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Abstract

Diversity awareness has enormous benefits, and universities in the United States increasingly require students to complete
diversity-related courses. Prior research has demonstrated that students’ initial attitudes toward these courses affect their
subsequent engagement, as well as the quality of their learning experience; however, very little research has examined how
these initial attitudes are formed. We conducted an experiment to examine this issue in the context of a women’s and
gender studies course in psychology. Participants read one of two identical course descriptions that varied only the course
title (i.e., Psychology of Gender versus Psychology of Women) and instructor gender. Participants perceived a women-titled
course to be narrowly focused compared to an identical gender-titled course and were more interested in taking the
gender-titled course. Instructor gender had no effects on any of the variables. Additionally, female participants had more
positive attitudes toward the course than male participants, regardless of title. Exploratory mediation analyses indicated
that the main effects of course title and participant gender were mediated by perceptions of course content. Implications
for improving student experiences and interest in diversity-related courses are discussed.
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Introduction

Given the increasingly diverse workforce and student popula-

tion, there has been a substantial push to increase diversity

awareness in higher education [1]. Many universities have added

diversity-related requirements to some of their degree programs

[2], and there have been calls for wider implementation of

diversity education requirements [3]. There is a large body of

research in both academic and workplace settings examining how

diversity training influences attitudes towards diversity, knowledge

and skills [4]. Within academic settings, research suggests that

these courses provide numerous benefits to students [5–7],

especially if students already have favorable attitudes toward the

subject [8]. However, while prior research demonstrates that

students’ initial attitudes toward their diversity-related course

influence their subsequent engagement with the class and the

quality of their learning experience, relatively little research has

directly examined the factors that shape those initial attitudes. The

present research examines two contextual and one student

demographic factor that may affect prospective students’ initial

interest in and expectations for a diversity course related to gender:

course title, gender of the instructor, and gender of the student.

Attitudes toward Women’s and Gender Studies Courses
Students who take women’s and gender studies (WGS) courses

reap many benefits, such as increased egalitarian attitudes [6,9],

higher achievement goals and professional confidence [7,10], and

improved cognitive development [11]. Importantly, both women

and men benefit from these courses [9,12]. While most students in

WGS courses report satisfaction [13], there are notable exceptions.

Professors of WGS courses frequently report anecdotes of

dissatisfied and highly resistant students [14,15], and research

using end-of-semester evaluations suggests that students are more

likely to describe WGS instructors as biased and unreasonable

compared to other instructors [16]. Importantly, students who

begin these courses with resistant attitudes and negative expecta-

tions tend to be less engaged and report more negative experiences

during the subject [8,13], though positive change is still possible

[8,17].

Despite evidence that some students are resistant toward WGS

courses, very little research has examined the source(s) of this

negativity [13]. Indeed, most research on WGS courses examines

outcomes among students who have already self-selected to take a

WGS course, and though some studies have utilized carefully

selected comparison groups [17,18], most prior research does not

account for why students may opt out of taking a WGS course in

the first place. One exception is evidence from prior research

suggesting that students who select WGS courses tend to have

more egalitarian attitudes compared to those who select other

classes [19,20]. Thus, more research is needed to understand the

factors that shape students’ attitudes and interest in WGS courses,

and experimental research that minimizes self-selection biases is

essential. The current research focuses on two contextual factors,

course title and instructor gender, because of their potential broad
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impact and because their effects can be addressed in pedagogical

and administrative decisions. These factors are experimentally

manipulated using random assignment to examine their causal

influence and control for pre-existing attitudes. The current

research also examines student gender because while the subject

matter is highly relevant to both women and men [21], WGS

instructors often note that relatively few men enroll in the their

courses [22].

The Importance of Course Title and Instructor Gender on
Course Expectations

The current research examines how students’ initial attitudes

toward a WGS course are shaped before they decide to enroll in a

course. While attitudes can develop via in-depth, systematic

processing, heuristics and other cues can both directly affect

attitudes and bias how attitude-relevant information is processed

[23,24]. Though cues may provide information with limited

diagnostic value, prior research demonstrates that people are quick

to form attitudes and impressions based upon limited information

[25,26] and are often poor at correcting their initial impressions

upon learning new information [27]. The current research focuses

on two contextual cues that are readily available to students prior

to enrollment and that may bias how they think about the course:

course title and instructor gender.

Although the specific title may differ, psychology WGS course

titles typically reference either women or gender [22]. It would

make intuitive sense that different titles might be perceived

differently by students; however, research has yet to address

whether and how course title affects perceptions of a WGS course.

Certainly, the content and goals of courses titled Psychology of

Women versus Psychology of Gender probably should differ (and

sometimes do), but this may not always be the case. For example,

faculty members may be assigned to teach a class with a specific

title but prefer to focus on different content, and some course titles

reflect past curriculum decisions that did not account for how the

course title would be perceived by students or how the course

would actually be taught. Further, many departments do not offer

both versions of the course, which may contribute to further

overlap in their content because instructors may feel that the

course has to serve multiple purposes, irrespective of title.

A course titled Psychology of Women is likely to be perceived to

focus more strongly on women’s issues, whereas a course titled

Psychology of Gender may be perceived to focus more broadly on

women and men. While these different perceptions may reflect

real differences as noted above, some research suggests that

courses that appear to focus on a traditionally disadvantaged

group might be perceived negatively and thus be of less interest to

some students, regardless of actual content. For example, research

in the context of workplace training suggests that the term

‘‘diversity’’ is often perceived to be narrowly focused on race and

gender issues, and many organizations prefer broader terms to

describe their diversity training programs (e.g., ‘‘Valuing Differ-

ences’’) in an attempt to increase engagement among staff [28].

Indeed research on how diversity training is framed suggests

prospective trainees use a variety of cues to infer what the course

will be like and that diversity training that is perceived to be more

broadly focused is often evaluated more favorably than compa-

rable training that is perceived to be narrowly focused [28,29].

Within the context of WGS courses, some students may

perceive that a class focused on women and women’s issues is

irrelevant and outdated. Research on perceptions of gender

inequality has shown that many people believe that gender

inequality and discrimination have decreased over time [30,31].

Given these more general beliefs about gender inequality, it is not

surprising that some students report that WGS content is

irrelevant or unimportant to them [32]. Students may also use

the course title to infer whether the course will focus on feminism.

Some WGS instructors and courses do focus on feminism [21,33],

so there may be some kernel of truth to this inference, but a real or

perceived focus on feminism may be unappealing to some

students. Despite the overall positive impact of the various strands

of feminism, negative stereotypes of feminism and feminists persist

[34–36]. Many students hesitate to identify themselves as feminists

[18,37], even when their personal beliefs align with feminist values

[37,38] and when they hold positive implicit associations with

feminism [39]. Thus, if students perceive that a WGS course has

narrow content that emphasizes feminism, they may be less

favorable toward the course and less willing to enroll.

In addition to course title, a second piece of information that is

often readily available to students is the instructor’s gender. While

traditionally taught by women, WGS courses are increasingly

taught by male instructors [12], which may affect prospective

students’ expectations for the course. Research suggests that

students tend to rate male instructors more favorably than female

instructors [40,41], though this effect is attenuated in the

humanities and social sciences [41]. In the context of a WGS

course, female instructors may be perceived as credible due to

their perceived expertise in this area, but source credibility also

tends to decrease when sources argue in their self-interest [42].

WGS classes are frequently perceived to focus on gender

inequality in ways largely perpetrated by men [12], thus male

instructors might be perceived as less self-interested and thus more

credible than female instructors. Indeed, research suggests that

students expect male teachers of WGS courses to be highly

credible [43]. These expectations for credibility subsequently affect

how the WGS message is evaluated, such that students rated a

lecture on gender inequality as more accurate when it was

delivered by a male rather than by a female professor [44]. There

is some evidence that biased evaluations of male and female

professors may begin before any actual course content is delivered.

For example, in a study of perceptions of a Sociology of Gender
course, participants expected a female instructor to include more

biased and political content compared to a male instructor [45].

This difference emerged despite the fact that participants read an

identical one-page syllabus that only varied the instructor gender

(not course title). Thus, students may be more favorable to a WGS

course taught by a man rather than by a woman. Because the

‘‘Psychology of Women’’ title may signal that the class will focus

on women, the different evaluations of the male and female

instructor may be stronger when the course title mentions women

compared to when it mentions gender.

The Importance of Student Gender on Course
Expectations

The majority of students in WGS courses are women [22],

indicating that women are generally more favorable toward and

interested in WGS courses, regardless of title or instructor gender.

However, because the subject is highly relevant to both women

and men [21], and because WGS instructors often cite the low

enrollment of male students as a potential negative aspect of

teaching such courses [22], it is important to examine how course

title and instructor gender affect how women and men perceive

the course. One possibility is that male students will be even more

strongly affected by the course title and instructor gender cues

compared to female students (i.e., recipient effects) [24]. As noted

above, some students believe that WGS content is irrelevant or

unimportant to them [32], and this belief may be held more

strongly by men. As a traditionally high status group, men may be
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motivated to protect the status quo [46] and thus may evaluate

negatively courses and initiatives that they think will challenge

their privileged position [47]. Additionally, men may avoid WGS

courses that are perceived to have feminist content because men

are more likely than women to have negative implicit associations

with feminism [39]. Thus, male students may be more attracted to

a WGS course that emphasizes gender than one that emphasizes

women.

Participant gender may also affect reactions to instructor

gender, such that men may be more likely than women to prefer

instructors of the same gender. For example, research on end-of-

semester evaluations suggests that whereas female students tend to

give comparable teaching evaluations to their male and female

instructors, male students tend to evaluate their male instructors

more favorably than their female instructors [40,41]. Thus, male

students may be more attracted to a WGS course ostensibly taught

by a man. To explore these possibilities, participant gender was

included as a predictor variable.

Overview of the Current Research
The current research examined prospective students’ attitudes

toward a WGS course, depending upon course title, instructor

gender, and students’ own gender. Participants were given an

identical description of a course titled either Psychology of Women

or Psychology of Gender. Instructor gender was also varied via the

name of the ostensible instructor. Evaluations of the course were

conceptualized in terms of perceptions of the course content and

willingness to enroll.

Based on the literature reviewed above, we expected three main

effects. First, we expected a main effect for course title, such that

the Gender course would be evaluated more favorably and be

perceived as more broadly focused compared to the identically

described Women course (Hypothesis 1). We also expected a main

effect for instructor gender, such that the male instructor would be

evaluated more favorably and as more broadly focused compared

to the female instructor (Hypothesis 2). We also expected that

participant gender would affect perceptions of the course, such

that women would evaluate both WGS courses more favorably

compared to men (Hypothesis 3).

We also examined three potential interactions. First, we

explored a course title by instructor gender interaction, whereby

the different evaluations of male and female instructors would be

stronger in the Women course compared to the Gender course.

We also explored whether men would be more interested in a

Gender course compared to a Women course (i.e., course title by

participant gender interaction) and whether men would be more

interested in taking the course from a male instructor compared to

a female instructor (i.e., instructor gender by participant gender

interaction).

Prior research suggests that general attitudes can affect interest

in enrolling in specific courses [19,20]. This suggests that more

specific attitudes toward a WGS course, which we hypothesize are

affected by course title, instructor gender, and participant gender,

may in turn influence willingness to enroll in the course (i.e.,

attitudes toward the course are the mediator). Thus, we also

explored whether the effects of the predictor variables on

willingness to enroll would be mediated by perceptions of the

course content.

Method

Ethics Statement
The Institutional Review Board of Colorado State University

approved the procedures for the experiment. Informed consent

was obtained via a written consent form provided at the beginning

of the experiment.

Participants and Procedure
Participants were 352 introductory psychology students (218

women, 134 men; Mage = 19.26, SDage = 2.03, Range = 17 to 35)

who participated in exchange for partial course credit. The

majority (84.4%) of participants self-identified as European

American.

Participants were randomly assigned to condition in a 2 (course

title)62 (instructor gender) between-participants design.

Participants signed up to complete a study of perceptions of

college-level courses. After providing informed consent, partici-

pants then read that the study was about students’ perceptions of

potential college courses and that they would read about one or

more college-level courses. All participants then read a short

description of a psychology WGS course, completed the depen-

dent measures, and were debriefed and thanked. Participants also

completed additional measures that were included for exploratory

purposes and are not discussed further. Copies of the full

questionnaire are available from the first author.

Materials
Participants were shown a description of a WGS psychology

course. The course title and instructor gender (the independent

variables) were listed at the top of the page. The course title either

emphasized the traditionally disadvantaged group (Psychology of

Women) or all genders (Psychology of Gender). The instructor’s

gender was manipulated through either a male (William Smith) or

female (Wendy Smith) name.

The course title and instructor gender information was followed

by a brief course description that was based on one previously used

for both a Psychology of Gender and a Psychology of Women

course taught by the first author. Because the course description is

typically available to prospective students, we included it to

increase mundane realism. Further, providing additional, albeit

minimal, information increases people’s feeling that they are

entitled to make a social judgment [48]. The additional

information described the course as focused on social science

research related to gender and mentioned both women and men.

The additional information is provided below:

This course will introduce you to the scientific literature on

gender and the psychology of gender as approached from

the perspective of a social scientist. One emphasis is on

gender stereotypes vs. actual gender differences in abilities,

personality, and social behavior and the possible causes of

such gender differences. The implications of gender roles for

the behavior of women and men will be examined through

detailed study of social behaviors. Basic and applied research

on topics such as close relationships, work, sexual harass-

ment, and violence will also be reviewed. The format for the

class is primarily lecture but will also include class discussion,

activities in small groups, video presentations, and guest

lectures. You are responsible for all announcements and

information provided in class.

We conducted a pre-test in which introductory psychology

students (N = 62) were given materials identical to the current

experiment and asked to complete similar questionnaire items, as

well as memory checks for the manipulations. Analysis of the

memory checks indicated that the manipulations were successful.

Participants in the pre-test who were shown the ‘psychology of

Student Perceptions of Women’s Studies Courses

PLOS ONE | www.plosone.org 3 September 2014 | Volume 9 | Issue 9 | e106286



women’ title were more likely to agree that the course had been

titled Psychology of Women (and less likely to agree that it had

been titled Psychology of Gender) than participants in the

‘psychology of gender’ condition, F(1, 55) = 64.90, p,.001.

Participants in the female instructor condition were more likely

to agree that the instructor had been female than participants in

the male instructor condition, F(1, 55) = 44.42, p,.001.

Measures
All measures were assessed on 7-point scales anchored at 1

(strongly disagree), 4 (neither agree nor disagree), and 7 (strongly
agree).

General perceptions of the course. Four items assessed

general perceptions of the course and were intended to reinforce the

cover story and verify that the manipulations only affected

perceptions of course content. The general course perception items

were adapted from questions that typically appear on end-of-

semester course evaluations at this university. Participants indicated

their agreement that ‘‘the goals of this course are clearly stated’’;

‘‘the instructor appears well-organized’’; ‘‘the instructor appears

available to students’’; and ‘‘the requirements for this course appear

to require a reasonable amount of work’’. Responses were averaged

into a composite measure of general course perceptions (a= .70).

Perceptions of course content/focus and credibi-

lity. Four items assessed participants’ perceptions of whether

the course content was likely to focus on women’s issues and

feminism. Participants indicated the extent to which they thought

the course would focus ‘‘equally on women and men’s issues’’ and

‘‘primarily on women’s issues’’. Participants also responded to two

items specifically assessing perceptions of feminist content: ‘‘This

course looks like it will be about feminism’’ and ‘‘This course looks

like it will be influenced by feminism’’.

Course credibility was assessed with three items inquiring

whether the course appeared comprehensive and the instructor

seemed credible. The items were: ‘‘The instructor will probably

provide a fair and balanced perspective on these topics’’, ‘‘The

instructor appears to be credible’’, and ‘‘Overall, this course looks

like it is comprehensive’’.

These seven items were submitted to an exploratory factor

analysis with principal axis factoring and promax rotation. This

analysis yielded two factors, accounting for 56.83% of the variance;

all items had loadings greater than .60 on one factor and lower than

.25 on the other. Inspection of the pattern matrix revealed that the

four items assessing course focus (i.e., equal focus, focus on women,

focus on feminism, influenced by feminism) loaded on the first

factor. A composite measure consisting of these four items was

created (a= .85) and scored such that higher scores indicated

greater course focus on women and feminism. The three items

assessing perceived credibility (i.e., fair and balanced perspective,

credible, comprehensive) loaded on the second factor. A composite

measure of these items was created (a= .73), and scored such that

higher scores indicated higher credibility and less bias.

Willingness to enroll in the course. Finally, participants

indicated their interest in taking the course with three items:

‘‘Overall, this course looks like a course I would want to take’’, ‘‘If

this course were offered at my university, I would be willing to sign

up for it’’, and ‘‘I would enjoy taking this course’’. Responses were

averaged into a composite measure (a= .94).

Results

Data files are available from the first author upon request. The

dependent measures were submitted to separate 2 (course title)62

(instructor gender)62 (participant gender) ANOVAs.

General Perceptions of the Course
As expected, participants’ general perceptions of course content

were not affected by course title, instructor gender, or participant

gender as there were no statistically significant main effects or

interactions, Fs,3.73, ps..06, gp
2s,.012.

Perceptions of Course Focus and Credibility
For course focus, there was a significant main effect for course

title, F(1, 344) = 63.86, p,.001, gp
2 = .16, as well as a significant

main effect for participant gender, F(1, 344) = 5.14, p,.03,

gp
2 = .02. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, participants perceived

the women-titled course to be more focused on women and

feminism (M = 4.71, SE = 0.10) than the gender-titled course

(M = 3.54, SE = 0.11). Consistent with Hypothesis 3, male

participants perceived all courses to be more focused on women

and feminism (M = 4.29, SE = 0.12) than female participants

(M = 3.96, SE = 0.09). Neither the main effect of instructor gender

nor any of the two- or three-way interaction terms were significant,

Fs,2.12, ps..14, ps..07, gp
2s,.007.

Similarly, for course credibility, the main effect for course title

was significant, F(1, 344) = 8.55, p,.01, gp
2 = .02, as was the main

effect of participant gender, F(1, 344) = 9.40, p,.01, gp
2 = .03.

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, participants rated the gender-titled

course higher in credibility (M = 4.84, SE = 0.10) than the

identical women-titled course (M = 4.45, SE = 0.09). Consistent

with Hypothesis 3, female participants (M = 4.85, SE = 0.08) rated

all courses higher in credibility than did male participants

(M = 4.41, SE = 0.11). No other significant main effects or

interactions emerged, Fs,3.30, ps..07, gp
2s,.01.

Thus, participants assumed that the course titled Psychology of

Women would be more focused on women and feminism, and also

that this course would have less credibility, compared to an

identical Psychology of Gender course. This occurred even though

the course descriptions were identical and described both women

and men in the context of a course focused on empirical research.

Willingness to Enroll in the Course
The manipulations also affected participants’ interest in taking

the course. The ANOVA revealed significant main effects for

course title, F(1, 339) = 10.19, p,.01, gp
2 = .03, and participant

gender, F(1, 339) = 33.51, p,.001, gp
2 = .09. Participants ex-

pressed more interest in taking the gender-titled course (M = 4.56,

SE = 0.12) than the women-titled course (M = 4.02, SE = 0.12),

and female participants were more interested in taking either

course (M = 4.78, SE = 0.10) than male participants (M = 3.80,

SE = 0.13). Neither the main effect for instructor gender nor any

of the interaction terms was significant, Fs,1.13, ps..28, gp
2s,

.004. These results point to a potentially worrisome effect in that

course title may impact who actually ends up enrolling in the class,

such that the gender title may appeal to a broader number of

students than the women title.

Mediation Analyses
Though the central aim of this research was to examine the

direct effects of our predictor variables, we wanted to explore

whether course title and participant gender affected willingness to

enroll in the course through changes in perceptions of course focus

and course credibility (i.e., mediation). We used multiple-mediator

regression models [49] to test simultaneous mediation.

The following conditions provide evidence for simple mediation

and can be extended to the multiple mediator case [49,50]: (1) the

independent variable should significantly predict both the

mediator and the dependent variable, (2) the mediator should
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significantly predict the dependent variable, and (3) the relation-

ship between the independent and dependent variables should be

reduced when the mediator is also included in the model. To test

whether perceived course content and instructor credibility served

as mediators simultaneously, we estimated a multiple-mediator

regression model using the SPSS macro developed by Preacher

and Hayes [49]. We conducted these analyses separately for the

relationship between course title and willingness to enroll and the

relationship between participant gender and willingness to enroll.

To examine multiple mediation of the relationship between

course title and willingness to enroll, course title was the dummy

coded (0 = gender title, 1 = women title) predictor variable.

Instructor gender and participant gender were also dummy coded

(0 = male, 1 = female) and included as control variables. Course

title significantly predicted both mediators: course focus, B = 1.18,

SE = .14, t = 8.35, p,.001; course credibility, B = 2.35, SE = .13,

t = 22.74, p,.007. Course title also significantly predicted the

dependent variable willingness to enroll, B = 2.50, SE = .16, t = 2

3.11, p = .002; and both mediators predicted willingness to enroll:

course focus, B = 2.34, SE = .05, t = 26.21, p,.001; course

credibility, B = .47, SE = .06, t = 7.70, p,.001. When the inde-

pendent variable and both mediators were included in the model

predicting the dependent variable, the relationship between course

title and willingness to enroll became non-significant, B = .06,

SE = .15, t,1. To test whether the multiple mediation was

significant, we used Preacher and Hayes’ [49] bootstrapping

macro for SPSS with 5,000 bootstrapped re-samples to estimate

bias-corrected and accelerated 95% confidence intervals for the

total indirect effect (i.e., including both mediators), as well as

confidence intervals for the specific indirect effect of each mediator

controlling for the presence of the other mediator. Confidence

intervals that do not include zero provide evidence for mediation.

None of the confidence intervals for the indirect effects included

zero (total indirect effect: 2.77 to 2.38; course focus: 2.58 to 2

.26; course credibility: 2.31 to 2.05).

To examine multiple mediation of the relationship between

participant gender and willingness to enroll, participant gender

was the dummy coded predictor variable, and instructor gender

and course title were included as dummy coded control variables.

Participant gender significantly predicted both mediators: course

focus, B = 2.33, SE = .15, t = 22.31, p,.03; course credibility,

B = .39, SE = .13, t = 3.05, p,.003. Participant gender also

significantly predicted the dependent variable, willingness to

enroll, B = .98, SE = .17, t = 5.91, p,.001. When the independent

variable and both mediators were included in the model predicting

the dependent variable, the relationship between course title and

willingness to enroll was reduced in magnitude but was still

significant, B = .68, SE = .15, t = 4.63, p,.001. Bootstrapping

analyses confirmed mediation, given that none of the bias-

corrected and accelerated 95% confidence intervals for the

indirect effect contained zero (total indirect effect: .14 to .47;

course focus: .03 to .23; course credibility: .07 to .32).

These results provide evidence that the relationship between

course title and willingness to enroll was simultaneously mediated

by both perceptions of course content and perceptions of

instructor credibility. Thus, reduced interest in taking the

Psychology of Women course reflected perceptions that this

course would be more focused on women and feminism, and that

the course would be lower in credibility, compared to the

Psychology of Gender course. In addition, female participants’

greater interest in taking both courses reflected their perception

that the courses would be less focused on women and feminism, as

well as higher in credibility, compared to male participants.

Ancillary Analyses
We examined whether participants’ prior knowledge of a

psychology WGS course offered at their university affected

responses to the manipulations. Only four participants indicated

having previously taken a WGS course (i.e., Women/Gender in

Society or Introduction to Women’s Studies). Moreover, although

over one-third of the sample (n = 137) indicated that they were

aware their university offered a similar WGS course, participants

reported knowing very little about the course itself (M = 2.98 on a

7-point scale). Adding the dichotomous question regarding

awareness of the psychology WGS course as an independent

variable to the ANOVAs yielded a similar pattern of results as

reported above, and there were no consistent effects for awareness

on the dependent measures.

Discussion

These results indicate that in the context of WGS courses, both

course title and participant gender contribute to the expectations

students have regarding the course. Consistent with Hypothesis 1,

participants expected the course to have broader coverage and be

higher in credibility when it had the more inclusive gender title

than an identical course where the title focused on the traditionally

disadvantaged group, women. Consistent with Hypothesis 3,

female participants perceived both courses to have broader

coverage and to be higher in credibility compared to male

participants. Furthermore, participants’ interest in taking the

course was independently affected by both course title and

participant gender, such that participants were more interested

in taking the gender-titled course than the women-titled course,

and female participants were more interested than male partic-

ipants in taking either course. There were no main effects for

instructor gender on any of the dependent variables, thus

Hypothesis 2 that male instructors would be perceived more

favorably than female instructors was not supported. Furthermore

there were no interaction effects; thus our exploratory hypotheses

of moderation (i.e., moderation of course title effects by either

instructor or participant gender and moderation of instructor

gender effects by participant gender) were not supported.

However, mediation analyses did suggest that differences in

participants’ willingness to enroll in the course depending on

course title and participant gender were partly explained by how

these variables affected perceptions of course content and

credibility.

It is important to note that more general perceptions of the

course, such as whether the instructor was organized and available

to students, were not affected by the manipulations. Thus, the

findings in the current research seem to reflect students’ reactions

to their perceptions of gender issues and feminism, and not a

general negativity to university courses. Indeed, Hartung [16]

suggested that WGS instructors may receive negative evaluations

‘‘based on who the students perceive [s/he] is rather than how [s/

he] teaches’’ (p. 262). The current research suggests that students

develop these perceptions early in their exposure to a WGS course.

Though the finding that students develop negative perceptions of

certain WGS courses quite quickly is unfortunate, the results are

consistent with anecdotes from WGS instructors who frequently

encounter resistant students who perceive them as biased [14,15].

Such negative impressions are a barrier to achieving gender

equality, and greater knowledge of this barrier can assist in

breaking it down. WGS instructors might directly benefit from

greater awareness of the sources of student resistance [29].

The differences that emerged for participant gender are

consistent with the overall enrollment trends within WGS courses,
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such that women appear more motivated to take these classes. The

fact that participant gender did not interact with either instructor

gender or course title suggests that women and men respond

similarly to these differences, but men may have a higher level of

initial resistance. Future research might examine ways to increase

men’s motivation and interest in taking WGS courses.

Finally, it is interesting that we did not obtain any effects for

instructor gender, which contradicts some earlier findings [45].

This difference could reflect the fact that with the increasing

number of women teaching in university settings, especially in

psychology departments, instructor gender is less distinctive as a

cue. The lack of an effect should be encouraging to both women

and men who teach WGS courses, because the current studies

suggest that students do not assume that either gender is more

capable or less biased regarding the subject. Thus, men might be

encouraged to teach such classes, and women may feel empowered

that they do not need to ‘‘prove’’ their credibility, though we note

that WGS instructors may still face resistance once in the

classroom [12].

Strengths and Limitations
The current research used an experimental design to examine

how course title, instructor gender and student gender affect

students’ perceptions of a WGS course prior to their actual

exposure to the course. The experimental nature of the research

increases our confidence that the course title itself biased

participants’ course perceptions. The use of the experimental

design also helps rule out self-selection biases that are inherent

when surveying students who have already enrolled in their

courses.

We do note a few limitations and directions for future research.

First, we examined reactions to a WGS course in the context of a

psychology department, thus it is possible that the effects do not

extend to WGS courses taught in other departments (e.g., history,

women’s studies). Though previous research has examined the role

of instructor gender in expectations for diversity courses taught in

other disciplines [45,51], those studies did not simultaneously vary

the focus of the course title, so future research might benefit from

examining a wider range of WGS courses and titles. We also note

that the course description in the current studies emphasized

empirical social science research regarding both women and men,

whereas some WGS course descriptions might emphasize women’s

experiences or critical discourse, which may appear more

subjective to prospective students. From our perspective, the fact

that we obtained effects even when the course was described as

having relatively objective and inclusive goals indicates that

students’ biased perceptions of WGS courses might be quite

pervasive. However, by taking an even-handed tone, our course

description may have obscured potential effects. Future research

might examine a range of course descriptions.

The current research also focused on WGS courses, but the

range of diversity course offerings is quite broad, including courses

in Black or African American studies, Hispanic studies, Aboriginal

studies, Queer studies, or more general diversity content. The

current research suggests that initial interest and reactions to these

courses might also be affected by the extent to which the course

title appears inclusive or focuses on the disadvantaged group, as

well as participants’ socio-demographic characteristics. Additional

research examining these factors in relation to other diversity

courses and other socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., ethnic-

ity, sexual orientation) is needed. Similarly, although we found no

effects for instructor gender, other instructor characteristics, such

as sexual orientation or ethnic background, may contribute to

students’ early perceptions of a diversity course [52,53]. Future

research might use qualitative approaches, such as interviews or

focus groups with prospective students, to uncover the additional

factors that may be important to explore in future experimental

research.

Implications and Conclusions
Higher education is one arena in which students can learn

about inequality and explore new ways of thinking about gender

and other majority/minority relations. In the context of women’s

and gender studies, the results of the current research suggest that

both women and men should play a role in delivering this

curriculum. Importantly, the current research suggests that

students might be equally receptive to men and women teaching

such courses, which might help encourage men to be more

involved in this area. These results also suggest that there may be

benefits to naming a WGS course with a broader, more inclusive

title. However, we are not suggesting that WGS courses (or other

diversity-oriented courses) should always be named with a more

inclusive title. Diversity courses provide a voice for underrepre-

sented and disadvantaged groups, and help provide balance and

equity in university curricula. Thus, diversity courses often

intentionally place minority groups’ experiences front-and-center

and are purposefully unbalanced in focus. While course titles

should accurately reflect the course’s focus and goals, the current

research suggests that consideration might also be given to the

issue of how to attract a wide range of students who will approach

diversity classes with positive expectations, which may increase the

likelihood that they will benefit from exposure to diverse

perspectives.
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29. Holladay CL, Quiñones MA (2008) The influence of training focus and trainer
characteristics on diversity training effectiveness. Acad Manag Learn … 7: 343–

354. Available: http://amle.aom.org/content/7/3/343.short. Accessed 2014

January 20

30. Eibach RP, Ehrlinger J (2010) Reference points in men’s and women’s

judgments of progress toward gender equality. Sex Roles 63: 882–893.

Available: http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-010-9846-7. Accessed

2013 September 25

31. Spoor JR, Schmitt MT (2011) ‘‘Things are getting better’’ isn’t always better:

Considering women’s progress affects perceptions of and reactions to

contemporary gender inequality. Basic Appl Soc Psych 33: 24–36. Available:

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01973533.2010.539948. Ac-

cessed 2013 September 25

32. Turkel KD (1986) Teaching about women to male-identified students. Teach

Sociol 14: 188–190. Available: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1318475

33. Brown TJ (2011) A required course in gender studies. Psychol Women Q 35:

162–164. Available: http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1177/

0361684310396065. Accessed 2012 July 8

34. Haddock G, Zanna MP (1994) Preferring ‘‘housewives’’ to ‘‘feminists’’:

Categorization and the favorability of attitudes toward women. Psychol

Women Q 18: 25–52. Available: http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.

1111/j.1471-6402.1994.tb00295.x. Accessed 2013 September 25

35. Jenen J, Winquist J, Arkkelin D, Schuster K (2008) Implicit attitudes towards

feminism. Sex Roles 60: 14–20. Available: http://link.springer.com/10.1007/

s11199-008-9514-3. Accessed 2013 September 25

36. Twenge JM, Zucker AN (1999) What is a feminist? Psychol Women Q 23: 591–

605. Available: http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.

1999.tb00383.x

37. Williams R, Wittig MA (1997) ‘‘I’m not a feminist, but…’’: factors contributing

to the discrepancy between pro-feminist orientation and feminist social identity.

Sex Roles 37: 885–904. Available: http://link.springer.com/10.1007/

BF02936345. Accessed 2013 September 25

38. Zucker AN (2004) Disavowing social identities: What it means when women say,

‘‘I’m not a feminist, but…’’ Psychol Women Q 28: 423–435. Available: http://

pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2004.00159.x. Accessed

2013 September 25

39. Breen AB, Karpinski A (2007) What’s in a name? Two approaches to evaluating

the label feminist. Sex Roles 58: 299–310. Available: http://link.springer.com/

10.1007/s11199-007-9317-y. Accessed 2013 September 25

40. Basow SA, Phelan JE, Capotosto L (2006) Gender patterns in college students’

choices of their best and worst professors. Psychol Women Q 30: 25–35.

Available: http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2006.

00259.x. Accessed 2013 September 25

41. Basow SA (1995) Student evaluations of college professors: When gender

matters. J Educ Psychol 87: 656–665. Available: http://doi.apa.org/getdoi.

cfm?doi=10.1037/0022-0663.87.4.656. Accessed 2013 September 25

42. Crano WD, Prislin R (2006) Attitudes and persuasion. In: Fiske ST, Kazdin AE,

Schacter DL, editors. Annual Review of Psychology. Palo Alto, CA: Annual

Reviews. pp. 345–374.

43. Edwards W (2008) Teaching women with a Y-chromosome: Do men make

better feminists? Fem Teach 18: 145–159. Available: http://www.jstor.org/

stable/40546061

44. Abel MH, Meltzer AL (2007) Student ratings of a male and female professors’

lecture on sex discrimination in the workforce. Sex Roles 57: 173–180.

Available: http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-007-9245-x. Accessed

2013 September 25

45. Moore M, Trahan R (2007) Biased and political: Student perceptions of females

teaching about gender. Coll Stud J 31: 434–444.

46. Schmitt MT, Spoor JR, Danaher K, Branscombe NR (2009) Rose-colored

glasses: How tokenism and comparisons with the past reduce the visibility of

gender inequality. In: Barreto M, Ryan MK, Schmitt MT, editors. Washington,

DC: American Psychological Association. pp. 49–71.

47. Burke RJ, Black S (1997) Save the males: Backlash in organizations. J Bus Ethics

16: 933–942.

48. Yzerbyt VY, Schadron G, Leyens J-P, Rocher S (1994) Social judgeability: The

impact of meta-informational cues on the use of stereotypes. J Pers Soc Psychol

66: 48–55. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.66.1.48.

49. Preacher KJ, Hayes AF (2008) Asymptotic and resampling strategies for

assessing and comparing indirect effects in multiple mediator models. Behav Res

Methods 40: 879–891.

50. Baron RM, Kenny DA (1986) The moderator-mediator variable distinction in

social psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical consider-

ations. J Pers Soc Psychol 51: 1173–1182. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173.

51. Smith G, Anderson KJ (2005) Students’ ratings of professors: The teaching style

contingency for Latino/a professors. J Latinos Educ 4: 115–136. doi:10.1207/

s1532771xjle0402.

52. Anderson KJ, Kanner M (2011) Inventing a gay agenda: Students’ perceptions

of lesbian and gay professors. J Appl Soc Psychol 41: 1538–1564. Available:

http://doi.wiley.com/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2011.00757.x. Accessed 2013 Sep-

tember 25.

53. Ewing VL, Stukas AA, Sheehan EP (2003) Student prejudice against gay male

and lesbian lecturers. J Soc Psychol 143: 569–579. Available: http://dx.doi.org/

10.1080/00224540309598464. Accessed 2013 September 25.

Student Perceptions of Women’s Studies Courses

PLOS ONE | www.plosone.org 7 September 2014 | Volume 9 | Issue 9 | e106286

http://link.springer.com/10.1007/BF00287964
http://link.springer.com/10.1023/B:SERS.0000023066.79915.83
http://link.springer.com/10.1023/B:SERS.0000023066.79915.83
http://doi.wiley.com/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2003.tb01888.x
http://doi.wiley.com/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2003.tb01888.x
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-007-9227-z
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-007-9227-z
http://pwq.sagepub.com/content/11/3/277.short
http://pwq.sagepub.com/content/11/3/277.short
http://doi.apa.org/getdoi.cfm?doi=10.1037/a0016639
http://jmm.sagepub.com/content/14/2/135.short
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/1471-6402.00097
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/1471-6402.00097
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4316021
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2007.00390.x
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2007.00390.x
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/BF01544276
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/BF01544276
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2007.00391.x
http://pwq.sagepub.com/content/19/3/419.short
http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=sG0jbQKYHHcC&oi=fnd&pg=PA174&dq=Coursesn+he+sychologyf+omen++atalystsor+hange&ots=8NolKIUbEr&sig=CiHaKJPp2hXeX1jLf37CrC0WpvE
http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=sG0jbQKYHHcC&oi=fnd&pg=PA174&dq=Coursesn+he+sychologyf+omen++atalystsor+hange&ots=8NolKIUbEr&sig=CiHaKJPp2hXeX1jLf37CrC0WpvE
http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=sG0jbQKYHHcC&oi=fnd&pg=PA174&dq=Coursesn+he+sychologyf+omen++atalystsor+hange&ots=8NolKIUbEr&sig=CiHaKJPp2hXeX1jLf37CrC0WpvE
http://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=sG0jbQKYHHcC&oi=fnd&pg=PA174&dq=Coursesn+he+sychologyf+omen++atalystsor+hange&ots=8NolKIUbEr&sig=CiHaKJPp2hXeX1jLf37CrC0WpvE
http://pwq.sagepub.com/content/13/3/245.short
http://www.aeaweb.org/articles.php?doi=10.1257/0002828042002561
http://www.aeaweb.org/articles.php?doi=10.1257/0002828042002561
http://amle.aom.org/content/7/3/343.short
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-010-9846-7
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01973533.2010.539948
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1318475
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1177/0361684310396065
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1177/0361684310396065
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1994.tb00295.x
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1994.tb00295.x
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-008-9514-3
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-008-9514-3
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1999.tb00383.x
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.1999.tb00383.x
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/BF02936345
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/BF02936345
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2004.00159.x
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2004.00159.x
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-007-9317-y
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-007-9317-y
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2006.00259.x
http://pwq.sagepub.com/lookup/doi/10.1111/j.1471-6402.2006.00259.x
http://doi.apa.org/getdoi.cfm?doi=10.1037/0022-0663.87.4.656
http://doi.apa.org/getdoi.cfm?doi=10.1037/0022-0663.87.4.656
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40546061
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40546061
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11199-007-9245-x
http://doi.wiley.com/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2011.00757.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00224540309598464
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00224540309598464

