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Do professors favor liberal
students? Examining political
orientation appearance cues and
professor bias

Julie A. Woodzicka*, Grace H. Boudreau and Sarah L. Hayne

Washington and Lee University, Lexington, VA, United States

The perception of political bias in higher education persists even in the face of
scarce evidence that liberal professors penalize conservative students or favor
liberal ones. We investigated the degree to which college professors used student
appearance to ascertain political orientation, and whether liberal-looking students
were rated more favorably. Ninety-eight (98) professors rated a student on logic,
likeability, and political leaning. The hypothetical student’s dress (bohemian vs.
business casual) and hairstyle (brown hair vs. pink hair) were manipulated to cue
political orientation. Results indicated that professors used student appearance
to ascertain liberal political leaning but did not rate the students significantly
different on logic and likeability. These results suggest that while professors use
appearance cues, they do not favor students who appear liberal leaning or punish
those who look less liberal.
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Introduction

College campuses are conceptualized as hotbeds of liberal bias where students are
indoctrinated by professors (Horowitz and Laksin, 2009; Gross, 2013; PEW Research Center,
2017). While it is true that the professoriate leans liberal, little evidence suggests that professors
silence or indoctrinate students, or otherwise penalize them when grading (Burmila, 2021;
Musgrave and Rom, 2015). The mismatch between perceived bias and actual bias may lead to
false polarization, or the belief that liberal professors are more biased than they actually are
(Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016). The current research examines whether American
professors use appearance cues related to hairstyle and clothing to ascertain student political
orientation. In addition, the current research explores the degree to which professor political
orientation impacts ratings of student logic and likeability based on appearance cues that may
signal student political leaning. Because professors rarely are directly given information
regarding the political group to which students belong, the current research seeks to establish
a paradigm of manipulating appearance as a proxy for student political orientation.

Political polarization in higher education

Some have argued that college professors are disproportionately liberal, and as a result,
silence conservative students and push their own, more left-leaning beliefs on students (Hebel,
2004). Many believe liberal bias in undergraduate settings hinders conservative students from
being able to take the classes they want, find an advisor whose views align with theirs, and
pursue graduate studies (Horowitz and Lehrer, 2020). Right-wing scholar and activist David
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Horowitz has created the Academic Bill of Rights, the goal of which is
to “inspire college officials to enforce the rules that were meant to
ensure the fairness and objectivity of the college classroom” by
protecting students from one-sided liberal propaganda (Mariani and
Hewitt, 2008, p. 773). Further, in February 2017, then U.S. Secretary
of Education Betsy DeVos publicly stated “The faculty, from adjunct
professors to deans, tell you what to do, what to say, and more
ominously, what to think” (Strauss, 2017).

With few exceptions, research does show that liberal, left-leaning
professors outnumber conservative, right-leaning professors in
academia (Zipp and Fenwick, 2006). However, the idea that liberal
professors are indoctrinating conservative students is not well
supported. Mariani and Hewitt (2008) found that professor ideology
had very little association with any change in students’ political
ideological orientation. That is, despite there being a large number of
liberal faculty in academia, the ideological changes of students from
freshman year to post-graduation were indicative of ideological
change trends of the general population and did not reflect any liberal
“brainwashing” of students. Further, changes in student party
identification before and after an academic semester were found to
be unrelated to professor partisanship (Burmila, 2021; Woessner and
Kelly-Woessner, 2009).

Political grading bias in higher education

Most research on political grading bias has been done in the
context of affinity bias; the idea that professors favor students who
agree with their own partisan beliefs. Studies examining political
affinity bias on grading have generally found that liberal instructors
do not assign lower grades to conservative students or higher grades
to liberal students (Musgrave and Rom, 2015; Bar and Zussman, 2012;
Woessner et al., 2019). Indicative of the discrepancies between
perception and actual concurrence of political bias in education, little
evidence has been uncovered suggesting that conservative students are
penalized for their political orientation (Burmila, 2021; Mariani and
Hewitt, 2008; Kemmelmeier et al., 2005).

There are relevant methodological concerns when studying
political grading bias in higher education. First, it should be noted that
many studies examining professor political bias have focused on
grading in political science courses (Burmila, 2021; Musgrave and
Rom, 2015). Political science courses make up only a small percentage
of courses offered in university settings. Second, teachers may
be practiced in consciously working to minimize their expressions of
implicit and explicit biases during experimental studies that examine
bias (Evers and Kneyber, 2016; Frankenberg, 2010). A possible
explanation for the lack of evidence for political bias in grading may
be that the student’s political leanings are made suspiciously explicit,
and professors are pressured by social desirability to rate students
fairly in experimental studies. Political bias has been measured by
asking instructors to rate student responses to political essay prompts
in strong support of either the Republican or Democratic Party by a
student who was described as Democrat or Republican (Musgrave and
Rom, 2015). With more subtle manipulation of the student political
orientation, professors may be less guarded while grading. For
example, without explicit identification of student political orientation,
professors may default to other cues, such as physical appearance, to
make judgments regarding their students’ political orientation.
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Appearance and partisan perceptions

People communicate information about themselves through
their physical appearance and may use this information to
categorize and make judgements about others (Quinn et al,,
2009). Appearance stereotypes are often studied in the contexts
of race, status, and physical attraction, yet appearance serves as a
vehicle for even more varied forms of judgement (Rohner and
Rasmussen, 2011; Wilkins et al., 2011; Malloy et al., 2021; Griffin
and Langlois, 2006). For example, physical appearance has been
found to cue political orientation (Olivola et al., 2012). Carpinella
and Johnson (2013) found that judgements of political party
affiliation were related to sex-typicality of facial cues differently
for Republicans and Democrats. Rule and Ambady (2010) found
people can accurately categorize faces as Democrat or Republican.
These assumptions were based on stereotyping Republicans as
looking powerful, and Democrats as looking warm (Rule and
Ambady, 2010).

Clothing can also activate schemas and potentially alter
perceptions (Livingston and Gurung, 2019). For example, the
stereotypes associated with clothing in an Active Shooter Simulator
video game led to either higher or lower rates of prejudicial racial bias
(Kahn and Davies, 2017). Research has not yet examined how clothing
and a variety of other appearance cues impact political bias. Professors
may draw on beliefs of liberals being more expressive (Block and
Block, 2006) and preferring color and abstraction (Furnham and
Avison, 1997). They may also fall into common stereotypes of
conservatives being concerned with wealth (Ahler and Sood, 2018)
and preferring simplicity and unambiguousness (Furnham and
Avison, 1997). It is likely that these beliefs regarding student
partisanship are based, at least in part, by student dress and hairstyle.

The current research

We seek to fill a gap in the research surrounding assumptions
about partisan identity based on appearance and political bias in
grading. The current study examines the degree to which college
professors make assumptions regarding student political orientation
based on student clothing and hairstyle. We expect that a student with
pink hair and colorful clothing will be rated as more liberal than the
same student with brown hair wearing business casual clothing.
We also examine the degree to which both liberal and conservative
professors rate a student who appears liberal or more conservative on
measures of likability and logic. Based on past empirical research,
we did not expect logic or likeability ratings to differ for liberal versus
less liberal appearing students.

Methods
Participants

116 undergraduate professors were recruited from a number of
four-year universities through email. We intentionally recruited
participants from some traditionally conservative colleges so that our
sample might be more politically balanced. Data from 18 participants
were discarded because of premature exiting from the survey (16) or
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because participants omitted their political orientation (2). After
exclusions, data from 98 participants was analyzed. 46% of participants
identified as men, 50% as women, and 4% preferred not to say. 74.5%
of participants reported they were liberal and 25.5% identified as
conservative. Although the majority of professors in our sample
identified as leaning liberal, our conservative sample was relatively
larger than expected given the ratio of liberal to conservative
professors in academia.

Materials and measures

Student appearance manipulation

We created two student biographies that were the same except for
the photograph of the student, Olivia O’Connor. The bios contained a
headshot of a female college student, her year in college, major and
minor, favorite courses, and extracurricular activities. The headshots
represented the only difference between the two bios. In the less
liberal-appearing headshot, the student was wearing business casual
clothing, pearl jewelry, and wore her light brown hair in a bun. In the
more liberal-appearing headshot, the student was dressed in a colorful
crocheted top, wore a nose ring, and had pink streaks in her hair (see
Appendix A).

Student written response

Participants read the student’s written response to the prompt
“Should university dining halls be open 24-h a day or during
traditional mealtimes.” This response described the student’s desire for
24-h dining and was created by the authors to be an argument that was
somewhat logical, but that could easily be critiqued. The structure of
the Student Written Response was modeled after the Racial Arguments
Scale (Saucier and Miller, 2003) which is based on the assumption that
biased assimilation of information occurs when people evaluate
information related to social groups.

Logic ratings

Participants were asked to rate the logic of the student’s written
assignment using three items, “The argument supports the conclusions
offered by the student,” “The evidence presented is logical,” and “The
argument is coherent/persuasive” Answer options were presented in
multiple choice format containing a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from
1 (very strongly disagree) to 6 (very strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.91.

Likeability ratings

Adapted from Reysen’s likability scale (Reysen, 2005), participants
were asked to rate the student on the following six attributes:
friendliness, likability, warmth, expression of power, approachableness,
and knowledge. Answer options were presented in multiple choice
format using a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (very strongly
disagree) to 6 (very strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha for the six items
was good at 0.81.

Estimated political leaning of student

One question targeted the estimated political orientation of the
target student. Participants were asked to estimate the political leaning
of the student on a 6-point scale where 1=extremely liberal, 2 =liberal,
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3=slightly liberal, 4=slightly conservative, 5=conservative, and
6=extremely conservative.

Procedure

Participants received an email from the researchers asking if they
would be willing to participate in a study about professor evaluation
of students’ logical reasoning. After opening the Qualtrics link from
the email and giving consent, participants were told that they would
be viewing information and written work of one student and making
ratings about it. Participants were randomly assigned to view either
the pink-hair or brown-bun student bio (please refer to Appendix A).
Next, the prompt for the student written assignment and response was
displayed and participants were instructed to carefully read the
materials. After a minute of reading the Student Written Response,
participants completed the Logic and Likeability Ratings. Then they
were asked to estimate the Political Leaning of the student and answer
two attention check questions concerning the student and their
written response Last participants indicated their political orientation,
were debriefed, and thanked for their participation. All materials are
available at https://osf.io/det57/?view_only=5812d7bf7893429b99{b8
db53¢5952f6 (Study 2).

Results

We were interested in the degree to which professors used student
appearance to make assumptions regarding the students political
orientation. We were also interested in whether professor political
orientation impacted those judgements. We computed a 2 (student
appearance: pink hair, bun) by 2 (professor political leaning: liberal,
conservative) between groups ANOVA on the estimate of the student’s
political orientation. Professors, regardless of their own political
orientation, estimated that the pink-haired student was more liberal
(M =2.63, SD =0.89) than the brown-bun student (M =3.23,
SD =0.87), F (1, 94)=7.50, p =0.007, d =0.68. Neither the main effect
of professor political orientation nor the interaction were significant,
p’s>0.10. Note that the average rating for the pink-haired student was
between liberal and slightly liberal, which indicates that professors
perceived the pink-haired student as more liberal than conservative.
However, the brown bun student’s average rating was between slightly
liberal and slightly conservative, indicating that professors perceived
this student as more middle-of-the-road politically (not conservative).

Across all conditions, logic (M =3.67, SD =0.86) and likeability
(M =3.84, SD =0.50) ratings were in the middle of the scale and were
not highly correlated (r =0.26). Further, perceived student political
leaning was not correlated with professor ratings of student logic, r
(96)=—0.16, p =0.12, or likeability, r (96)=—0.11, p =0.28. Two 2
(student appearance: pink hair, bun) by 2 (professor political leaning:
liberal, conservative) between groups ANOVAs were computed on
logic and likeability ratings. Neither student appearance nor professor
political orientation significantly impacted the logic rating given to the
student’s written response, p's >0.10. However, a marginally significant
interaction was found, F(1, 94)=2.94, p =0.09. Conservative
professors rated the student response as marginally more logical when
they viewed the brown bun student (M =4.17, SD =1.04) compared
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to the pink-haired student (M =3.56, SD =0.99), t (23)=1.49,
p =0.075, d =0.60. Liberal professors did not rate the logic of the
written student response differently based on student appearance.
Likeability ratings were not dependent upon student appearance,
professor political orientation, or the interaction between the two
variables, p’s>0.20 (see Table 1 for means and standard deviations).

Discussion

The finding that professors assumed a student wearing a colorful
shirt with pink hair and a nose ring was more liberal than a student
wearing business attire and a tight bun is congruent with research
illustrating the categorization of people into groups based on
appearance characteristics (Quinn et al., 2009). Expanding on past
research showing facial features communicate political party
membership (Rule and Ambady, 2010), results show stereotypical
clothing and hairstyles can also cue political affiliations in a classroom.
Results indicate that professors -regardless of political leaning—use
student appearance to make assumptions about student political
orientation. Importantly, the pink-haired student wearing a nose ring
and a crocheted vest was judged to be liberal, but the student wearing
a bun, pearls, and business casual clothing was not judged to
be particularly conservative. This may be due to professors using
known base rates regarding student political orientation—individuals
attending college tend to be more liberal than those who do not go to
college (Edelmann and Vaisey, 2023).

The lack of significant results concerning the logic and likeability
ratings tell us that even though professors may use appearance cues to
ascertain political leaning of their students, they are not rewarding
students who they perceive to be liberal. Although we found no
evidence of liberal bias, we did find that conservative professors rated
the more liberal-appearing student slightly lower on logic than the less
liberal-appearing student. This result must be interpreted with
caution, however, given the small number of conservative professors
that completed the study. Future research could examine whether
conservative professors sense a threat to their group’ status, and if
perceived threat is associated with higher grades assigned to more
conservative-appearing students. The lack of pro-liberal grading bias
might also be explained because liberal professors (who are in the
majority) do not feel threatened and therefore aren’t inclined to favor
those in agreement with them.

TABLE 1 Logic and likeability ratings by appearance condition and
political orientation of professor.

Professor political orientation

Conservative Liberal
Ratings  Pink hair Pink hair
M M
Logic 356 099 417 | 104 | 3.65 | 090 357 | 067
Likability 381 045 371 | 030 395 | 055 376 | 049
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The current study is relevant in today’s sociopolitical environment
because perceptions of political bias may lead to negative
consequences, even if bias does not actually exist. Perhaps the most
damaging result of perceived liberal bias is the questioning of the
legitimacy of higher education in America. A survey found that 58%
of US. respondents identifying as Republican reported that higher
education has a negative effect on the country (Turnage, 2020). The
negative impact of the liberal bias narrative also affects individual
students in classrooms. Students may react to perceptions of bias by
self-censoring their political views and not fully engaging in the
classroom (Kashti, 2009; Linvill and Havice, 2011) which could lead
to a diminished educational experience.

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the
results of this set of studies. First, we relied on research regarding
characteristics of liberals and conservatives to create the student
appearance manipulation (Carney et al., 2008). Based on this
research, it was expected that a student with pink-hair, a nose-ring,
and a colorful crocheted top would be rated as politically liberal and
that a student with her hair in a bun, pearls, and business casual-
wear would be seen as more politically conservative. The
manipulation was effective for the liberal-appearing student, but
less so for the conservative target. Future studies should implement
appearance cues that more clearly denote affiliation with
conservatism, such as a “Make America Great Again” baseball cap
or t-shirt.

Further, one stimulus student, a white women, was employed in
this research. Our findings should be interpreted within this limited
scope. Research indicates that Black Americans, for example, who
reference politics have lower response rates from college admissions
than do those who do not mention politics (Druckman and
Shafranek, 2020). The intersection of other identifying variables, such
as gender and race, might meaningfully interact with political
orientation to affect how professors evaluate their students. Future
research should fully explore these intersections. In addition, each
professor only rated one student on a short, fabricated writing
assignment. This design does not accurately replicate the complex
dynamics of grading many students on various assignments over an
academic term. Actual grading occurs in more nuanced contexts
where professors compare students, and where differences in student
appearance might lead to grading bias. Future research could
incorporate more realistic grading practices, perhaps by
implementing classroom observations that incorporate student
appearance and assigned grades. Further, future research should
attempt to recruit a larger sample with an equal number of professors
who identify as liberal and conservative so that results can be more
reliably generalized.

Data availability statement

The datasets presented in this study can be found in online
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