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Need for: 

• Intentional attention to how bias can 
influence faculty search processes

• Recognizing problematic practices 

• Advancing strategies for reducing 
bias and increasing diversity and 
inclusion

Topics for Today
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We Are Making Progress – And – More Progress is Needed 
Trends in Representation of Females and ABHI 

Among Penn’s Standing Faculty
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Between 2011 and 2021, the number of female standing faculty increased by 36% 

(777 to 1,053) and the number of BHI standing faculty increased by 63% (158 to 258), 

while the total standing faculty increased by 9% (2,531 to 2,749).
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Penn’s Diversity Dashboard
https://ira.upenn.edu/penn-numbers/diversity-dashboard

https://ira.upenn.edu/penn-numbers/diversity-dashboard
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• Ensure that faculty search 
processes are broad, 
inclusive, and designed to 
bring outstanding professors 
to Penn

• Ensure that Penn meets its 
federal regulatory affirmative 
action obligations

Responsibilities

Diversity Search Advisors
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• Tenured members of the 
Standing Faculty 

• Serve a minimum two-year 
term

• Keep up to date with bias 
education, every three years at 
a minimum**

• Certify that they, or DSA 
designee, were involved in the 
many aspects of the search

Requirements

**All faculty on search committees are expected to complete bias training at 

least once every three years.
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Bias Training for 2022-23

• Interactive, with scenarios that reflect situations that occur during 
faculty searches and other aspects of faculty work 

• Developed by faculty at the University of New Hampshire with 
funding from the National Science Foundation

Asynchronous Bias Training Course

• Advancing Equity and Excellence through Rubrics and Other Evaluation 
Tools
Wednesday, October 19, 10:15 am – 11:45 am, Houston Hall 223-
Golkin Room

• Strategizing Beyond Individual Cases of Bias 
Wednesday, November 2, 10:15 am – 11:45 am, Houston Hall 223-
Golkin Room

In-Person Bias Training Workshops

To register: https://upenn.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_1zVTZI7egivX0GO

https://upenn.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_1zVTZI7egivX0GO  
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•Confirmation bias 

•Similarity effect

•Anecdotal fallacy

•Categorical thinking

Examples of 
Cognitive Bias in 

Academic Workplace

•Address the process

•Educate the 
offender

•Introduce factual 
information 

Behaviors to 
Intervene •Faculty search 

•Faculty peer 
evaluation

•Faculty meetings

•Casual interactions

More Scenarios and 
Approaches 

Asynchronous Bias Training Course 
(University of New Hampshire, IncludeU, 

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about )

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about
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Cognitive Shortcuts 
Can Result in Bias

Source: University of New Hampshire, IncludeU

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about )

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about
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Bias Can Influence Every Phase of the 
Faculty Search Process
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Phase 1

Framing the 
Position,  
Forming the 
Committee

• Job 
advertisement

• Committee 
membership

Phase 2

Marketing, 
Outreach,  
Recruitment

• Placement of 
ads 

• Networks 
used to 
encourage 
applications

Phase 3

Evaluating 
Candidates

• Reference 
letters

• CVs

• Teaching 
evaluations

• Writing 
samples

• Interviews

Phase 4

Short Lists, 
Finalists, 
Appointment

• Perceptions of 
candidate’s 
potential, 
rigor, 
leadership, fit

• Job talks and 
other hiring 
practices

• Committee 
discussion on 
final decision
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Bias in Reference Letters

Components/Language in 
the letter

Males 
(222)

Females 
(89)

Standout adjectives1 2.0/letter 1.5/letter

Grindstone adjectives2 23% 34%

Doubt raisers3 12% 24%

Reference to personal life 1% 6%

Multiple mentions of research 62% 35%

Accomplishments/
Achievements

13% 3%

References to publications 13% 3%

Successful 7% 3%

Study of 312 recommendation 

letters for faculty hired at a major 

US medical school 

Letters for women: 

• Are shorter, less focused on record of 

accomplishment

• Had more gender terms “intelligent 

young lady;” “insightful woman.”  

There were no equivalent descriptors 

in men’s letters

• Showed less professional respect –

first name for women, titles for men
1 “excellent,” ‘outstanding,” “superb,” “unique”

2 “hardworking” “conscientious” “dependable” “thorough” “dedicated” “careful” 

and “meticulous” 

3 negative language, unexplained comments, faint praise and irrelevancies

Trix, F., & Psenka, C. (2003). Exploring the Color of Glass: Letters of Recommendation for 
Female and Male Medical Faculty. Discourse & Society, 14(2), 191 
220. https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926503014002277

https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926503014002277
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Gender Differences in “Doubt 
Raisers” in Reference Letters

Study 1
• 624 letters written for 174 

men and women applying for 
8 assistant professor 
positions in psych department

• Letters for women more 
commonly had doubt raisers 
(hedging, negatively, faint 
praise) even after controlling 
for number of publications

Study 2
• 305 professors’ assessment 

of applicants’ competence 

• Regardless of gender, 
applicants evaluated lower on 
research skills if negativity or 
hedging in letters

Source: Madera, J. M., Hebl, M. R., Dial, H., Martin, R., & Valian, V. (2019). Raising doubt in letters of 
recommendation for academia: Gender differences and their impact. Journal of Business and 
Psychology, 34(3), 287–303. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-018-9541-1

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-018-9541-1
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Mitigating Bias

Although unconscious bias training raises 
awareness about the impact of bias, studies show 
that training does not lead to changes in behavior.

Bias can only be mitigated by design.  

Change the process, not people.

How can we change the process to mitigate 
bias associated with letters of reference? 
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• Reduce weight given to letters of 
recommendation 

• Review other application materials before 
asking for letters of reference 

• Provide a structure for reference letters 
(e.g., prompts)

Strategies for Mitigating Bias 
Associated with Reference Letters 

Source: Madera, J. M., Hebl, M. R., Dial, H., Martin, R., & Valian, V. (2019). Raising doubt in letters of 
recommendation for academia: Gender differences and their impact. Journal of Business and 
Psychology, 34(3), 287–303. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-018-9541-1

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-018-9541-1
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Faculty Search Scenarios: 
Scenario 1: Will he leave? 

Source: University of New Hampshire, IncludeU https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about
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Source: University of New Hampshire, IncludeU https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about
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Source: University of New Hampshire, IncludeU https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about
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Faculty Search Scenarios: 
Scenario 1: Will he leave? 

Source: University of New Hampshire, IncludeU https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about
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Faculty Search Scenarios: 
Scenario 2: She Won’t Fit In

Source: University of New Hampshire, IncludeU https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about
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Faculty Search Scenarios: 
Scenario 2: She Won’t Fit In

Source: University of New Hampshire, IncludeU https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about

https://www.unh.edu/includeu/about/about
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Explicitly discuss the role of bias at the start of search proceedings

Establish a clear set of baseline practices and expectations

Standardize practices and use same practices for all candidates

Build-in opportunities to do ‘bias checks’ throughout the process

Give candidate statements related to contributions toward diversity 
and equity the same level of evaluation and rigor as statements on 
research and teaching

Consider the climate of your department and address issues

How To Combat Bias in Faculty 
Search Processes

Source: How to make the faculty hiring 

process more equitable and effective. Duke 

University. (January 2021).

https://facultyadvancement.duke.edu/how-make-faculty-hiring-process-more-equitable-and-effective
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Applicant Evaluation Tool 
(example)

Source: advance.umich.edu/resources/candidate-evaluation-tool.docx
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• What are the requirements of this position? 

• What is the relative weight that should be given 
to each requirement? 

• What types of evidence demonstrate past 
achievement, and promise of future 
achievement, in each area?

• Are any of the requirements ambiguous? 

• How do the requirements and types of evidence 
incorporate Penn’s commitment to diversity, 
equity and inclusion? 

Questions to Consider in 
Developing a Rubric



Office of the Provost

Introductory Questions 
• Please take just a few minutes to tell us a little about yourself and how your background, 

experiences and pursuits have prepared you for this position?
• What attracts you to this position? 
Research
• What research agenda would you like to carry if you become a member of this department?
• What types of resources would you require to successfully continue your research agenda? 
• With whom would you like collaborate, if you were selected for this position? 
Teaching
• Tell us about your teaching methods, philosophy and goals. 
• What is your experience in teaching students of diverse backgrounds? What methods have 

proven to be effective and what have you learned from the experience?
• Describe strategies that you have used to create an inclusive learning environment for your 

students. 
• Tell us about a time when you successfully managed a difficult student and a time when you did 

not successfully manage a difficult student. 
• What have evaluations for your teaching indicated, both positive and negative? How has 

evaluation feedback changed how to teach today? 

Standardized Interview 
Questions (examples)

Source: UC Davis

https://health.ucdavis.edu/facultydev/pdfs/searchmaterials/SampleFacultyInterviewQuestions.pdf 
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As chair of a search for an assistant 
professor, you worked with the 
committee to create an “applicant 
evaluation tool.” Your committee is 
now ready to review applications. But, 
you see there are 300 applications. 
What do you do?  Do you use the 
“evaluation tool”? 

Case for Discussion 
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• Recognize importance of intentional, 
ongoing attention to how bias can 
influence faculty search processes

• Use positive practices for combatting 
bias

• Use evaluation rubrics AND continue 
to interrogate potential for bias

Concluding Thoughts and 
Next Steps


