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Abstract
Students’ perspective on the higher educators’ performance matters because the ulti-
mate goal of teaching is education quality and students’ satisfaction. Student evalu-
ations are important to university professors to improve their teaching quality and 
in many cases, secure their promotion and tenureship. Excellent teaching does not 
have a universal definition, and students often have different perspectives on effec-
tive and excellent teaching. In this study, we examined the factors contributing to 
excellent teaching as rated by students on the website ratemyprofessors.com, a popu-
lar website among students to rate their educators voluntarily. The information from 
this website can be valuable, despite all the critics it has received, given that stu-
dents provide feedback on a volunteer basis to help their peers with selecting the 
best class. The website provides a forum for opinions that are not influenced by fear 
of possible consequences, such as a low grade or tension with faculty. Our study 
results show that the five top characteristics that are important to students include 
being caring, respectful, inspirational, as well as giving good feedback, and deliver-
ing “amazing” lectures. Further data analysis shows that subject content, in terms of 
manageable workload, reasonable content difficulty, and grading, can influence stu-
dents’ ratings. The findings indicate that students value interpersonal relationships 
and cherish individualized feedback and receiving personal support.
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Introduction

Quality education at higher institutions is essential, given their role in creating and 
transfer of knowledge in economics, governance, and social management of daily 
lives of people globally (Rakhimov et  al. 2021; Ramsden 2003; Cheng and Tam 
1997). Quality of education is often intertwined with quality of teaching. Teaching 
is a complex, intellectually and socially demanding task that requires skills (Atkins 
and Brown 2002). Skills are different from inherited talents in that they can be 
acquired and improved. To measure (and ultimately improve) the quality of teach-
ing, and therefore education, many institutions use students’ evaluation. Students 
are considered the main stakeholders or consumers of the education institutions 
(Degtjarjova et  al. 2018). Therefore, most universities use students’ evaluation to 
provide feedback to professors about the effectiveness of their teaching, and there-
fore increase the quality of teaching/learning dynamic (Ory 2000; Remedios and 
Lieberman 2008). Constructive criticism with good intentions can help educators 
improve teaching to high standards of teaching, improve their teaching techniques, 
effectiveness, and quality of education. However, there is overwhelming evidence 
that students’ evaluations are often biased, unfair and based on subjective opinion, 
rather than reflecting the objective criteria that are classically known for quality edu-
cation and effective teaching (Bumjaid and Malik 2019; Rainey et  al. 2019; May 
and Tenzek 2018; Clayson 2014; Narang 2012; Wolfe and Powell 2009; Felton et al. 
2004). This is particularly important, given that results of student evaluations can 
impact educators’ reputation and even in some institutions, may cost them losing 
their career, if student evaluations are not excellent.

Some education systems today world-wide, including higher education institutes 
in the US, use students’ evaluation as a way to measure the educators’ performance 
as a teacher (Murray et al. 2020; Freeman and Dobbins 2013; Kember and Leung 
2008), a determining factor in promotion and tenureship decisions. Therefore, the 
impact of students rating educators has evolved into a powerful tool in determining 
the faith of untenured professors (Freeman and Dobbins 2013). Given that students’ 
evaluations have been well established in most educational institution systems, and 
it is less likely that it would change anytime soon, it is crucial to have a deep and 
accurate understanding of what student evaluations reflect. Further, for universities 
as well as for educators, it is crucial to understand the variables that play an essential 
role in students’ evaluations. Moreover, it is important to discuss the roots of such 
variables from the students’ viewpoints and their differences from the educators’ 
viewpoints. In this regard, educators and students typically have different perspec-
tives, definitions, and criteria for what makes teaching effective and how a professor 
is considered excellent. Therefore, we should define the characteristics of an excel-
lent professor. There may be no universal understanding or definition of what makes 
a professor a good one. Typically, characteristics are defined based on the purpose. 
In higher education, the purpose is typically practical (Wood and Su 2017; Skelton 
2005; Ory 2000). Practicality includes an objective (to the extent possible), measur-
able outcomes such as performance of the students on standardized tests or the trend 
of grades in a given class (Jackson 2018; Andrews et al. 1996; Feldman 1976).
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Bain in his well-known book, What the Best College Professors Do, identifies a 
set of core characteristics of exemplary college educators (Bain 2004). Bain gener-
ated his recommendations by interviewing, assessing, and observing over 60 out-
standing professors across many disciplines and kinds of higher education institu-
tions. These professors were identified through the awards they had received and 
their reputations for high-quality teaching. According to Bain (2004), excellent 
professors produce “important educational results” (p. 5), such as high achievement 
on standardized and professional tests and satisfied, inspired students. In this defini-
tion, Bain (2004) puts objective, measurable outcomes such as standardized tests 
and subjective psychological factors such as satisfaction and inspiration in one sen-
tence. Nevertheless, he is ultimately defining an excellent professor, someone who 
achieves high educational results. Educational results, is in fact, what most faculty 
from a broad spectrum of disciplines agree on. Faculty from Pharmacy (Ford 2016), 
to psychology (Soomere et  al. 2018), and military (Keeley et  al. 2006) agree that 
the most important quality of a professor is stimulating critical thinking and creativ-
ity, being effective in communication and providing opportunities for discussion and 
being knowledgeable about the content and therefore confident. Other exciting fac-
tors have listed as holding interesting classes, being enthusiastic about teaching and 
the topic, and providing constructive feedback while being respectful, approachable, 
and personable (Wood and Su 2017). These qualities can be categorized as knowl-
edge of the content and delivering the content and interpersonal relationship with 
students.

While most professors and universities emphasize educational results, students 
have a different perspective. For students, excellent teaching is about assessment 
(grading) and workload rather than long-term development. It is gender-biased and 
depends on the subject the professor teaches (Alhija 2017; Andrews et  al. 1996). 
This means for the student immediate reward, such as a better grade or doing less 
homework, seems to be more critical than the postponed gratification (such as devel-
oping critical thinking or a skill). While professors may not necessarily agree with 
students’ view points or the weight they put on different aspects of their teaching, it 
is, important for the professors to understand the variables that shape the students’ 
perception and definition of excellent teaching. It is crucial to identify and discuss 
the roots of such variables from the students’ viewpoints and their differences from 
the professors’ viewpoints. Thus, the Research Question in this study is the follow-
ing: what are the characteristics that shape the students’ perception and definition of 
excellent teaching, as rated on MyProfessors.com.

Materials and methods

The primary purpose of this study was to identify the characteristics that shape 
the students’ perception and definition of an excellent educator, as rated on Rate-
MyProfessors.com. We chose to use ratings provided by students on a website 
named RateMyProfessors.com to assure that external pressure (e.g., grades, fear, 
etc.) does not influence the responses in our sample. Further, open websites have 
become a part of performance evaluation criteria at universities, and hence would 
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be a great resource for research (Rosen 2018; Steffes and Burgee 2009; Bleske-
Rechek and Fritsch 2011; Clayson 2014). We chose an open access web-based 
forum given that it provides a safe and self-motivated environment, where stu-
dents favor to provide ratings and opinion about their educators (Davison and 
Price 2009). In addition, an international open access web-based rating site with 
millions of users from thousands of universities allows avoiding sampling bias 
and therefore better generalization and higher validity. According to the website 
of RateMyProfessors.com, it is the largest online destination for professor ratings 
with more than 19 million ratings. Each month, more than four million college 
students each month use the website to rate their educators voluntarily. On this 
site, 1.7 million professors and over 7500 schools have been rated. RateMyProfes-
sor.com has been used in credible previous studies focusing on different research 
questions at different times, supporting the datasets’ validity and reliability (e.g., 
Rosen 2018; Felton et al. 2004; Kowai-Bell et al. 2011; Lewandowski et al. 2012; 
Riniolo et al. 2006).

We examined what factors contributed to the perfect ratings (five- star ratings) 
professors received on the website ratemyprofessors.com. When a user visits the 
website, they can search for a specific name of a professor at a specific institution 
and use a five-point scale (1–5) to rate the professor, and pick a level of difficulty 
of the subject matter on a five-point scale (1–5). The user can also select up to three 
tags that describe the professor from a list of 20. In addition, they have the option 
to write open comments on that specific professor. However, we did not include this 
information in our analyses to avoid subjective bias and higher validity.

We used the disproportionate stratified sampling research technique to identify 
four-year higher education institutions eligible for inclusion in our study. We did 
not know the exact sample size that would be in each stratum. According to Kalton 
(1983), a stratified sampling research technique has more advantages over other 
sampling techniques because stratifying helps reduce sampling error and ensure a 
higher level of representation. The first step of our data collection and analysis was 
identifying and verifying colleges’ eligibility entered into the data pool. To do so, 
we used the Fobres’ list of 650 universities rated as the best universities in the coun-
try (2019). Fobres’ university rankings demonstrate based on six general categories: 
Alumni Salary (20%), Student Satisfaction (20%), Debt (20%), American Leaders 
(15%), On-Time Graduation Rate (12.5%), and Academic Success (12.5%). Then, 
we created six strata to ensure that the actual sample representation included in the 
data pool, which were as follows: flagship public/state universities, regional pub-
lic/ state universities, selective/ivy league universities, small liberal arts colleges/
universities, not-for-profit online universities, and for-profit online universities. We 
collected the data between August 2019 and January 2020.

We were also aware of concerns about the external validity of the ratings on the 
ratemyprofessor.com including the absence of psychometric information about the 
RateMyProfessors-defined categories, rating bias, and information about the repre-
sentativeness of the students who used the website (Gregory 2011; Otto et al. 2008a, 
b). We will discuss the first two concerns in the limitation (p. 16). To minimize 
the possible limits of the external validity of the data, due to the latter concern, we 
selected only professors with perfect ratings who received at least ten ratings.



SN Soc Sci (2021) 1:175 Page 5 of 13 175

Within the scope of this study of investigating what factors contributed to the per-
fect rating professors, we examined the level of course difficulty via a five-point scale 
(1–5), and students’ descriptions of the professors with the provided descriptive tags. 
The inclusion criteria consisted of (a) perfect rating (5 points), (b) working for an insti-
tution on the Fobres’ 650 best universities 2019, randomly selected from each stratum, 
and (c) having at least ten ratings. The website invites the raters to select up to three 
“tags” as for each professor. The website ratemyprofessors.com provides 20 descriptive 
tags for users. Two coders calculated the tags for every professor who was rated perfect 
(five stars) by at least ten students. The quantitative analyses included the descriptive 
analysis of the top five descriptive tags used for all professors with perfect ratings. In 
addition, we examined the level of course difficulty via a five-point scale (1–5) associ-
ated with professors with perfect ratings. According to the website ratemyprofessors.
com, the five-point scale interpreted as 1 for "show up and pass", 2 for "easy A,” 3 for 
"the usual,” 4 for "make you work for it,” and 5 for "the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

Results

The data analyses showed that all the professors with perfect rating taught courses that 
were considered as easier than usual. Thus, the mean score of the level of course dif-
ficulty associated with professors who had perfect ratings is 2.42 out of 5.00. This puts 
them on "easy" to "usual".

Table 1, below, shows the data that present the results of the descriptive analysis.
The second factor we examined was how students described the professors with 

perfect ratings. Table 2 below summarizes the frequency of descriptive tags used to 
describe professors who had perfect ratings.

Data on Table 2 and Fig. 1 indicated that the top five descriptive tags professors with 
perfect ratings got were "caring,” "respected,” "inspirational,” "give good feedbacks", 
and "amazing lectures".

Discussion

In summary, our results show that professors, who rated as perfect, had two main char-
acteristics in common: their subject matter was perceived as “easy” to “usual,” and they 
were described as caring, respectful, inspirational, and helpful (provide useful feedback 
and amazing lectures). In brief, students value interpersonal relationships both at social 
and educational levels.

To students, an excellent professor has the art of teaching. The art of teaching is 
fundamentally rooted in student-professor interaction (Simpson and Galbo 1986), 

Table 1  Descriptive analysis of 
level of course difficulty

Total Mean Mode Median Range

417 2.42/5.00 2.40/5.00 2.40/5.00 3.00



 SN Soc Sci (2021) 1:175175 Page 6 of 13

Table 2  Descriptive tags 
describing professors with 
perfect ratings

No. Descriptive tags Total

1 Caring 2248
2 Respected 2213
3 Inspirational 999
4 Give good feedbacks 882
5 Amazing lectures 872
6 Hilarious 786
7 Accessible outside classrooms 489
8 Participation matters 336
9 Clear grading criteria 294
10 Skip class? You won’t pass 268
11 Extra credit 205
12 Lots of home-work 152
13 Get ready to read 142
14 Group projects 81
15 Tough grader 56
16 Graded by few things 54
17 Lecture heavy 53
18 So many papers 32
19 Beware of pop quizzes 29
20 Test heavy 26

Fig. 1  Percentage of students using descriptive tags describing professors with perfect ratings
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and effective communication (Smart et al. 2003). Student–educator interaction and 
communication have been studied in depth in a recent study (Asikainen et al. 2018). 
In this study, both students and educators were asked to describe the student–edu-
cator relationship using open-ended questions. The results showed that responses 
could divide into five categories, from high-quality relationships to low-quality rela-
tionships. The definition students provided for high-quality relationships included 
keywords that were frequently used by most students. These keywords included 
"friendly,” "approachable,” and "nice,” also, students used different wordings that 
referred to "responsiveness and respectful" (Asikainen et al. 2018).

This is consistent with the results of this study and the results of our previous 
finding with a local sample of our own classes (Ghazi-Saidi et al. 2020). Based on 
our findings, we argue that students’ evaluations are typically subjective rather than 
objective (i.e., with measurable outcomes). In addition, the adjectives students have 
used to describe excellent professors (e.g., caring, respectful, inspirational) reflect 
that students’ evaluations are based on how they feel in the class and toward the 
educator. Feelings may develop as a result of educator–student interpersonal rela-
tionships, due to the difficulty (Felton et al 2004, 2008), excitement or other con-
tent related matters of the subject the educator teaches, or may be rooted in general 
implicit biases such as gender bias, ethnicity bias, etc. (Rainey et al. 2019; May and 
Tenzek 2018; Wolfe and Powell 2009; Felton et al. 2004). For example, they may 
feel uncomfortable in class, or conversely, they may feel excited about the subject 
matter, and this negative or positive feeling can impact the educator’s evaluation. To 
this point, an inspirational educator can evoke hope, motivation and other positive 
feelings, and thus result in an excellent rating.

This interpretation is partly in line with the arguments made by Bain (2004). Bain 
argues that excellent professors change the way students “think, act or feel” (p. 7). 
One problem with such a definition is that it mixes measurability and performance 
with feelings (Wood, and Su 2017). Feeling and thinking or acting may be different, 
rooting from different sources. Further, thinking and acting may be measurable by 
objective outcomes, typically as what we referred to earlier as educational results. 
More importantly, such outcomes can be predictable and are typically universal 
(e.g., scoring 100% on a national exam or occupying a well-paid position). In con-
trast, feelings are subjective and individualized and, therefore, unpredictable. This is 
why there is an essential need to understand what underlying factors students’ evalu-
ation rating root from, to address students’ needs, as well as holding less biased and 
fairer tenureship criteria in place.

Here, we use an example to clarify such a need. Some educators may define 
excellent teaching as the ability to transfer the facts (knowledge). They may consider 
themselves knowledgeable and work hard on the course content but to their surprise, 
at the end of the semester, students’ evaluation may not be positive. They may find 
students’ evaluations unfair, biased, and unrepresentative of them. On the students’ 
side, however, perception of teaching excellency may be different. Students may not 
appreciate a knowledgeable educator when they expect a profound transformative 
experience that inspires them but do not receive it.

Students define excellency in teaching as holding strong interpersonal relation-
ships that are positive, supportive, respectful, and inspirational. Interpersonal 
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relationships are essential in the context of teaching, regardless of the educator’s 
knowledge. Knowledge is necessary, but it is by no means sufficient. From a psy-
chological viewpoint, knowledge level can be indirectly related to interpersonal 
relationships. Standing in front of a crowd and claiming to have knowledge about a 
subject matter is demanding, intimidating, and stressful. It requires self-confidence, 
confidence in being knowledgeable about the subject matter, and confidence in the 
ability to transfer the knowledge. Therefore, the educator’s knowledge and subject 
mastery would indirectly support their comfort level in teaching the content, which 
can ease up building positive student–educator relationships. Moreover, knowl-
edge helps with effective and clear communication. Only when a concept is deeply 
understood, can it be transferred to others clearly and effectively. However, the art of 
teaching includes creative ways to simplify complex and complicated subjects into 
easy to understand concepts, using examples, similes, videos, images, and other sup-
porting materials.

Another characteristic that is valued by students is being helpful. This has been 
defined as “giving good feedback” and “amazing lectures.” Students cherish indi-
vidualized feedback and lectures that are meaningful and include personally relat-
able examples. Also, students get motivated to learn and become active if they feel 
respected and cared for. This shows that students’ perspectives and perceptions of an 
excellent professor do not precisely match what educators and institutions define as 
“excellent.” Educators and institutions value educational results (e.g., critical think-
ing, developing skills, etc.) and have a relatively long-term outcome vision in mind 
(e.g., successful careers), whereas students seem to prefer immediate reward to long-
term gratification (Bembenutty 2009), and prioritize high-quality interpersonal rela-
tionships to content matter.

Other factors students find important include manageable workload, perception 
of subject difficulty, and grading. In other words, to students, subject content mat-
ters only to the extent that affects their immediate experiences. Students expect the 
difficulty level of the subject to be reasonable, have a manageable workload, and 
ultimately want a clear and straightforward grading system that ends with high 
and fair grades. Designing a system that meets students’ expectation in this regard, 
takes knowledge of the content, knowledge, and vision of what is required, what 
is relevant, and what is optional for students to know, to determine a workload for 
students that is at the right difficulty level and manageable, as well as determin-
ing a grading system that is both easy to understand for students and meaningful in 
terms of assessing if students have learned required content. Mastery of the content 
will allow designing a course work and grading system that considers what students 
prefer including immediate reward (e.g., good grades, a manageable workload, and 
easy access to their professor). At the same time, counterintuitively, students look 
for a mentor who inspires them to achieve their goals and support them through their 
journey. To some educators, students seem oblivious to the fact that the easy and 
generous practices of teaching they value are highly unlikely to result in life-chang-
ing success they hope to achieve. Successful outcomes and long-term educational 
results require developing skills and critical thinking. For instance, Bain (2004) 
argues excellent professors produce “important educational results” (p. 5), such 
as high achievement on standardized and professional tests and satisfied, inspired 
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students. In these educators’ classes, understanding is more important than remem-
bering, arguments and evidence are more important than facts and figures. In Bain’s 
view, excellent teaching has little to do with implementing a set of teaching tips or 
best practices. Instead, excellent teaching focuses on unusual and remarkable results 
like sustained and deep understanding, a fundamental change in the student’s world 
view and mental models, a desire to learn more, and the effective communication of 
the educators’ attitudes toward their profession, discipline, and students. It is worth 
noting that unlike our study, in Bain’s study, excellent professors were identified 
through being recognized by receiving awards and their reputations for high-quality 
teaching.

In contrast, in our study, only students determined the excellency of the profes-
sor. Nevertheless, this difference in perspective is not necessarily in odds with each 
other. Bain essentially argues that learning effects are more important than storing 
information. From a cognitive viewpoint, individuals can store much information 
that may never get retrieved or used, but only when behavioral changes happen, do 
we consider learning to have occurred. Learning requires active cognitive effort 
and information consolidation (Karpicke 2012). Learning consolidation results in 
behavioral changes such as mastery in a skill (Berkman 2018; Antony et al. 2017; 
Bouton 2000), or changes in perspectives, attitudes, and future plans as well as the 
motivation to achieve goals. This is where the art of teaching merges teaching hard-
core objective facts on the one hand and subjective psychological variables such as 
inspiration and satisfaction on the other. This is interestingly in line with what Bain 
(2004) concludes. The students of the best educators learn the content, and learn 
to love learning, which in turn provides a sustained and significant impact on the 
students’ lives. In fact, what Bain puts forward is “inspiration,” which is in line with 
our results. Not understanding this dynamic may be why many educators, especially 
those in STEM or those who are less experienced in teaching, may feel confused 
about interpreting their students’ evaluation responses.

Conclusion

In this study, we examined the factors contributing to excellent teaching as rated by 
students on the website ratemyprofessors.com, a website with more than 19 million 
ratings. The results of our study show that the five top characteristics that are impor-
tant to students include being caring, respectful, inspirational, and giving good feed-
back and amazing lectures. Further data analysis shows that subject content matters 
in terms of manageable workload, reasonable content difficulty, and grading. This 
shows that students value interpersonal relationships and expect to receive helpful 
support. Forums where students can voice their concerns, wants and needs are nec-
essary to provide educators with a better understanding of students’ perspectives. 
Teaching is an interactive task involving both educators and students. Given that stu-
dents are the main consumers or stakeholders of higher education institutions, their 
satisfaction and therefore views are important. Our results reflect that students’ per-
spective may not necessarily match the research-based criteria for quality education, 
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such as educator’s expertise and knowledge, objective students’ outcomes and peda-
gogical standards.

Limitation of this study and suggestions for future studies

In this study, we used an open and publically available online website to collect the 
data. Although such big databases are statistically powerful and provide a reliable 
sample size, given that there is no control over sample collection, given that any-
one can go on this website and rate a professor, the data can be unreliable. Further, 
in a circumstance, such a publicly open online, where students evaluate a profes-
sor voluntarily, typically students are either extremely happy or extremely unhappy 
with their experience with their educator. This means that the data miss the aver-
age student by large. A longitudinal study may reveal information on how consistent 
rating are over time. Further, the site has received some criticism, on the catego-
ries including not providing a definition for some terms such as “helpfulness” and 
“easy or difficult”, and neglecting important teaching aspects such as preparedness 
and rigor. Other criticism refer to students’ comments that are biased and based on 
characteristics that are not relevant to teaching such as physical appearance. While 
we acknowledge these criticisms, we argue that such criticism on the part of edu-
cators can reflect students’ and educators’ different perspectives. Moreover, despite 
these shortcomings, the results are is in line with most class evaluations in any 
given course, especially if evaluations are optional (Rosen 2018; Bleske-Rechek and 
Michels 2010). In future studies, it would be interesting to compare samples that 
include only required student evaluations and voluntary student evaluations.

Another interesting comparison would be samples including only face-to-face 
courses and only online courses. Although online courses are becoming very popular 
due to many advantages from financial considerations to time and place flexibility, 
they entail many differences from face-to-face classes. Such differences include cog-
nitive and affective (Coppola et al. 2002), pedagogical, technical, and social (Berge 
1999), as well as managerial issues (Coppola et al. 2002; Berge 1999). Given the 
lack of direct or face-to-face student–educator interaction in an online environment, 
it would be interesting to study how interpersonal relationships fold out. A relatively 
recent study has shown that interpersonal relationships in online environments are 
similar and correlated to face-to-face courses (Li et al. 2018). Interpersonal relation-
ships and strong communication were identified as important contributing factors 
for a successful face-to-face to online course transition during COVID-19 university 
shutdown (Ghazi-Saidi et al. 2020). Many questions remain unanswered, however. 
Examples follow. How do interpersonal relationship dynamics change in a virtual 
environment? How can educators show “care” and “passion” online? Are the needs 
and wants of students the same or different?

Another interesting issue worth further studying, is the relationship between 
interpersonal relationships and biases that impact students’ evaluations. If students 
find interpersonal relationships as the most important factor in teaching excellency, 
it becomes clear why personal and demographic characteristics of an educator can 
influence student evaluation rating (Basow 1995; Bavishi et al. 2010; Basow et al. 
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2013; Joye and Wilson 2015; Boring 2017). Demographic factors such as gender, 
race or ethnicity, and appearance have been reported repeatedly in the literature to 
affect student evaluations (Rainey et  al. 2019; May and Tenzek 2018; Wolfe and 
Powell 2009; Felton et  al. 2004; Basow 1995; Bavishi et  al. 2010; Basow et  al. 
2013; Joye and Wilson 2015; Boring 2017). This implicit (or in cases explicit) bias 
can influence interpersonal relationships. Interpersonal relationships are inevitably 
mutual. If there is a biased negative impression of an educator due to their demo-
graphic features, a positive relationship may never form. The solution may be in 
education and awareness both on university administrations’ and students’ sides. 
Better understanding of the impact of implicit and explicit biases on interpersonal 
relationships can lead to acceptance of everyone and commitment to internalizing 
and embracing diversity, enhancing interpersonal relationships regardless of demo-
graphic factors and indirectly increasing teaching/learning quality. This would be 
worthwhile to compare a cohort that has received an awareness or deep learning 
training to one that has not.
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