Can Racial Bias in Teachers’ Decisions Be Reduced?
Evidence from a Survey Experiment in French Middle Schools

This study fills a key gap in France: although observational and qualitative work documents
ethnic inequalities in education, few experiments test whether they partly stem from teachers’
discriminatory judgments. Evidence is also limited on whether structured rubrics curb such
bias and whether teacher characteristics—especially experience—moderate racial bias in
grading, expectations of success, or tracking. Using a stereotype activation/attenuation
framework, we test whether disparities arise under non-rubric grading and whether rubrics
reduce them. Extending U.S. work (Quinn, 2020) to a high-stakes French middle-school
setting, and linking teacher bias with rubric-based fairness (Quinn, 2020; Malouff &
Thorsteinsson, 2016) and experience effects (Glock, Kovacs, & Pit-Ten Cate, 2019), we
provide new evidence on mechanisms driving racial discrimination in grading and tracking.

Literature Review

Teachers, like professionals in other domains, may hold biases that shape their expectations
and judgments. Since grades play a central role in students’ educational trajectories,
understanding how bias influences evaluation is essential (Gil Hernandez et al., 2024).
Experimental studies confirm grading bias against minority students, e.g., Turkish-origin
students in Germany (Sprietsma, 2013; Glock et al., 2013; Pit-Ten Cate et al., 2016; Tobisch
& Dresel, 2017; Wenz & Hoenig, 2020), and African-American students in the U.S.
(Elhoweris et al., 2005; Kunesh & Noltemeyer, 2019; Legette et al., 2021; Owens, 2022). A
meta-analysis by Tenenbaum and Ruck (2007) found that teacher evaluations of performance,
behavior, and placement tend to favor White students over Hispanic and African-American
peers, with a small-to-moderate average effect size (d = 0.31). To address such disparities,
scholars have advocated for more structured and transparent assessment tools, notably rubrics
(Merle, 2012). In an experimental study, Quinn (2020) found that ethnic bias in grading
disappeared when teachers used a structured rubric. Similarly, Malouff and Thorsteinsson’s
(2016) meta-analysis showed that rubrics reduced bias effects (d = 0.24) compared to
unstructured grading (d = 0.39). By standardizing evaluation criteria, rubrics help reduce
subjectivity and support fairer grading (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007).

Like other professionals, teachers may hold biases that shape expectations and judgments.
Because grades steer educational trajectories, identifying how bias enters evaluation is crucial
(Gil Hernandez et al., 2024). Experiments document grading bias against minority
students—e.g., Turkish-origin students in Germany (Sprietsma, 2013; Glock et al., 2013;
Pit-Ten Cate et al., 2016; Tobisch & Dresel, 2017; Wenz & Hoenig, 2020) and
African-American students in the U.S. (Elhoweris et al., 2005; Kunesh & Noltemeyer, 2019;
Legette et al, 2021; Owens, 2022). A meta-analysis shows teacher evaluations of
performance, behavior, and placement favor White over Hispanic and African-American
students (d = 0.31; Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). To mitigate such disparities, scholars
advocate structured, transparent assessments, notably rubrics (Merle, 2012). In an
experiment, Quinn (2020) found ethnic grading bias disappeared with a structured rubric;
Malouff & Thorsteinsson (2016) show rubrics reduce bias (d = 0.24) relative to unstructured



grading (d = 0.39). By standardizing criteria, rubrics reduce subjectivity and support fairer
grading (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007).

Design and Methodology

We use a between-subjects survey experiment with random assignment to conditions
(Auspurg & Hinz, 2015; Bansak et al., 2021), presenting realistic ninth-grade profiles—a key
stage for grading and tracking decisions.

Population Rationale

We focus on French literature teachers, a central subject for tracking decisions; prior
European work shows ethnic disparities in language grading (Sprietsma, 2013; Glock, 2016).
Profiles are male only, given evidence that minority boys are especially vulnerable to
stereotyping.

Experimental Manipulations & Materials

Three randomized manipulations (Table 1):

(1) student name signaling French vs. North African origin; (2) student behavior (positive vs.
disruptive); (3) grading condition (with rubric vs. without rubric).

Each teacher reviewed (a) a short vignette with name, behavior, academic record, and
parental occupation (holding SES constant) and (b) a real student essay from national exam
archives, originally graded 13/20 in blind evaluation—an average performance (Merle,
2018). Each respondent saw one profile combining name, behavior, and grading condition
(e.g., North-African name, positive behavior, no rubric).

Outcome Variables
Three primary dependent variables were measured:

1. Grade assigned to the essay (1-20 points), influenced by the rubric manipulation (see
Table 1).
2. Perceived likelihood of passing the national lower-secondary exam (Diplome
National du Brevet), using the item:
“Considering the description of this student and your evaluation of his work, do you
think he is capable of passing the Brevet?”
Response scale: 1 (Not at all capable) to 10 (Fully capable).
3. Academic tracking recommendation for tenth grade, using the item:
“If you were the homeroom teacher of this student, which track would you
recommend after ninth grade?”
Response options: vocational, technological, or general track.

Measurement Validity

Respondents rated the realism of the essay and vignette at 7.9 and 8.1 out of 10, respectively.
The full instrument was reviewed by French literature teachers and academic inspectors to
ensure validity.



Sample & Generalization Logic

The target sample is 2,024 literature teachers determined via G*Power (two-tailed t-test, d =
0.25, a = .05, power = .80). So far, 631 responses have been collected (data collection runs
from February to December 2025). Institutional support from the French Ministry of
Education enabled nationwide distribution to all public middle-school literature teachers.
Findings concern French middle-school literature teachers. Findings concern French
middle-school literature teachers; given the non-probabilistic, voluntary sample, external
generalization beyond this population should be cautious and will be strengthened by
completing national data collection.

Preliminary Results

Grade Assigned to the Essay

Figure 1 displays results from a linear regression predicting the grade assigned to the student
essay. The left panel presents coefficients for both experimental and teacher-level variables.
Most effects cluster near zero, suggesting no strong influence of teacher characteristics—such
as gender or experience—on assigned grades in this subsample. The only significant effect
concerns the use of a structured rubric: it is associated with grades approximately one point
lower, indicating that rubrics may prompt more stringent evaluations. Complementary GLS
analyses (not shown) suggest a slight reduction in grade dispersion when a rubric is used
(=3% lower SD; SD ratio=0.97, 95% CI[0.88, 1.08]), although this difference is not
statistically significant (LRT p=0.59), likely due to limited statistical power. There is no
significant effect of student origin: teachers assigned similar grades regardless of whether the
student had a French- or North African—sounding name. Again, this may reflect the limited
sample size and the difficulty of detecting small disparities.

The right panel of Figure1l shows the interaction between student origin and rubric use.
Without a rubric, predicted scores for North African—named students are slightly lower,
though not significantly so. With a rubric, scores decrease for all students, but the predicted
grade for North African—named students becomes slightly higher than that for French-named
peers. Although not significant, this interaction aligns with findings suggesting rubrics may
reduce bias (Quinn, 2020; Malouft & Thorsteinsson, 2016). The full dataset will allow us to
determine whether rubrics simply lower scores overall or actually mitigate origin-related
disparities.

Perceived Likelihood of Passing the Brevet

As shown in Figure 2, ratings of the student’s likelihood of passing the Brevet were heavily
skewed toward the top of the scale (scores of 8, 9, or 10), suggesting a ceiling effect. To
address this, the variable was dichotomized (1 = score > 8; 0 = otherwise). Logistic regression
reveals significant bias: students with North African—sounding names were 72% less likely to
receive a high rating than otherwise identical French-named students (OR = 0.28; Figure 3).
Interaction analyses (Figure 4) highlight that this gap is most pronounced among novice
teachers. At 0 years of experience, the difference is statistically significant (p=0.011); it
progressively narrows with experience and is no longer significant at 40 years (p =0.257).



Recommendation for the General Track

Figure 5 presents results from a logistic regression predicting whether the student would be
recommended for the general track in Grade 10 (seconde générale), coded as a binary
variable (1 = general track; 0 =all other tracks). The model indicates significant racial bias:
North African—named students are 41% less likely to be recommended for the general track
(OR=0.59), controlling for all other variables. Rubric use is marginally significant
(OR =0.64, p <.10), with a confidence interval that includes 1. The origin X rubric interaction
is positive but non-significant (OR =1.55, p~.20), consistent with a potential mitigating
effect. The origin X experience interaction (not shown) is slightly negative and
non-significant (p = .40).

Conclusion

We report preliminary results from an ongoing survey experiment with French middle-school
literature teachers: 631 responses to date (target = 2,024), with a national follow-up in Fall
2025 to boost power and reliability. Initial results show no significant effect of perceived
origin on essay grades. Neither the rubricxorigin nor the behaviorxorigin interaction is
significant; the latter was therefore omitted from figures. These findings echo Gil Hernandez
et al. (2024) yet contrast with studies reporting minority penalties (e.g., Sprietsma, 2013;
Glock et al., 2013; Tobisch & Dresel, 2017; Alesina et al., 2018).

By contrast, a significant bias emerges in judgments of the student’s likelihood of passing the
lower-secondary exit exam: students with North African—sounding names are rated less
capable. This bias is weaker among more experienced teachers, suggesting experience
attenuates stereotype-driven judgments. Similarly, students with North African—sounding
names are significantly less likely—all else equal—to be recommended for the general track,
indicating systemic discrimination in guidance.

Discussion and Implications

These early results highlight the role of teaching experience. Prior evidence is mixed (Pit-Ten
Cate & Glock, 2019; Glock, Kovacs, & Pit-Ten Cate, 2019), but our data suggest less
experienced teachers are more susceptible to stereotype activation. This concern mirrors the
U.S., where students of color are disproportionately taught by novice teachers with limited
equity training (Civil Rights Project, UCLA, 2024). Policy should prioritize targeted training,
strategic assignment, and early mentoring to build bias awareness and equitable
evaluation—especially before novices work in schools with large shares of immigrant-origin
students. The role of rubrics in curbing discriminatory tracking remains unconfirmed; the full
sample will test whether structured criteria buffer ethnic bias (Quinn, 2020; Malouff &
Thorsteinsson, 2016).



Table and Figures

Table 1. Summary of Experimental Manipulations

Factors Levels Signals
(dimensions/conditions)

Migration background 1. French origin Name of the student in the description and essay:
2. North African origin
1. French origin name: Sébastien Morel

2. North African origin name: Karim Saadi

Behavior 1. Positive behavior In the student description:
2. Disruptive behavior
1. Positive behavior: Karim/Sébastien does not participate enough orally. He may occasionally chat but stops when
reminded, and his attitude is usually pleasant and disciplined. Karim/Sébastien is appreciated by peers and teachers.
When encouraged, he shows enthusiasm and open-mindedness. Most teachers believe he can still make progress and
needs regular encouragement to maintain motivation.

2. Disruptive behavior: Karim/Sébastien does not participate enough orally. Although this is occasional, his behavior is
sometimes unpleasant and undisciplined. He must often be reminded to stop chatting and fidgeting. His behavior can
disturb peers and teachers. He often refuses to participate when invited. He is not the most turbulent student, but teachers
believe he needs frequent encouragement to remain motivated throughout the year.

Grading 1. Rubric (criteria-based) Questions in the survey:
2. Grade without rubric
1. With criteria (3 questions):

- How many points do you assign to the essay structure (introduction, conclusion, paragraphing, connectors)? (0-7)
- How many points for argumentation quality (variety, development, relevance, examples)? (0-7)

- How many points for language quality (clarity, syntax, spelling, grammar, vocabulary)? (0-6)

2. Without criteria (1 question):
What grade out of 20 would you assign to this essay? (Numeric response 0-20, e.g., 12.5)

Figure 1: Coefficients (left) and Origin x Rubric Interaction (right)
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Figure 2 : Distribution of Responses to the 'Brevet' Question
Question: Based on the student's description and your assessment of their work,

do you think they are capable of passing the national diploma (Brevet)?
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Figure 3: Perceived capability to pass the Brevet (score = 8/10)
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Figure 4: Predicted probability of scoring = 8/10 by teacher experience and student origin
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	The right panel of Figure 1 shows the interaction between student origin and rubric use. Without a rubric, predicted scores for North African–named students are slightly lower, though not significantly so. With a rubric, scores decrease for all students, but the predicted grade for North African–named students becomes slightly higher than that for French-named peers. Although not significant, this interaction aligns with findings suggesting rubrics may reduce bias (Quinn, 2020; Malouff & Thorsteinsson, 2016). The full dataset will allow us to determine whether rubrics simply lower scores overall or actually mitigate origin-related disparities. 
	Perceived Likelihood of Passing the Brevet​As shown in Figure 2, ratings of the student’s likelihood of passing the Brevet were heavily skewed toward the top of the scale (scores of 8, 9, or 10), suggesting a ceiling effect. To address this, the variable was dichotomized (1 = score ≥ 8; 0 = otherwise). Logistic regression reveals significant bias: students with North African–sounding names were 72% less likely to receive a high rating than otherwise identical French-named students (OR = 0.28; Figure 3). Interaction analyses (Figure 4) highlight that this gap is most pronounced among novice teachers. At 0 years of experience, the difference is statistically significant (p = 0.011); it progressively narrows with experience and is no longer significant at 40 years (p = 0.257). 
	Recommendation for the General Track​Figure 5 presents results from a logistic regression predicting whether the student would be recommended for the general track in Grade 10 (seconde générale), coded as a binary variable (1 = general track; 0 = all other tracks). The model indicates significant racial bias: North African–named students are 41% less likely to be recommended for the general track (OR = 0.59), controlling for all other variables. Rubric use is marginally significant (OR = 0.64, p < .10), with a confidence interval that includes 1. The origin × rubric interaction is positive but non-significant (OR = 1.55, p ≈ .20), consistent with a potential mitigating effect. The origin × experience interaction (not shown) is slightly negative and non-significant (p ≈ .40). 
	Conclusion​​We report preliminary results from an ongoing survey experiment with French middle-school literature teachers: 631 responses to date (target = 2,024), with a national follow-up in Fall 2025 to boost power and reliability. Initial results show no significant effect of perceived origin on essay grades. Neither the rubric×origin nor the behavior×origin interaction is significant; the latter was therefore omitted from figures. These findings echo Gil Hernández et al. (2024) yet contrast with studies reporting minority penalties (e.g., Sprietsma, 2013; Glock et al., 2013; Tobisch & Dresel, 2017; Alesina et al., 2018).​ By contrast, a significant bias emerges in judgments of the student’s likelihood of passing the lower-secondary exit exam: students with North African–sounding names are rated less capable. This bias is weaker among more experienced teachers, suggesting experience attenuates stereotype-driven judgments. Similarly, students with North African–sounding names are significantly
	Discussion and Implications​​These early results highlight the role of teaching experience. Prior evidence is mixed (Pit-Ten Cate & Glock, 2019; Glock, Kovacs, & Pit-Ten Cate, 2019), but our data suggest less experienced teachers are more susceptible to stereotype activation. This concern mirrors the U.S., where students of color are disproportionately taught by novice teachers with limited equity training (Civil Rights Project, UCLA, 2024). Policy should prioritize targeted training, strategic assignment, and early mentoring to build bias awareness and equitable evaluation—especially before novices work in schools with large shares of immigrant-origin students. The role of rubrics in curbing discriminatory tracking remains unconfirmed; the full sample will test whether structured criteria buffer ethnic bias (Quinn, 2020; Malouff & Thorsteinsson, 2016). 


