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Abstract 

Students’ evaluations of teaching (SETs) have been used as a primary means of evaluating the 

teaching quality at postsecondary institutions for a number of years.  The research in this area 

has been consistently expanding in an effort to validate its use and efficacy.  To date, there has 

been little consensus regarding the validity of these evaluations, especially with regards to the 

possible impact of extraneous factors.  Researchers have previously found evidence of a link 

between the self-serving bias and grade expectations.  The present study used an experimental 

design to examine the validity of SETs in the context of the self-serving bias.  According to the 

self-serving bias, individuals will be more likely to attribute success internally but attribute 

failure externally.  Specifically, the present study examined whether there were differences in the 

presence of the self-serving bias in relation to self-reported narcissism and shyness.  Students at a 

large university aged 17 - 46 (N = 563) were asked to write a short essay on euthanasia and were 

randomly assigned to one of two conditions.  In the first condition, students were assigned a low 

grade; in the second condition, they were assigned a high grade.  When they were given their 

essay grade back, students had an opportunity to rate their evaluator.  Results indicated that 

students were more likely to externalize their essay grade when in the negative condition 

whereby they attributed their grade to reasons outside their control versus the positive condition, 

irrespective of their level of self-reported narcissism or shyness.  These results suggest that the 

self-serving bias does exist within SETs and calls into question the validity of these evaluations.  

The findings from this study highlight the need for further research into the role that student 

characteristics play with regards to SETs.  

 

 



SELF-SERVING BIASES IN STUDENT EVALUATIONS OF TEACHING 4 
 
 

Self-Serving Biases in Students’ Evaluations of Teaching: Examining the Impact of Self-

Reported Narcissism and Shyness 

 Quality assurance at the level of postsecondary education has been an important and 

debated topic for decades (Tam, 2001; Woodhouse, 1998).  Much has been written about issues 

of accountability within the realm of academia, including institutional and program accreditation 

(Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC), 2012) and public funding of 

higher education (Simpson & Siguaw, 2000).  There is no doubt that the areas within 

postsecondary institutions (e.g., quality of teaching, external funding, student and employee 

satisfaction, etc.), for which the public and government have demanded accountability, constitute 

a lengthy list.  Governmental agencies and the public at large are holding postsecondary 

institutions accountable to measurable outcomes (Kelly, 2012; Simpson & Siguaw, 2000) and the 

methods used to measure and evaluate the effectiveness of postsecondary institutions and their 

programs has received much attention in the literature. 

 One of the areas of quality assurance that has consistently caught the attention of 

researchers and stakeholders is the quality of teaching at universities and colleges.  The 

measurement of teaching effectiveness is particularly relevant given the recent increase in focus 

on teaching and learning in universities, especially those in North America (Kelly, 2012).  The 

predominant means for examining and assessing instructor performance has been student 

evaluations of teaching (SETs).  SETs were first adopted by a small number of postsecondary 

institutions in the United States during the mid-1920s as a way to measure instructional 

effectiveness (d’Apollonia & Abrami, 1997; Doyle, 1983).  Throughout the late 1960s and early 

1970s, there was a dramatic increase in the number of research articles published on the topic of 

SETs, which extensively examined the psychometric properties, usefulness, and validity of these 
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measures.  Areas that were commonly examined in these evaluations include, but are not limited 

to, workload of the course, clarity of instruction, approachability of instructor, organization of 

course material, and fairness of formal evaluation (Cashin, 1999; Marsh & Roche, 1997).   

The application of SETs has now become nearly universal at North American 

postsecondary institutions and student surveys of instruction have become the most widely used 

method of assessing teaching and instructor effectiveness (Centra, 2003; Kelly, 2012; Wolfer & 

Johnson, 2003).  Research in both Canada and the United States has found that at least 90% of 

postsecondary institutions use student rating questionnaires, either alone, or in conjunction with 

other methods to evaluate teaching (Saroyan & Amundsen, 2001; Seldin, 1998).  The 

implications that result from the use of SETs are vast.  Ideally, these evaluations are a valuable 

tool used to improve both student learning outcomes and teaching performance, but in many 

cases the data collected are used to make decisions related to future employment.  These 

decisions include retention, tenure, and promotion of faculty (Gravestock & Gregor-Greenleaf, 

2008; Kelly, 2012; Zabaleta, 2007), and some researchers have argued that the results generated 

from SETs are used to make important personnel decisions without further analysis or 

interpretation (McKeachie, 1997; Zabaleta, 2007).   

Evaluating teaching performance and effectiveness through SETs at North American 

postsecondary institutions will likely remain an important component of assessing teaching and 

instructor effectiveness, and it is important to determine how valid and effective these 

evaluations are.  Given that SETs are one of the most important and, in many cases, the only 

measure used to evaluate the teaching effectiveness of instructors at postsecondary institutions it 

is not surprising that their use has been widely debated and researched.  A simple literature 

search in an educational research database such as ERIC elicited over 43,000 results (retrieved 
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April 15, 2013).  Although there is a tremendous amount of research on this topic, little 

agreement has been reached in the research community regarding the validity of SETs (e.g., 

Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997; Marsh & Roche, 1997; Shevlin, Banyard, Davies, & Griffiths, 

2000).  Indeed, there remains the unresolved issue of whether SETs are an accurate reflection of 

true teaching effectiveness or whether they are contaminated by factors unrelated to teaching 

(Chacko, 1983).  As such, the focus of the current study was to examine whether external factors, 

such as student personality characteristics, impact the outcome of written evaluations. 

The Impacts of Extraneous Factors on Students’ Evaluations of Teaching 

 The value of SETs is based on the notion that the evaluations students give their 

instructors is based solely on their teaching effectiveness and performance and not on external 

factors outside of an instructor’s control.  However, a large body of research has pointed to the 

fact that SETs can be, and often are, affected by factors not related to actual teaching 

effectiveness.  These different factors include those that are teacher related (e.g., Felton, 

Mitchell, & Stinson, 2004; Freng &Webber, 2009; Kierstead, D’Agostino, & Dill, 1988; Sinclair 

& Kunda, 2000), course related (e.g., Addison, Best, & Warrington, 2006; Feldman, 1978; Gage, 

1961; Lovel & Haner, 1955; Scherr & Scherr, 1990), and student related (Marsh & Roche, 1997; 

Patrick, 2011). 

Teacher-Related Factors   

Teacher-related factors that may have an effect on SETs include the instructor’s 

perceived level of physical attractiveness (Felton, Mitchell, & Stinson, 2004; Freng & Webber, 

2009), whereby physically attractive instructors are rated more favourably than their presumably 

less attractive colleagues.  Felton, Mitchell, and Stinson (2004) examined the relationship 

between perceived quality of teaching, easiness, and sexiness of professors through a well-
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known web-based student evaluation measure (RateMyProfessor.com).  Using a sample size of 

over 3000 professors from 25 post secondary institutions in the United States, the researchers 

found that, when grouped into sexy and non-sexy professors, students gave the sexy-rated 

professors higher quality and easiness scores.  More recently, Felton and colleagues (2008) 

examined these same variables using a larger and improved database from the same web-based 

student evaluation measure.  Consistent with their earlier work, results showed even stronger 

relations where “hot” professors were given higher quality and easiness scores than their less 

attractive colleagues.  As can be clearly observed in the studies described above, the level of 

perceived physical attractiveness of the instructor can play a role in how they are evaluated by 

their students.  Indeed, some research has shown that the attractiveness of an instructor is 

positively correlated with factors such as immediacy, approachability, likeability, and teaching 

effectiveness, as reported by students (Feeley, 2002; Gurung & Vespia, 2007; Rocca & 

McCroskey, 1999). 

 Another teacher-related factor that has been found to adversely affect SETs is the gender 

of the instructor, but the research findings in this area are mixed.  Whereas some authors have 

found evidence supporting higher evaluation for male professors versus their female colleagues 

(e.g., Kierstead, D’Agostino, & Dill, 1988; Sinclair & Kunda, 2000), others have found no such 

relationship (see reviews by Feldman, 1992, 1993).  Additionally, some researchers (e.g., Centra 

& Gaubatz, 2000; Feldman, 1997) have found that students tend to rank instructors of their own 

gender slightly higher.   

In one study exploring teacher-related factors that may impact SETs, Kierstead and 

colleagues (1988) examined whether the gender of an instructor had an impact on how they were 

evaluated by students.  In addition, the authors also examined whether social contact between the 
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instructor and students and the instructor’s facial expression (smiling versus neutral) had an 

impact on ratings.  Overall, it was found that male instructors were judged as being more 

effective than female instructors.  It is interesting to note, however, that behaviours indicative of 

friendliness (e.g., smiling) toward students elevated the ratings of female instructors but not male 

instructors. 

 Sinclair and Kunda (2000) examined whether ratings of instructors were influenced by 

gender and grades given to students.  Using a sample of 570 course evaluations for 318 different 

instructors (230 men and 82 women), the authors investigated whether an instructor’s ratings 

would be high if the participant had received a high grade in their class.  Furthermore, the 

authors wanted to determine if this rating was influenced by the gender of the instructor.  

Consistent with previous research, Sinclair and Kunda found that participants viewed female 

instructors as less competent than their male colleagues after receiving low grades.  Interestingly, 

a significant interaction was found between grade and gender of the instructor whereas when 

students received a high grade, the gender difference was no longer present.   

 Alternatively, two reviews examining the laboratory and experimental research on 

students’ preconceptions of male and female college professors found that, in a majority of 

studies, global evaluations did not differ (Feldman, 1992, 1993).  Feldman referred to global 

evaluations as the overall evaluation given to a professor.  This finding held true for both male 

and female students, although students did tend to rate same-sex professors slightly higher than 

opposite-sex professors.  Feldman did find, however, that in the minority of studies where there 

were significant differences in the ratings of men and women, the results suggested that women 

were rated higher than men. 
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Course-Related Factors   

Research has consistently shown SETs are influenced by factors that are associated with 

the course content itself.  These factors include: perceived difficulty of the course by students 

(Addison, Best, & Warrington, 2006) and whether the course itself is mandatory or an elective 

(Feldman, 1978; Gage, 1961; Lovel & Haner, 1955; Scherr & Scherr, 1990).  In one study, 

researchers examined whether students were more apt to rate an instructor negatively when the 

course was more difficult than originally thought (Addison, Best, & Warrington, 2006).  

Regardless of the grade earned by participants in the study, the researchers predicted that 

students would rate their instructor more negatively if the course content was perceived as more 

difficult than they originally thought it would be.  The researchers first found support for the fact 

that students who received higher grades evaluated their instructors more favourably than 

students who had received lower grades.  Furthermore, it was found that, after controlling for the 

grade earned, students who thought the class was easier than expected than those who thought 

the class was harder rated instructors more favourably. 

 Some research has found that whether a class is a requirement versus an elective has no 

effect on SETs (e.g., Heilman & Armentrout, 1936; Hildebrand, Wilson, & Dienst, 1971), but a 

number of studies have found that this factor does actually have an effect (e.g., Feldman, 1978; 

Gage, 1961; Lovel & Haner, 1955; Pohlmann, 1975).  Through analyzing student ratings of 

college teachers in the College of Education at the University of Illinois, Gage (1961) found 

evidence that instructors of elective courses were consistently rated more favourably than 

instructors of required courses.  Similarly, in an in-depth analysis of college characteristics and 

college students’ ratings of instructors, Feldman (1978) found some evidence suggesting that 

teachers of non-required or elective courses received higher ratings than required or mandatory 
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courses.  The inconsistencies in findings with regards to the elective versus requirement debate 

are partly due to the fact that research in this area is dated and measurements used have varied 

across studies.  A more recent analysis of student ratings based on whether a class is an elective 

versus a requirement is needed. 

Student-Related Factors   

A small amount of research has also been conducted on whether factors specific to 

students, such as student personality (Patrick, 2011), and personal interest in the subject matter 

(Marsh & Roche, 1997), have an effect on the outcome of SETs.  For example, Patrick (2011) 

sought to determine whether any of the Big Five personality traits (neuroticism, extraversion, 

openness to experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness) had an effect on SETs.  In her 

correlational analysis, it was found that one of the personality traits, agreeableness, was 

positively associated with the rating of an instructor’s teaching effectiveness.  In other words, 

these results indicate that as a student’s level of self-reported agreeableness increases, so to does 

the instructor’s level of teaching effectiveness.  

 The extent to which students find a particular course interesting or not has been found to 

have an impact on how favourably an instructor is rated (Marsh & Roche, 1997).  In a 

comprehensive review of studies examining the relationships found between students’ ratings 

and background characteristics, Marsh and Roche (1997) found that students who reported more 

interest in a class rated it higher than students who did not have a high level of interest.  

Specifically, the authors concluded that approximately one third of the expected grade effect was 

accounted for by prior interest in the subject matter.  It is important to note that March and 

Roche were unable to determine if this level of interest existed before the start of the course or 

was generated by the course or the instructor.  
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 Research in the area of possible extraneous factors that impact SETs is vast and still 

expanding.  Some researchers have found that factors related to the instructor have an impact.  

These include the gender of the professor and their level of perceived physical attractiveness.  

Other researchers have found that factors associated with the course content itself plays a role in 

evaluations, including whether a course is a requirement or an elective course.  Additionally, 

other researchers have found evidence of factors related specifically to the student also have an 

impact on SETs.  These factors include personal interest in the course and the personality of the 

student.  

The Importance of Grades 

The relation between SET scores and student grades is one external factor that has 

received much attention in the literature (Kelly, 2012).  In fact, what students expect to receive 

as grades or have already received as grades have been found to be one of the most consistent 

correlates of student ratings (e.g., Addison, Best, and Warrington, 2006; Greenwald & Gillmore, 

1997; Krautmann & Sander, 1999; Olivares, 2001).  For example, in a brief review of student 

evaluations on college teaching effectiveness, Wachtel (1998) found that there was a general 

consensus in the research literature that a moderate positive correlation existed between expected 

grade and student ratings.  Students who expect higher grades tend to give more favourable 

ratings of their instructors.  A number of possible explanations for this relation have been 

proposed by researchers (e.g., Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997; Marsh, 1987; Wachtel, 1998).  For 

example, it could be that the presence of pre-existing differences among students has an impact 

on both teaching effectiveness and student evaluations (prior characteristic hypothesis).  These 

could include differences in prior interest in the course subject, motivation levels, ability, and 

discipline (Arnold, 2009).  Another explanation may be that their students rate effective 
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instructors more favourably because the high quality of teaching enables students to perform to 

their full potential (validity hypothesis).  According to this view, a positive relation would 

support the validity of student evaluations (Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997).  Another possible 

reason for the correlation between expected or received grades and SETs is the idea of grading 

leniency whereby instructors with more lenient grading standards receive more favourable 

ratings (grading leniency hypothesis; Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997). 

 Out of the three hypotheses described above, the grading leniency hypothesis has 

generated the most controversy in the field (Vaillancourt, 2013).  According to this hypothesis, 

instructors have the ability to “buy” better evaluations by assigning higher grades (Marsh, 1987; 

Wachtel, 1998).  Correlational research in this area has consistently found a low but positive 

correlation between expected and/or received grades and SETs, but causation cannot be inferred 

through correlation (Vaillancourt, 2013).  Experimental research that has been conducted in this 

area has consistently shown strong support for the presence of the grading leniency hypothesis 

(e.g., Snyder & Clair, 1976; Vaillancourt, 2013; Worthington & Wong, 1979).  Opponents of the 

grading leniency hypothesis have argued against the experimental research, stating that the 

research is weak and unrepresentative of what happens in naturally occurring situations (Marsh 

& Roche, 1997). 

 Another possible interpretation for the grades-ratings association can be found within 

attribution theory (Feldman, 1997; Gigliotti & Buchtel, 1990; Griffin, 2004).  According to this 

theory, students may react in one of two ways if they receive a grade that differs from what was 

originally expected.  If grades are lower than expected, students are likely to exhibit a defensive 

and self-protection mechanism commonly referred to as the self-serving bias (e.g., Arkin, 

Appelman, & Burger, 1980; Gigliotti & Buchtel, 1990; Heider, 1976; Snyder & Clair, 1976; 
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Zuckerman, 1979).  In utilizing the self-serving bias, students attempt to protect their view of self 

and assign blame for the lower than expected grade to an external cause such as the instructor.  If 

grades are higher than expected, students exhibiting the self-serving bias will tend to attribute 

this success internally and credit the successful grade to their intelligence, hard work, and ability 

rather than giving credit to the instructor’s teaching effectiveness.  Attribution theory implies that 

there is nonlinearity in predicted grade relations in that teachers may not be rewarded for giving 

high grades, but they may be punished for giving low grades. 

 Attribution research has generally established that there is an inherent self-serving bias in 

people’s success/failure explanations (Ross & Fletcher, 1985).  The presence of the self-serving 

bias has been found in a number of different events and settings, including employees receiving 

or being denied promotions, athletes performing well versus performing poorly, students 

achieving good or bad grades, and even automobile drivers narrowly missing an accident or 

getting into one (Shepperd, Malone, & Sweeny, 2008).  The common thread among these 

different examples is that people view their positive or successful outcomes as primarily 

internally caused, but view their negative or failed outcomes as primarily externally caused.  

Shepperd and colleagues (2008) described internal causes as generally referring to “abilities, 

skills, personal traits, or effort, whereas external causes generally refer to the actions or inactions 

of others, luck, and circumstances such as the weather or economy” (pp. 895). 

 Research that has examined the prevalence of the self-serving bias has generally found 

the phenomenon to be relatively widespread and pervasive in the general population (Mezulis, 

Abramson, Hyde, & Hankin, 2004).  Although significant differences exist to support the 

presence of the self-serving bias, it is unlikely that all individuals exhibit the bias in a similar 

fashion.  Indeed, in their meta-analysis, Mezulis and colleagues (2004) concluded that the 
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prevalence of the self-serving bias demonstrated significant variability across factors such as age, 

culture, and psychopathology.  Other researchers have found that individuals who suffer from 

social anxiety go so far as to reverse the self-serving bias (e.g., Arkin, Appelman, & Burger, 

1980; Asendorpf, 1987; Teglasi & Hoffman, 1982), whereas those who display elevated levels of 

narcissistic personality traits exhibit the self-serving bias to the point that they are almost blind to 

any other point of view (e.g., Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Vaillancourt, 2013).  This great 

variability in the presence of the self-serving bias is cause for concern where SETs are involved 

due to the fact that they are used to inform high-status decisions, such as tenure and promotion 

(Gravestock & Gregor-Greenleaf, 2008; Kelly, 2012; Zabaleta, 2007). 

The Self-Serving Bias and Students’ Evaluations of Teaching 

 The presence of the self-serving bias in students receiving grades they either expected or 

did not expect to receive has been found across a number of studies (e.g., Arkin & Maruyama, 

1979; Arnold, 2009; Davis & Stephan, 1980).  In the late 1970s and early 1980s, a number of 

researchers examined the presence of the self-serving bias in undergraduate students when it 

came to exam performance.  For example, Arkin and Maruyama (1979) sought to determine if 

successful students would assume greater personal responsibility for their performance in an 

undergraduate psychology class than would unsuccessful students.  Consistent with the self-

serving hypothesis, the authors found that successful students perceived internal factors as more 

important causes of their own performance and unsuccessful students perceived external factors 

as more important causes of their own performance.  Similarly, research conducted by Davis and 

Stephan (1980) further supported the existence of the self-serving bias in SETs.  In a sample of 

127 undergraduate students from a large university in the United States, the authors found that 

the high expectations of students were based primarily on their perceptions that they possessed 
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the necessary amount of effort and ability to perform well.  When their actual performances were 

consistent with these high expectations, participants emphasized ability and effort in explaining 

their success.  Not surprisingly, those participants whose actual performance was quite low de-

emphasized the importance of ability and effort and instead attributed their failure to the 

difficulty of the test.  More recently, Arnold (2009) conducted research on whether examinations 

influenced students evaluations of instructors.  Similar to past research, the author found that, 

among students who fail an examination, average evaluation scores were significantly lower 

after the exam.  The author concluded that these results were compatible with a self-serving bias 

in student ratings, in which unsuccessful students externalize their failure but successful students 

do not externalize their success.  Interestingly, the author concluded that the presence of the self-

serving bias in SETs did not constitute a form of revenge against the instructors. 

 Past research has noted that the self-serving bias may serve important personal functions, 

including restoring damaged self-esteem or one’s public self-image (Papps & O’Carroll, 1998).   

In fact, research dating as far back as the 1930s has found that individuals tend to seek a positive 

image of themselves and their environment with such vigour that reality is sometimes selectively 

interpreted or even patently ignored.  According to Allport (1937, as cited in Mezulis, Abramson, 

Hyde, & Hankin, 2004) the self-serving bias may serve an adaptive function where it is used to 

protect egos from the harsh blows of reality.  Some researchers have found evidence suggesting 

that the self-serving bias is a feature of the human cognition that is positively associated with 

physical and mental health.  The presence of the self-serving bias has been associated with 

greater self-reported trait happiness (Rizley, 1978), less depression (Abramson & Alloy, 1981), 

better problem solving (Isen & Means, 1983), and better immune function (Taylor et al., 2000).  

An attenuated or absent self-serving bias has been associated with higher incidences of 
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depression (Sweeney, Anderson, & Bailey, 1986), poorer academic, work, and athletic 

performance (Peterson & Barrett, 1987; Seligman, Nolen-Hoeksema, Thornton, & Thornton, 

1990), and poorer physical health (Lee & Seligman, 1997).   

The Self-Serving Bias, Narcissism, and Student Evaluations of Teaching 

 Despite much research pointing to the fact that students who end up with lower than 

expected grades respond with lower ratings of their instructor; this form of self-serving bias is 

not often viewed as a form of revenge (e.g., Arnold, 2009).  Research in the field of aggression 

has well established that social rejection, threats to ego, and negative feedback about one’s 

abilities and characteristics may lead to anger and aggression (e.g., Barry, Chaplin, & Grafeman, 

2006; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Bushman, Baumeister, Thomaes, Ryu, Begeer, & West, 

2009; Jones & Paulhus, 2010; Konrath, Bushman, & Campbell, 2006; Stucke & Sporer, 2002; 

Twenge & Campbell, 2003).  This area of research has examined the link between negative 

feedback and narcissism and some evidence has supported the fact that narcissism may be 

important in predicting who will aggress following negative feedback.  Individuals who exhibit 

narcissistic traits are described as self-centered, manipulative, demanding, and having a 

grandiose sense of self-worth (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).  The results from this 

area of research have consistently shown that individuals with inflated egos can, and often do, 

become aggressive when they are criticized or rejected by others. 

 In a study examining the links between narcissism, aggression, and self-esteem, Bushman 

and Baumeister (1998) sought to test the opposing predictions about the link between self-views 

and hostile aggression.  The researchers conducted two studies to test the prediction that the 

combination of high narcissism and ego threat would lead to unusually high levels of aggression. 

In these two studies, participants were asked to write a one-paragraph essay on the controversial 
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topic of abortion and were led to believe that another participant would evaluate their essay.  The 

essay was randomly assigned a positive or negative grade and participants were then able to 

aggress against their supposed evaluator through blasts of white noise in a competitive reaction 

time task.  The authors found that individuals with high levels of narcissism were most 

aggressive following negative evaluations.  More recently, Bushman and colleagues (2009) re-

examined the data from their original study and found that the most aggressive individuals were 

those with the highest levels of narcissism.  This finding provides further support for the 

threatened egotism hypothesis whereby the highest rates of aggression came from the 

combination of high scores on the trait of narcissism and ego threat. 

 Research conducted by Stucke and Sporer (2002) and Twenge and Campbell (2003) 

suggests that people with inflated and extremely positive self-views that are unstable and 

insecure might be more prone to aggression when their positive self-view is threatened by 

negative feedback.  In an effort to expand on the experimental study conducted by Bushman and 

Baumeister (1998), Stucke and Sporer (2002) conducted two experimental studies to examine the 

relation between narcissism, anger, and aggression following ego-threat.  The results of the study 

provided further evidence that people with an inflated, unstable self-view are more prone to 

angry and aggressive reactions after an ego-threatening event.  In a series of four studies, 

Twenge and Campbell (2003) similarly hypothesized that people with higher levels of self-

reported narcissistic personality traits would respond to social rejection with anger and 

aggression.  The results of these four studies further complemented the research by Bushman and 

Baumeister (1998) and Stucke and Sporer (2002) in that individuals with elevated levels of 

narcissism were significantly more prone to respond to failure feedback with direct aggression.   
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The Self-Serving Bias, Shyness, and Student Evaluations of Teaching 

The presence of the self-serving bias has been shown to be pervasive in the general 

population (Mezulis, Abramson, Hyde, & Hankin, 2004) and the research described above has 

generally found those who exhibit elevated levels of self-reported narcissism are more likely to 

exhibit the self-serving bias. Alternatively, some research has shown that shy or socially anxious 

individuals generally do not exhibit the self-serving bias at all (e.g., Alden, 1987; Arkin, 

Appelman, & Burger, 1980; Asendorpf, 1987; Franzoi, 1983; Shepperd, Arkin, & Slaughter, 

1995; Teglasi & Hoffman, 1982).  The term shyness is most often used to describe individuals 

who are reticent to engage in social interactions or who are socially withdrawn (Beidel & Turner, 

1998).  Shyness is the term most often used to label the emotional state of feeling anxious and 

inhibited in social situations (Cheek & Briggs, 1990).  Alternative perspectives conceptualize 

shyness as a form of social anxiety (e.g., Buss, 1980; Crozier, 1995; Meleshko & Alden, 1993; 

Schlenker & Leary, 1982).  Buss (1980) offered an ambitious theory on shyness, shame, 

embarrassment, and audience anxiety by stating that these can all be conceptualized as different 

forms of social anxiety, which he defined in terms of “discomfort in the presence of 

others...being upset or disturbed by others’ scrutiny or remarks, or merely because others are 

present (p. 204).  In addition, some researchers (e.g., Meleshko & Alden, 1993) describe shyness 

as a form of chronic social anxiety and suggest that these individuals are motivated by the desire 

to avoid negative social outcomes.  For the purposes of this study, research that used the terms 

shyness and social anxiety were presumed to be referring to the same construct. 

 In the 1930s, Schouten (1935, as cited in Crozier, 1990) stated that “shyness is a 

phenomenon so universally human that we can easily say: someone who has never been shy or 

someone who, under certain circumstances, does not run the risk of becoming so, is an abnormal 
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person”.  Indeed, research does show that the prevalence rates of shyness are high, with one 

cross-cultural study reporting less than ten percent of respondents indicating they had never felt 

shy (Zimbardo, 1977).  Some researchers have postulated that situational shyness as a transitory 

emotional state is a normal and functional aspect of human development and everyday adult life 

(Ford, 1987; Izard & Hyson, 1986).  Some psychologists have argued that the positive 

connotations of shyness, such as modesty or sensitivity, should be emphasized (Aron, 1996; 

Gough & Thorne, 1986).  Alternatively, there has been some research evidence that supports a 

negative image of shyness by documenting how shyness can be a barrier to personal well-being, 

social adjustment, and occupational fulfillment (e.g., Cheek & Briggs, 1990; Jones, Cheek, & 

Briggs, 1986). 

 Surprisingly, there has been little research examining the relationship between the self-

serving bias and shyness.  The research that does exist has consistently found that shy people 

typically tend to reverse the self-serving bias by accepting more personal responsibility for social 

failure than for success (e.g., Arkin, Appelman, & Burger, 1980; Teglasi & Hoffman, 1982).  

Individuals who describe themselves as shy tend to not experience an inflated sense of self-

worth.  Instead, they expect that their social behaviour will be inadequate and, as a result, they 

will be evaluated negatively by others (e.g., Capiocco, Glass, & Merluzzi, 1979; Leary, 

Kowalski, & Campbell, 1988; Smith & Sarason, 1975).  Shyness has also been found to be 

associated with increased instances of remembering negative information about oneself (Breck & 

Smith, 1983; O’Banion & Arkowitz, 1977).  Since shy people expect to be evaluated negatively, 

it would be assumed that they would welcome and appreciate positive feedback.  Research has 

shown, however, that shy individuals more readily accept negative feedback over positive 
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feedback.  In fact, shy individuals tend to resist and doubt the accuracy of the positive 

evaluations they receive (e.g., Alden, 1987; Asendorpf, 1987; Franzoi, 1983). 

The Current Study  

 In light of the lack of agreement on the validity and usefulness of SETs, and in particular 

the extent to which the self-serving bias may impact these evaluations, the purpose of the study 

was two-fold.  The first aim of the study was to explore the possible impact of student 

characteristics on the outcome of SETs utilizing an experimental approach.  A significant 

majority of the past research examining SETs has been non-experimental and the few studies that 

have used experimental methods have consistently found participants to evaluate their supposed 

instructor more favourably in the high grade condition and more negatively in the low grade 

condition (e.g., Snyder & Clair, 1976; Vaillancourt, 2013; Worthington & Wong, 1979).  The 

study adds to the SETs literature in the following ways.  First, the study utilizes an experimental 

approach to examine the impact that the self-serving bias can have on SETs.  This is an 

important consideration to make, especially given the fact that the results of SETs are often used 

to make important promotional and employment decisions.  Second, a majority of the existing 

studies that examine the validity of SETs have not thoroughly considered the important role of 

student personality characteristics and it is only recently that researchers have begun to explore 

this in greater detail (e.g., Vaillancourt, 2013).   

 The second aim of the study was to consider the impact that the self-serving bias may 

have on the evaluations given to instructors.  Following a content-analytic approach, consistent 

with attribution theory (Jones, et al., 1972; Weiner, 1974, 1986), the study sought to determine 

the extent to which students engaged in the self-serving bias in the context of written evaluations.  

Specifically, the study examined the self-serving bias in the specific contexts of self-reported 
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levels of narcissism and shyness and the extent to which these predicted whether students would 

exhibit characteristics of the self-serving bias.  Previous research has consistently found that the 

self-serving bias is more prevalent among individuals who exhibit narcissistic traits (e.g., 

Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Stucke & Sporer, 2002; Twenge & Campbell, 2003; Vaillancourt, 

2013), but individuals who are shy tend to exhibit the opposite of the self-serving bias (e.g., 

Arkin, Appelman, & Burger, 1980; Teglasi & Hoffman, 1982).  It is important to further 

examine the impacts that the self-serving bias can have on the validity of SETs, as the research in 

this area is minimal.  Presently, however, the research does suggest that the self-serving bias can 

have a negative impact on the validity of SETs (e.g., Vaillancourt, 2013). 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 Research question #1. Will the written feedback provided by students in the negative 

condition primarily consist of external reasons for their grade compared to primarily internal 

reasons for their grade if in the positive condition?  

To date, there has been no research that has thoroughly explored the written evaluations 

of instructors by their students.  The extent to which individuals internalize or externalize their 

grades can be further explored by reviewing written feedback.  Previous research has found that 

individuals will be more apt to blame external sources for failure but attribute internal sources 

for success (e.g., Shepperd, Malone, & Sweeny, 2008).  Accordingly, it was hypothesized that 

the written feedback students gave to their evaluators in the negative condition would primarily 

consist of external reasons for their low grade (Hypothesis 1a).  Alternatively, it was predicted 

that the written feedback students gave to their evaluators in the positive condition would 

primarily consist of internal reasons for their high grade (Hypothesis 1b).   
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Research question #2. Will students who exhibit higher levels of self-reported 

narcissistic traits enact revenge through poor evaluations of their marker when in the negative 

condition and attribute their own skills and abilities when in the positive condition?  

It has been well established in the research literature that most individuals will react with 

aggression when given poor feedback (Bushman & Baumesiter, 1998; Stucke & Sporer, 2002; 

Twenge & Campbell, 2003; Vaillancourt, 2013).  This same research has suggested that 

individuals who exhibit higher levels of self-reported narcissistic personality traits will enact 

revenge when given a low grade through low SETs and will attribute a high grade to their own 

abilities.  In the negative condition, it was expected that individuals with elevated levels of self-

reported narcissism would be more likely to engage in the self-serving bias whereby they would 

externalize their low grade (Hypothesis 2a).  Alternatively, research has proposed that 

individuals with elevated self-reported narcissistic traits will be more apt to attribute success 

internally when given praise, or in the case of the current study, given a high grade (e.g., Ross & 

Fletcher, 1985; Shepperd, Malone, & Sweeny, 2008).  Consequently, in the positive condition, it 

was predicted that individuals with higher levels of self-reported narcissism would be more 

likely to engage in the self-serving bias whereby they would internalize their high grade 

(Hypothesis 2b).   

Research question #3. Will students who exhibit higher levels of self-reported shyness 

be more likely to internalize their failure if in the negative condition but refuse to credit their 

own skills and abilities if in the positive condition? 

The little research that has examined the relationship between the self-serving bias and 

shyness has generally found that individuals who exhibit higher levels of shyness are less likely 

to attribute success to their own abilities and are more apt to internalize failure (e.g., Alden, 
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1987; Arkin, Appelman, & Burger, 1980; Asendorpf, 1987; Franzoi, 1983; Teglasi & Hoffman, 

1982).  Therefore, for those individuals in the negative condition, it was predicted that 

individuals with higher levels of self-reported shyness would be less likely to engage in the self-

serving bias and would attribute failure internally (Hypothesis 3a).  Alternatively, it was 

predicted that individuals in the positive condition would be more likely to attribute success 

externally (Hypothesis 3b).  

Research question #4. Are students in the negative condition more likely to write longer, 

more detailed feedback to their evaluators compared to those in the positive condition?  

Lastly, there is a common belief among the general public that individuals who are upset 

with a particular result may spend significantly more time expressing their displeasure.  There is 

no question that individuals tend to be more verbose in their defense.  If you look at the reviews 

for articles, books, art, movies, and so on, you will be hard pressed to find more positive reviews 

than negative.  In line with this view of common thought is research that has shown that “bad is 

stronger than good” (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001).  The authors found 

that bad impressions and negative stereotypes are quicker to form and more resistant to 

disconfirmation than good ones.  As a result, it was predicted that individuals in the negative 

condition would write longer, more detailed comments about their evaluator than individuals in 

the positive condition  (Hypothesis 4). 

Methods 

Participants 

 Participants included 563 (299 women, 263 men, 1 unreported) predominantly first-year 

(84.8%) university students (Mage = 18.84 SD = 2.55) from a large south-western Ontario 

university.  Students were recruited from the psychology participant pool and given course credit 
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for participation.  Students came from a number of different faculties, with the most prevalent 

being Science (42.6%), Social Science (26.6%), and Business (13.2%).  The cultural/ethnic 

distribution of the sample was predominantly Caucasian (46.8%), followed by South Asian 

(18.6%), and Asian (17.5%).  The majority of participants were not majoring in Psychology and 

did not intend to major in Psychology in the future (78.9%).  Participants were excluded if 

English was not the language they primarily communicated in.  

Measures 

 Narcissism.  Self-reported levels of narcissism were reported using the Narcissistic 

Personality Inventory (NPI; Raskin & Terry, 1988).  The NPI is a forty-item forced-choice 

questionnaire used to measure symptoms of narcissism in the general population.  Participants 

are asked to choose between competing items, such as “People sometimes believe what I tell 

them” versus “I am an extraordinary person”.  Scores can range between zero and 40, with 

average scores between 16 and 19 (Raskin & Terry, 1988).  The items in this questionnaire are 

based on the diagnostic criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder in the DSM-IV-TR (APA, 

2000), although those who score high on this measure do not necessarily meet the criteria for a 

clinical diagnosis of narcissism.  The NPI is one of the most common measures used by 

researchers to assess levels of narcissism in the general population.  This measure has 

consistently been found to have high internal consistency (α = .78) and has been tested against 

various measures of narcissism (Raskin & Hall, 1979, 1981; Raskin & Terry, 1988; Watson, 

Grisham, Trotter, & Biderman, 1984).  

 Shyness.  Self-reported levels of shyness were reported using the Shyness and Sociability 

Questionnaire by Cheek and Buss (1981).  The Shyness and Sociability Questionnaire is a 13-

item questionnaire in which respondents are asked to determine the extent to which each item 
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describes their character.  The questions are answered on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from 0 (not at all characteristic) to 4 (extremely characteristic).  Sample items include: “I feel 

tense when I’m with people I don’t know well” and “I am often uncomfortable at parties and 

social functions”.  The Shyness and Sociability Questionnaire has been found to have high 

internal consistency (α = .85) and is often used to measure shyness and sociability in the general 

population (Arkin & Grove, 1990; Asendorpf & Meier, 1993; Bruch, Gorsky, Collins, & Berger, 

1989; Cheek & Buss, 1981; Czeschlik & Nurk, 1995).  

 Student Evaluations of Teaching.  Participants were given a questionnaire developed by 

Vaillancourt (2013) where they were asked four questions about their evaluator, three of which 

were on a 7-point Likert-type scale (α = .86).  The first question asked participants to rate the 

overall quality of the evaluator’s marking ability (1 = “very poor”, 7 = “excellent”).  The second 

question asked participants to determine the extent to which they felt the evaluation procedures 

were fair (1 = “disagree very strongly”, 7 = “agree very strongly”).  The third question asked 

participants to determine if they felt the evaluator’s feedback was helpful (1 = “disagree very 

strongly “, 7 = “agree very strongly”).  Finally, participants were provided with an opportunity to 

provide a written comment about their evaluator’s marking abilities, which were evaluated in this 

study.   

Procedure 

 Participants were informed that they would be participating in two related studies.  The 

purpose of the first study was to investigate the evaluation skills of either professors or teaching 

assistants and the purpose of the second study was to examine whether “people with different 

personalities” held differing opinions about euthanasia.  This cover story was used to help ensure 

that participants did not become suspicious about the true nature of the study and to avoid unduly 
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influencing SETs ratings.  The true purpose of the study was to determine if their self-reported 

levels of narcissism and shyness predicted the extent to which students blamed their instructor if 

given a low grade on their assignment.  

 Students were informed of their rights as participants, including the right to 

confidentiality and the right to withdraw from the experiment at any time.  Once consent was 

obtained from the participants, they were asked to type out a short paragraph essay (between 

150-250 words) defending their point of view on the topic of euthanasia.  A standard definition 

of euthanasia was provided and participants were informed that they would have 20 minutes to 

type the essay on a laptop computer.  Upon completion of the essay (or if the 20 minute time-

limit was up) participants were informed that their essay would be marked by a student teaching 

assistant or professor (random).  They were informed that their essay would be marked on 

organization, originality, writing style, clarity of expression, persuasiveness of arguments, and 

overall quality.  In actuality, the participants were assigned a standard grade that was not 

dependent on the quality of their essay.  Half of the participants were given a poor evaluation 

whereas the other half was given a positive evaluation.   

Participants were randomized into two conditions.  In the negative feedback condition (n 

= 128 men; n = 144 women; 1 unreported), they were given standardized numeric feedback on 

their essay that ranged from C- on originality and persuasiveness of arguments to a D on all other 

evaluation criteria.  They were also given the written comment, “This is one of the worst essays I 

have ever read!”  Participants in the positive condition (n = 135 men; n = 155 women), were 

given standardized numeric feedback on their essay that ranged from B+ on organization to A+ 

on originality and were given the written comment “No suggestions, great essay!”  In both 

conditions, comments were added to each essay at approximately the same location to give the 
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impression that the essay was actually read by the evaluator (it was not).  During the time that 

their essay was being “marked”, participants were asked to complete a series of questionnaires 

examining levels of narcissism, shyness, and demographic information.  Participants were then 

provided with the feedback on their essay.  Following this, they were asked to fill out an 

evaluation form pertaining to the evaluator’s marking abilities, including a section allowing for 

written feedback.  Participants were assured that their anonymity would be strictly guarded and 

that the evaluators would have no way of knowing who wrote the essay.  In addition, the 

evaluations provided by students regarding their evaluators would be anonymous. 

 At the conclusion of the study, participants were given a debriefing form and were 

verbally told that their essay had not really been evaluated and that they were actually randomly 

assigned to a standard positive or negative evaluation.  The debriefing sheet revealed to them that 

the real purpose the study was to examine personality styles in relation to positive or negative 

feedback.  In addition, participants were provided with reasons regarding why the concealed 

methodology was necessary for the study. 

Coding Procedures   

Borrowing from research on the self-serving bias and attribution theory, a content 

analysis was conducted on the written evaluations given to instructors.  First, responses to the 

item, “how would you rate your evaluator…” were transcribed verbatim and checked for 

accuracy.  Two independent raters coded the responses of participants with regards to whether 

they fit into one of three attribution categories: (1) external (e.g., “…personally, I cannot say it is 

the easiest to write an essay within 20 minutes without concrete facts”), (2) internal (e.g., “I 

think I’m a fairly decent writer, being in Humanities and all…”), or (3) neutral (e.g., “No 

suggestions, great evaluation!”).  The determination of whether a response was internal, external, 
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or neutral was conceptually driven and based on previous research in attribution theory and the 

self-serving bias (e.g., Arkin, Appelman, & Burger, 1980; Gigliotti & Buchtel, 1990; Heider, 

1976; Snyder & Clair, 1976; Zuckerman, 1979).  Coding disagreements were settled with a 

“blind” third independent rater.  Cohen’s kappa for inter-rater agreement was found to be .87. 

Within each of these three attribution categories, a total of 12 reasons for an essay grade 

were developed. Some of these coding categories were conceptually driven and developed a 

priori on the basis of previous research in attribution theory and the self-serving bias (e.g., Arkin, 

Appelman, & Burger, 1980; Gigliotti & Buchtel, 1990; Heider, 1976; Snyder & Clair, 1976; 

Zuckerman, 1979).  The external categories that were conceptually driven and developed a priori 

were: (1) issue of time (e.g., “20 minutes is not long enough to write an essay about a subject that 

is very controversial”), (2) questioning competence of evaluator (e.g., “I think the evaluator 

failed in his/her competence when marking this paper”), (3) lack of resources or prior knowledge 

on subject (e.g., “…participants did not have any previous knowledge, other than what they’ve 

heard, on the topic”), and (4) unfair marking on essay (e.g., “I believe the evaluator marked my 

essay very unfairly”). The internal category that was conceptually driven and developed a priori 

was: (1) participant not a good writer (e.g., “I have always been bad at writing…”). Lastly, the 

neutral categories that were conceptually driven and develop a priori were: and (2) helpful 

feedback provided (e.g., “…not only graded my paper but he/she provided comments…”). The 

other coding categories were developed via emergent coding following a preliminary 

examination of the data. The external categories that were developed via emergent coding were: 

(1) bias in marking (e.g., “…the evaluator had a different take on the subject being discussed, 

and he/she took a biased approach to marking…”), (2) revenge toward evaluator (e.g., “if I’m 

the worst essay writer ever, than this evaluator was the worst evaluator ever”), and (3) rushed 
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marking (e.g., “…seems a bit rushed in marking”).  The internal categories were developed via 

emergent coding were: (1) agree with competence of evaluator (e.g., “the evaluator is competent 

in terms that he/she knew about the need for clarification of many points…”), and (2) confident 

in writing abilities (e.g., “I feel the quality of my writing is superb…”).  Coding disagreements 

were settled with a “blind” third independent rater. Cohen’s kappa for inter-rater agreement was 

found to be .82.   

Results 

 To determine the percentage within each coding category, a frequency table was 

constructed, with participants being grouped based on whether they were in the negative or 

positive condition.  Following this, a chi-square analysis was conducted to determine if the 

proportion of attribution (external, internal, or neutral) varied based on whether participants were 

grouped into the negative or positive condition.  To determine the extent to which participants 

engaged in the self-serving bias and whether the personality variables of narcissism or shyness 

had an impact, a multinomial logistic regression analysis was conducted.  Lastly, an independent 

groups t-test was conducted to determine if participants in the negative condition used more 

words in their written feedback compared to those in the positive condition. 

Attribution Categories 

 The observed frequencies for attribution are presented in Table 1.  Out of the total sample 

size (n = 563), 35.3% externalized their grade, 5% internalized their grade, and 59.7% were 

neutral toward their essay grade.  For those participants randomized into the negative condition 

(n = 273), 45.1% externalized their essay grade, 5.5% internalized their grade, and the remaining 

49.5% were neutral toward their grade.  For those participants randomized into the positive 
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condition (n = 290), 26.2% externalized their essay grade, 4.5% internalized their grade, and 

69.3% were neutral toward their essay grade.  

Low Grade (Negative Condition)   

The observed frequencies for each of the coding categories in the negative condition are 

presented in Table 1.  Students were able to provide multiple reasons in their written feedback, 

with the total number of reasons ranging from one to five.  Close to half of the participants felt 

that they lacked sufficient time (40.7%) to complete the essay (e.g., “…I was given 20 minutes to 

do it, so I wasn’t able to write up something worthwhile").  A small percentage of students 

(3.7%) felt that their evaluator was biased in marking their essay (e.g., “…the evaluator had a 

different take on the subject being discussed and he/she took a biased approach to marking") and 

some (1.8%) went so far as to enact revenge on their evaluator through their written comments 

(e.g., “…this evaluator is a complete dumb ass, excuse my french").  Some students (8.4%) 

questioned whether their evaluator was competent enough to mark their essay (e.g., “…it is 

evident that my evaluator does not read many essays and is therefore not qualified to be marking 

mine"), whereas some (9.9%) felt that the time it took to grade their essay was rushed (e.g., “it 

seems like the evaluator rushed the evaluation").  A very small percentage (3.3%) of participants 

in the negative condition felt that they were a bad writer, which contributed to their low grade 

(e.g., “I have always been bad at writing").  Approximately one quarter of participants (24.5%) 

did find that their evaluator was competent in their marking (e.g., “the essay was unstructured 

and poorly worded, so I agree with the marking").  The majority (77.3%) felt that the feedback 

provided was vague and lacked detail (e.g., “the feedback on the essay itself was very vague and 

the amount of feedback didn’t really match the grades the marker gave").  Some participants 

(13.2%) felt that they lacked sufficient resources or prior knowledge on the subject matter to 
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complete the essay properly (e.g., “…participants did not have any previous knowledge other 

than what they’ve heard").  Eleven percent of participants argued that the entire marking 

procedure was unfair (e.g., “…the marker did not elaborate on any of their critiques and was 

very unfair with their final comments").  A very small proportion of participants (1.1%) felt 

confident in their writing abilities (e.g., “I have confidence in what I write and have never been 

told one of my essays is a failure").  Lastly, a small percentage of participants (2.9%) found the 

evaluator’s feedback to be helpful (e.g., “using feedback such as elaborate and needs clarification 

are useful").  

High Grade (Positive Condition)  

The observed frequencies for each of the coding categories in the positive condition are 

presented in Table 2.  Similar to the negative condition, students were able to provide multiple 

reasons in their written feedback, with the total number of reasons ranging from one to five.  

Less than a quarter of the participants (22.8%) felt that the time constraint was a factor in their 

essay and some went so far as to state the evaluator took the issue of time into consideration with 

their marking (“e.g., I agree with the evaluator’s marking of my essay given the time restrictions 

placed upon while writing it”).  A very small proportion of participants (2.1%) did feel their 

evaluator was biased (e.g., “I felt that the marker was positively biased towards my opinion, and 

this positively affected the grade is received").  None of the participants enacted revenge on their 

evaluator through written comments.  Some participants (21.4%) did question the competence of 

their evaluator (e.g., “the evaluator is not a very good marker, I received a mark of an A when I 

didn’t even complete the essay") and a small percentage (7.6%) felt that the marking was rushed 

(e.g., “the fact that there were no suggestions made it seem as if the professor was in a huge 

rush…").  A small proportion (2.4%) felt that they were a bad writer (e.g., “I like to be 
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evaluated…because I’m not good at writing”).  Almost half of the participants (43.4%) felt that 

their evaluator was competent in their marking abilities (e.g., “…the evaluator’s marking 

abilities are great in my opinion and I feel the marks I received were fair and deserved").  

Similarly, more than half of the participants (60%) felt that the comments left by the evaluator 

were vague and lacked detail (e.g., “…it would be very helpful if there were any suggestions 

about organization").  A small percentage (2.8%) did not feel they had the appropriate resources 

or background knowledge to complete a sufficiently good essay (e.g., “this essay was pretty 

garbage because no research was completed, and I have never thought about this topic").  A 

small percentage (1.7%) indicated that the evaluator was vague or lacked detail in their marking 

(e.g., “there was no real feedback, other than good comments, but nothing to help improve the 

essay”).  Similarly, a small percentage (1.7%) felt confident in their writing abilities (e.g., “…I 

feel the quality of my writing is superb…").  Lastly, some participants (8.6%) found the 

feedback provided by the evaluator to be helpful (e.g., “the marking abilities of the evaluator are 

very good, they gave appropriate feedback when needed…").  

Externalizing versus Internalizing 

A chi-square test was performed to determine if the proportion of attribution (internal, 

external, or neutral) varied by condition (positive or negative).  A summary of the chi-square 

frequencies is presented in Table 3.  The extent to which participants internalized or externalized 

their essay grade was significantly related to the condition they were randomized into, χ2 (2) = 

23.72, p = .000.  For those participants that externalized their essay grade, 21.8% were in the 

negative condition and 13.5% were in the positive condition.  For those participants that 

internalized their essay grade, 2.7% were in the negative condition and 2.3% were in the positive 
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condition.  Finally, 24% of participants in the negative condition were neutral toward their essay 

grade versus 35.7% in the positive condition.  

Self-Serving Bias as Predicted by Self-Reported Levels of Narcissism and Shyness 

A multinomial logistic regression analysis was conducted to predict the extent 

participants engaged in the self-serving bias (i.e., 3 outcomes – neutral, internalize, externalize) 

using condition (positive/negative), self-reported levels of narcissism and shyness, as well as 

interactions between condition and both narcissism and shyness were entered as predictors.  The 

reference category was neutral whereby participants did not internalize or externalize their essay 

grade.  The effects of shyness and narcissism did not vary by condition, so the interactions were 

dropped from further analysis.  The extent to which individuals reported levels of shyness 

predicted whether participants would internalize their essay grade was not significant, χ2 (2) = 

5.00, p = .08.  Shyness did distinguish between internal and neutral, b = 0.66, Wald χ2 (1) = 4.56, 

p < .05.  Self-reported levels of narcissism did not significantly predict the extent to which 

participants internalized their essay grade, b = 1.26, Wald χ2 (1) = 0.81, p = .40. 

Word Count 

 There was a statistically significant difference in the word count for those in the positive 

condition (M = 50.15, SD = 30.92) and the negative condition (M = 60.15, SD = 40.96); 

t(505.42) = 3.25, p < .001 whereby those in the negative condition were more verbose than those 

in the positive condition.   

Discussion 

One of the purposes of the study was to examine whether the extent to which students 

externalized or internalized a high or low essay grade predicted whether they engaged in the self-

serving bias. In their meta-analysis, Mezulis and colleagues (2004) determined that the 



SELF-SERVING BIASES IN STUDENT EVALUATIONS OF TEACHING 34 
 
 
prevalence of the self-serving bias in North America was high, indicating that individuals would 

be more likely to engage in the self-serving bias in a wide variety of situations.  To explore this 

further, we conducted a content analysis on the written comments a group of students wrote 

regarding their evaluator.  We predicted that the students in the negative condition would write 

primarily external reasons for their low grade compared to those in the positive condition who 

would write primarily internal reasons for their high grade.  

Additionally, we were interested in examining whether students’ self-reported levels of 

narcissism had an impact on whether students would be more apt to engage in the self-serving 

bias by externalizing their low grade or internalizing their high grade.  Alternatively, we wanted 

to determine whether students’ self-reported levels of shyness had an impact on whether students 

would be less likely to engage in the self-serving bias by internalizing their low grade and 

externalizing their high grade. Lastly, we aimed to further explore the adage that people would 

be more verbose when giving negative feedback..  

Explanations for Essay Grades 

 Since our study was one of the first to explore the written feedback given by students to 

their evaluators, we sought to explore the different reasons students used to explain their high or 

low essay grade.  Consistent with attribution theory and the self-serving bias (e.g., Arkin & 

Maruyama, 1979; Arnold, 2009; Davis & Stephan, 1980; Shepperd, Malone, & Sweeny, 2008), it 

was hypothesized that a majority of the reasons for a high essay grade would be internalized and 

students would attribute success to their own skills and abilities. Alternatively, it was 

hypothesized that a majority of the reasons for a low essay grade would be externalized and 

students would be more apt to place blame elsewhere. A content analysis was conducted on the 
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written feedback to further examine the reasons students attributed for the high or low grade they 

received on their essay. 

 Our results indicated that a very low number of students internalized their essay grade in 

the positive condition, even less than those in the negative condition.  This was an unexpected 

finding given our predictions.  One possible explanation for this finding could be linked to the 

emphasis that students generally tend to place on grades (e.g., Crocker, Kapinski, Quinn, & 

Chase, 2003).  Crocker and colleagues (2003) have pointed out that grades for course work are 

one of the most important events for university students.  The consistently positive correlation 

between expected grades and SETs further supports this fact (e.g., Addison, Best, and 

Warrington, 2006; Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997; Krautmann & Sander, 1999; Olivares, 2001).  

The fact that so few participants internalized their grade also calls attention to the issue of 

grading leniency (e.g., Greenwald & Gillmore, 1997; Marsh, 1987; Wachtel, 1998).  If 

participants are placing such emphasis on external reasons for their low grades, it is possible to 

speculate that they would be less likely to do this if instructors gave them high grades.  The 

grading leniency hypothesis proposes that instructors have the ability to “buy” better evaluations 

by giving students higher grades, even if such grades are not warranted (Wachtel, 1998). 

Students who were randomized into the high essay grade condition voiced a wide array of 

opinions as a way to explain their high grade.  A number of students felt that their evaluator was 

competent in their marking abilities but that the comments left were vague and lacked detail.  

Research examining students’ perceptions of feedback has found the congruence of feedback to 

be one of the most important factors to students (Poulos, Mahony, 2008).  If the feedback given 

is not in line with the expectations of students, then it is likely that the credibility of such 

feedback will be questioned.  Some students who either externalized or internalized their grade 
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did feel confident in their writing abilities, but this was a small percentage overall.  Research in 

the area of self-protection (e.g., Martin, Marsh, & Debus, 2001) has found that students to 

protect their self-worth often use strategies such as self-handicapping and defensive pessimism.  

Specifically, these researchers found that students were more apt to proactively dissociate 

themselves from potential failure whereby they externally attribute their performance.  Given the 

parameters of the task of writing an essay in 20 minutes with no outside resources, it is 

reasonable to predict that many felt they did not do well on the task and had reasoned out 

explanations for this ahead of receiving their feedback.    

The predetermined, small window of time was cited as the most common reason students 

who were randomized into the negative condition felt they did not do well on the essay.  A 

number of the students who externalized their grade also stated that they did not have enough 

background knowledge or access to external resources to write a “good quality” essay.  

Additionally, students who externalized their grade were more apt to question the evaluator’s 

level of competence in grading their essay, effectively placing blame on the evaluator rather than 

themselves. .Previous research has found that individuals generally tend to respond with 

aggression when given poor feedback (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Stucke & Sporer, 2002; 

Twenge & Campbell, 2003; Vaillancourt, 2013).  Previous research has also shown a 

consistently positive correlation between expected grades and evaluations (Wachtel, 1998) and a 

majority of students in this study expected the evaluator to be more lenient in their marking 

given the parameters of the assignment (e.g., short amount of time and lack of outside resources).  

When this was not the case for students in the negative condition, many responded by evaluating 

their marker negatively with regards to their level of competence.     
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Predicting the Presence of the Self-Serving Bias  

Researchers have previously found evidence supporting the fact that individuals with 

elevated levels of narcissism would be more likely to attribute success internally and more likely 

to attribute failure externally (e.g., Barry, Chaplin, & Grafeman, 2006; Bushman & Baumeister, 

1998; Bushman, Baumeister, Thomaes, Ryu, Begeer, & West, 2009; Jones & Paulhus, 2010; 

Konrath, Bushman, & Campbell, 2006; Stucke & Sporer, 2002; Twenge & Campbell, 2003). 

Following from the viewpoint that the self-serving bias is present in a large variety of settings 

and used to protect one’s ego, several hypotheses were put forth.  We expected that students with 

elevated levels of self-reported narcissistic traits would be more likely to take credit for their 

high essay grade and consequently internalize their success.  We also predicted that students with 

higher levels of self-reported narcissistic traits would be more apt to engage in the self-serving 

bias and consequently blame the instructor for the low grade on their essay.  These hypotheses 

were not supported in that no differences were found in self-reported levels of narcissism for 

students who externalized or internalized their essay grade. 

One explanation for finding no differences in self-reported levels of narcissism could be 

that such a small proportion of the overall sample that internalized their essay grade.  If the 

differences in levels of self-reported narcissism were not large enough to detect with such a 

small percentage, then no differences between individuals that internalized versus not 

internalized would be found.  Another possible interpretation stems from the observation that 

almost a quarter of students (24.5%) in the negative condition and close to half (43.4%) in the 

positive condition felt that their evaluator was competent in their marking abilities.  A majority 

of the sample in the study were first year students (84.8%) and this is a time of transition and 

adjustment for many students (e.g., Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001; Hillman, 2005).  Students 
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who are in their first year may be more likely to defer to authority more often than students in 

upper year levels (e.g., “since he or she is a professor, I assume he must be well informed as to 

what a deserving essay is…”).  Even if a first year student does exhibit higher levels of self-

reported narcissism, it could be that the transition to university and deference for authority at this 

level may overshadow the need for blame. 

Previous researchers have found that individuals who display elevated levels of shyness 

are less likely to attribute success internally and would be more likely to attribute failure 

internally (e.g., Alden, 1987; Arkin, Appelman, & Burger, 1980; Asendorpf, 1987; Franzoi, 

1983; Shepperd, Arkin, & Slaughter, 1995; Teglasi & Hoffman, 1982). We predicted that 

students with higher levels of self-reported shyness would be less likely to engage in the self-

serving bias and internalize their low grade or externalize their high grade. These hypotheses 

were partially supported.  While no differences were found between students’ levels of self-

reported shyness among those who externalized their essay grade, levels of self-reported shyness 

did distinguish between students who internalized their grade versus those who were neutral 

toward their grade. Students who reported higher levels of shyness were more likely to 

internalize rather than feel neutral toward their essay grade. 

Previous research on shyness has generally found shyness to be universal and stable over 

time (Gest, 1997).  Individuals who exhibit higher levels of self-reported shyness are generally 

shy across different situations and the incidence of shyness in the general population has been 

found to be quite high (Zimbardo, 1977).  Despite the small percentage of participants who 

internalized their essay grade compared to those who were neutral, the pervasiveness of this 

personality trait is likely why a difference was found.  Individuals who describe themselves as 

shy are more likely to expect and internalize failure (e.g., Henderson, 2002; Shepperd, 1995).  
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The negative feedback for those students that were randomized into the negative condition was 

likely harsh enough for them to internalize their grade and blame themselves.  

The most common reason cited by students who externalized their grade was the lack of 

time they felt they had to complete the essay (40.7% in the negative condition and 22.8% in the 

positive condition).  The 20-minute time limit on the essay is a valid concern and would likely be 

cited as an explanation despite self-reported levels of shyness.  In addition, some participants 

reported that they lacked the prior knowledge or resources to sufficiently complete the essay, 

which is a valid statement given that participants were not provided with access to outside 

resources to complete the essay.  The truth of this reason may mean that students would be more 

likely to state this in their feedback despite their self-reported levels of shyness. 

Extent of Written Feedback 

To date, this is the first study to explore the relationship between the type of evaluation 

given (positive versus negative) and the word count of written feedback.  As predicted, there was 

a significant difference in the number of words used in written feedback whereby students in the 

negative condition used significantly more words than those in the positive condition.  This 

suggests that individuals will spend more time giving feedback to their evaluators when given a 

low grade and is consistent with the common belief that people are more verbose when giving 

negative feedback versus positive feedback.  This finding provides an important first look into 

the relevance of written feedback and further supports the existence of the self-serving bias in 

SETs. If students are given a high grade, it could be that they are likely attributing this success 

internally and thus feel no need to spend much time on evaluating their instructor.  Alternatively, 

if they receive a low grade, they could be attributing this low grade externally, and who best to 

blame than the evaluator who was “responsible” for giving them this low grade?  
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Implications 

The current study has implications for the future use and interpretation of SETs among 

postsecondary institutions.  As the consistently growing research has clearly shown, the use of 

SETs as a primary means to evaluate teaching effectiveness will not be going anywhere anytime 

soon.  In addition, the emphasis that many postsecondary institutions place on SETs with regards 

to tenure and promotion of instructors necessitates further review surrounding the validity of 

SETs (Gravestock & Gregor-Greenleaf, 2008; Kelly, 2012; Zabaleta, 2007).  Faculty continue to 

express concern over the importance administrative staff place on these measures (McKeachie, 

1997; Zabaleta, 2007) and the trend of grade inflation and “buying” favourable SETs with high 

grades will only continue to expand (Greenwald & Gillmore, 2007). 

The results of this study seem to suggest that the balance between grades and feedback is 

one that is complex and multifaceted.  In the present study, students were “marked” on several 

different areas and written feedback was provided in multiple areas throughout the essay.  Recent 

research in this area has found the feedback was generally ignored and the focus was primarily 

on the final grade (e.g., Vaillancourt, 2013).  When the written feedback was examined in further 

detail in this study, it was found that many students found the feedback provided by the 

evaluators was vague, lacked detail, and was generally unhelpful.  This would seemingly 

contradict the evidence suggesting that grades matter more than feedback and gives an 

introductory glimpse into the complexities that instructors face when grading the work of their 

students.  

To date, research has focused primarily on course and instructor related factors with little 

consideration of the role that student characteristics can play in SETs.  Given the importance that 

students place on grades, it is important to further examine the role that student characteristics 
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can play in the context of final grades and feedback.  This study was one of the first to examine 

the role that student personality plays in the written feedback of SETs and provides a glimpse 

into the complexities that exist.  Despite finding no differences in the presence of self-serving 

biases within the context of self-reported levels of narcissism and shyness, further research is 

warranted.  Our results did find that students were more likely to externalize their essay grade if 

they were randomized into the negative condition.  If students are engaging in self-serving biases 

when filling out SETs, then the extent to which the written feedback can be interpreted must be 

questioned. Students may be more likely to write extensive feedback if they are given a low 

grade versus a high grade, resulting in a potentially unfair assessment of the true capabilities of 

the instructor. 

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

Strengths 

To our knowledge, this is the first study to utilize a content analytic approach to examine 

the presence of the self-serving bias in SETs.  Taking into account the role that personality 

characteristics can play in the evaluations that students give instructors is an important area of 

research and this study is an important first step toward examining this in further detail.  The in-

depth analysis of the feedback provided by the students allows us to examine the presence of the 

self-serving bias in further detail.  The experimental design and randomized conditions used in 

this study ensure that causation can be inferred and valid conclusions can be drawn.  In addition, 

the design of the study ensures that future researchers will be able to replicate the methodology.  

The use of SETs as a measure of aggression rather than white noise as has been used in past 

research (e.g., Bushman & Baumeister, 1998) is more valid given that most adults aggress 

against others using indirect aggression (Vaillancourt, 2005).  Utilizing a content analytic 
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approach to examine the written feedback of the participants provides us with further insight into 

the reasons commonly used by students to explain their grades.   

Limitations 

Vaillancourt (2013) recently stated that those who oppose the grading leniency 

hypothesis would argue the results from the study do not generalize to the real world.  Students 

have an expectation that the grade they receive will reflect past and current efforts.  In the 

context of the current study, this is not the case.  At the same time, however, the fact that 

participants received grades that went against their expectations could be in line with the inflated 

expectations often seen among students entering their first year of postsecondary studies (Kruger 

& Dunning, 1999).  This area of research has found that it is very common for first-year students 

to enter college or university with inflated expectations of how well they will do.  All too often 

students are shocked when their final grades do not reflect their perceived ability and knowledge. 

The randomized condition of this study necessitates that some well-written essays were 

unfairly marked.  For example, it could be that the quality of the essay written by some 

participants was strong and their response to receiving a low grade was legitimate.  Alternatively, 

it could be that the quality of the essay written by some participants was quite low but they still 

externalized their grade, providing further support for the presence of the self-serving bias.  An 

important next step in this area of research would be to objectively mark each of the essays in an 

effort to further examine the pervasiveness of the self-serving bias. 

SETs are typically given before students receive their final grade.  As we move toward an 

ever-expanding online presence, it is hardly surprising that many institutions now offer SETs 

online and these forms can be accessed before and after the final exam (Avery, Bryant, Mathios, 

Kang, & Bell, 2006).  Some research has shown that when SETs are completed does matter 
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(Arnold, 2009).  In this study, the researcher found no observable differences in SETs filled out 

before or after the final exam among those who passed.  There were, however, significant 

differences in the SETs among students who failed the exam in that those who failed and 

provided feedback after the final exam consistently submitted lower evaluations.   

Future Directions  

The use of SETs in postsecondary institutions needs to be re-evaluated and factors related 

to student characteristics and personality should be taken into consideration when evaluating 

teaching performance.  Research in social psychology has long considered the importance of 

person in context interactions (e.g., Magnusson & Stattin, 2006; Neufeld, Rasmussen, Lopez, 

Ryder, & Magyar-Moe, 2006; Vaillancourt, 2013).  It is interesting to note that research to date 

in the area of SETs has not given much thought to person in context interactions and future 

research is needed.  

Recent research (e.g., Vaillancourt, 2013) has demonstrated that the feedback given to 

students does not seem to matter as much as the final grade.  This research found that, despite 

buffering the effects of a low grade with praise, students would still give low ratings to their 

evaluators. These findings provide further support for the grading leniency hypothesis.  Given 

that a majority of the feedback for evaluators in this study emphasized the need for more detailed 

feedback, it would be pertinent to examine the importance of feedback further, especially in the 

context of student personality characteristics. 

Conclusion 

When integrating the findings from the present study, we found some support that self-

reported levels of shyness did play a role in whether participants internalized their grade, but 

more research (both quantitative and qualitative) is needed to further understand the complex 
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relationship between student personality characteristics and SETs.  There is a need to re-examine 

the use of SETs as the only means to evaluate the teaching performance of instructors.  Given 

that SETs are, and will continue to be, an important measure used to evaluate teaching 

effectiveness, the role that student personality characteristics can play in these SETs is an 

important consideration to make.  To date, the focus of SETs research has primarily focused on 

factors specific to the instructor and the course without considering the complex role of student 

characteristics.  Consequently, the use of SETs in the context of administrative decisions must 

consider the contribution that the characteristics of students make.  In addition, given that 

students are much more likely to externalize a poor grade, it is important to consider the 

propensity of instructors to be lenient in their grading in an effort to encourage higher 

evaluations.  The role of grading leniency in SETs is an important one to consider and requires 

further attention moving forward.  
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Table 1 

Frequencies of Content Analysis Coding Categories: Attribution 
 
  Frequency Percent 
Positive Condition External 76 26.2 
 Internal 13 4.5 
 Neutral 201 69.3 
Negative Condition External 123 45.1 
 Internal 15 5.5 
 Neutral 135 49.5 
Total External 199 35.3 
 Internal 28 5.0 
 Neutral 336 59.7 
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Table 2 

Frequencies of Content Analysis Coding Categories: Negative Condition 

  Frequency Percent 
Time No 162 59.3 
 Yes 111 40.7 
 Total 273 100.0 
Bias No 263 96.3 
 Yes 10 3.7 
 Total 273 100.0 
Revenge No 268 98.2 
 Yes 5 1.8 
 Total 273 100.0 
Questions Competence No 250 91.6 
 Yes 23 8.4 
 Total 273 100.0 
Rushed No 246 90.1 
 Yes 27 9.9 
 Total 273 100.0 
Bad Writer No 264 96.7 
 Yes 9 3.3 
 Total 273 100.0 
Competent Evaluator No 206 75.5 
 Yes 67 24.5 
 Total 273 100.0 
Lack of Detail/Vague No 62 22.7 
 Yes 211 77.3 
 Total 273 100.0 
No Resources No 237 86.8 
 Yes 36 13.2 
 Total 273 100.0 
Unfair Marking No 243 89.0 
 Yes 30 11.0 
 Total 273 100.0 
Confident Writer No 270 98.9 
 Yes 3 1.1 
 Total 273 100.0 
Helpful Feedback No 265 97.1 
 Yes 8 2.9 
 Total 273 100.0 
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Table 3 
 
Frequencies of Content Analysis Coding Categories: Positive Condition 

  Frequency Percent 
Time No 224 77.2 
 Yes 66 22.8 
 Total 290 100.0 
Bias No 284 97.9 
 Yes 6 2.1 
 Total 290 100.0 
Revenge No 290 100.0 
 Yes 0 0 
 Total 290 100.0 
Questions Competence No 228 78.6 
 Yes 62 21.4 
 Total 290 100.0 
Rushed No 268 92.4 
 Yes 22 7.6 
 Total 290 100.0 
Bad Writer No 283 97.6 
 Yes 7 2.4 
 Total 290 100.0 
Competent Evaluator No 164 56.6 
 Yes 126 43.4 
 Total 290 100.0 
Lack of Detail/Vague No 116 40.0 
 Yes 174 60.0 
 Total 290 100.0 
No Resources No 282 97.2 
 Yes 8 2.8 
 Total 290 100.0 
Unfair Marking No 285 98.3 
 Yes 5 1.7 
 Total 290 100.0 
Writer Confident No 285 98.3 
 Yes 5 1.7 
 Total 290 100.0 
Helpful Feedback No 265 91.4 
 Yes 25 8.6 
 Total 290 100.0 
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Table 4 
 
Summary of Chi-Square Frequencies  

  Negative Positive 
External Count 123 76 
 % of Total 21.8 13.5 
Internal Count 15 13 
 % of Total 2.7 2.3 
Neutral Count 135 201 
 % of Total 24.0 35.7 
 


