ca/UBCNeuroOp/JBarton/labstaff/Linda.htm
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