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Abstract
Emerging data suggests the COVID-19 crisis exacerbated preexisting, long-docu-
mented gender inequities among U.S. faculty in higher education. During the initial 
Spring 2020 ‘lockdown’ in the U.S., 80 students conveyed their experiences with 
faculty across 362 courses. We evaluated whether students’ reports of faculty sup-
portiveness, accommodations granted, and pandemic-impacted, anticipated grade 
outcomes differed according to faculty gender via mixed linear models (data on 362 
courses were nested within 80 student reporters). Students perceived their women 
instructors as more supportive, accommodating, and anticipated lesser course grade 
decreases across the semester than in courses taught by men. Accordingly, we inter-
pret that amidst the ‘lockdown’ crisis, women faculty earned higher perceived sup-
portiveness and positive student outcomes than their male counterparts. Further, 
the data likely reflects women faculty’s greater conscription into demonstrated care 
work, despite the coding of such labor as “feminine,” thereby rendering such work 
devalued. To reframe, to the degree that students expect more ‘intensive pedago-
gies,’ which invites faculty and administrators to gender disparate demands, such 
pressures likely translate to ‘hidden service’ burdens, and correspondingly, less 
time for career-advancing activities (such as research). Broader implications are 
discussed, alongside women faculty’s documented experiences of acceleration in 
career and work/family pressures in pandemic-times, which combine to exacerbate 
long-standing, yet now-amplified penalties, potentially driving a widening, gendered 
chasm in academic career outcomes. We conclude by offering constructive sugges-
tions to mitigate any discriminatory impacts imposed by students’ gendered assess-
ment inputs and expectations.
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The literature on “hidden service,” “secret service,” “invisible academic work,” or 
“academic housework” typically defines associated, relational academic labor as 
temporally and emotionally demanding carework that receives little visibility or 
tangible reward for career advancement, yet is nevertheless expected—to a dispro-
portionate degree—of women and racialized faculty (Domingo et al., 2022; Górska 
et  al., 2021; Hanasono et  al., 2019). Such work sits in contrast to more “task-ori-
ented” service labor that lends itself more readily to quantifiable metrics, ‘deliver-
able’ products, measurable institutional rewards, neoliberal/racialized/gendered log-
ics of “excellence,” (Mickey et  al., 2022) which are altogether more often coded 
“male” in academic environments [in line with Acker’s (Acker, 1990) white, male, 
able-bodied, and heterosexual “ideal worker;” see Johnson (2022) on the increasing 
salience of those existing templates amid the COVID crisis]. Some characteristic 
examples of ‘low-profile,’ yet vitally important, “hidden service” work in institu-
tions of higher education include close, detail-oriented, and active mentoring in 
support of students’ positive academic experiences; performing emotion work for 
university constituents at all levels; efforts explicitly intended to address (“chilly”) 
organizational climate; and serving on ‘lesser’/marginalized/underresourced institu-
tional committees (Hanasono et al., 2019). Typically, the caregiving tasks embedded 
in teaching, mentoring, and the general emotion work expected or required on-the-
job from women faculty members are all tasks that require a high degree of pastoral 
care and emotional presence, yet they also divert time and energy away from more 
prestigious or highly regarded work activities such as research, writing, and publish-
ing (Ashencaen Crabtree & Shiel, 2019; Bagilhole & Goode, 1998). What’s more, in 
the burgeoning literature that tracks the amplification of such preexisting gendered/
racialized burdens in the academic workplace, many analysts are finding that institu-
tions’ expressed needs and corresponding expectations for such gendered, “hidden” 
caregiving labors have persisted and heightened amid the escalation of pandemic-
associated troubles with recruitment, retention, academic performance/engagement, 
and mental health crises (particularly for students, but also for faculty and support 
staff; see Cate et al., 2022; Docka-Filipek & Stone, 2021; Górska et al., 2021; Plot-
nikof & Utoft, 2022). In many cases, institutionalized academic performance and 
evaluation metrics have failed to keep pace with measuring the caregiving labor 
that may well amount to the very ‘glue’ holding our institutions of higher learning 
together, particularly amid such ongoing, multifaceted crises (Benozzo et al., 2022; 
Branicki, 2020; Mickey et al., 2022; Özkazanç-Pan & Pullen, 2020; Pereira, 2021).

We sought to examine how student expectations for ‘extra,’ low-reward or 
no-reward pedagogical labor (measured via student reports of supportiveness, 
accommodations granted, and anticipated grade drops) varied on the basis of 
instructor’s gender during one very specific, historically-contingent moment of 
acute crisis: the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. In such times of 
institutional crisis, we argue, otherwise unspoken or less obvious normative con-
ventions for the lop-sided, gendered division of academic labor may be rendered 
more visible or evident, and needs often threaten to outstrip resources in such 
scenarios. In other words, we reasoned, those members of the ‘university family’ 
who find themselves ‘leaned on’ during difficult times may well find the other-
wise persistent ‘hum’ of the pressure to disproportionately invest such caregiving 
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labor amplified to a deafening degree, rendering such conventions more readily 
distinctive or manifest.

We tested our assumptions regarding women faculty’s heightened expectations 
for pedagogical “hidden service” by asking students to report on their experiences 
with faculty in their enrolled courses during the initial spring 2020 ‘lockdowns.’ 
Ultimately, amid the campus evacuations during the first wave of the COVID cri-
sis in the U.S. (during spring of 2019), students perceived their women instructors 
as more supportive, accommodating, and more flexibly tailored in their evaluative 
standards—all during a moment of acute crisis, upheaval, and uncertainty. We argue 
such findings point to both qualitative and quantitative gender disparities in students’ 
expectations for teaching-related faculty labors. More specifically, students antici-
pated their women instructors would engage their learning process through peda-
gogical efforts that are both more temporally and more emotionally taxing. Such 
greater demands on women faculty have undoubtedly translated to a ‘hidden service’ 
burden, and by extension, lesser time for activities with greater career advancement 
rewards (as established in findings from pre-pandemic times, delineated above, as 
well). In the context of the pandemic, while students exhibit heightened expectations 
for the labor of women faculty, such pressures may then combine with the gender 
disparate career and work/family pressures incurred by the pandemic, alongside the 
now-established gendered punishments of student evaluations of teaching or “SETs” 
(Heffernan, 2022; Kreitzer and Sweet-Cushman (2021). Taken together, the impact 
of such “hidden service” may well contribute to widening a potentially growing 
chasm in academic career outcomes, on the basis of gender.

Further, although we concede that the onset of the global health crisis precipi-
tated by the COVID pandemic absolutely posed a unique, unprecedented, and his-
torically-specific moment, we also argue that the state of US higher education has 
long been represented by governing authorities as tumbling into a state of ever-deep-
ening fiscal and normative crises, which are now brought into especially stark relief 
in pandemic times. Such catastrophic depictions have been repeatedly, and now pre-
dictably, characterized by broader challenges to the ideological hegemony of higher 
learning as universal public and individual good (Fingerhut, 2017; Newport & Bust-
eed, 2017). Other threats to the sustainability of U.S. higher learning include declin-
ing enrollment numbers due to overall decreases in the college-aged population; 
ever-accelerating losses of state revenue allocations; the politically fickle ‘charity’ 
contributions of the philanthropic class; cyclical economic crashes endemic to late 
capitalism; the associated, widespread anxieties of multiple ‘stakeholders’ regarding 
the solvency of institutional endowments; and the inherent threats to democratic ide-
als posed by narrowing neoliberal rationality (Brown, 2015; Geiger, 2010). Against 
this broad national backdrop, the COVID crisis has only served to amplify survival-
ist fears that plug into already-existing institutional narratives, policies, and prac-
tices that revolve around the doxa of austere measures and the corresponding imple-
mentations of ‘fat-trimming’ institutional transformations (Giroux, 2014)—all of 
which threaten to pry cracks into crevices along the ‘leaky pipeline’ of faculty career 
advancement. Indeed, while the literature has long tied the above-mentioned con-
straints to the unique threats that women, mothers, and faculty of color face to their 
academic careers and well-being, accumulating empirical evidence increasingly 
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demonstrates an acceleration of prexisting, gender-disproportionate burdens and 
obstacles to career progress, amidst the COVID-inspired shifts in the academic 
workplace (Davis et al., 2022; Górska et al., 2021; Johnson, 2022; Kasymova et al., 
2021).

Therefore, while COVID is certainly ‘new,’ the worries, implemented practices, 
and most importantly for our analysis, the resulting gender disparities in faculty 
careers that the pandemic’s moment of crisis set into motion are altogether far from 
novel. We therefore argue the onset of COVID-based institutional scramblings and 
their demographically varying impacts on different segments of the U.S. professori-
ate are worth considering and perhaps extending to inevitable future turning points 
inspired by calamity, as it seems unlikely that the threats to U.S. higher education 
(delineated above) are likely to evaporate from the national landscape anytime soon. 
In other words, while COVID may have been unprecedented, the realities it set into 
motion in higher education most certainly are not, which means pandemic-inspired 
conditions present important, empirical learning opportunities.

Gender Bias & Inequities Permeate Western Culture and the U.S. 
Academy

Implicit bias (Devine, 1989) refers to the precognitive or preconscious assumptions 
social actors make that impact perceptions of and behavior towards others, which 
may result in discriminatory outcomes. In the case of gender, we tend to associ-
ate femininity with particular traits that in many circumstances (especially those 
related to wage-earning/prestigious work) are presumed to have lesser value than 
those traits assumed to be linked to masculinity (Cheryan & Markus, 2020). Such 
‘feminized’ traits may either be presumed to be linked to particular elements of the 
physiological, hormonal, or reproductive consequences and paramount ‘being’ of 
people assigned ‘female’ at birth (irrespective of the reality that many such gener-
alizations do not apply to a good many ‘women’), via ideological conventions typi-
cally referred to as “gender essentialism,” or alternately, “biological determinism” 
(DiQuinzio, 1993; Grosz, 1995).

Nevertheless, developing institutional and individual awareness regarding the 
reality of the operations of implicit bias is not enough to avoid inflicting future bias 
(Kim, 2003). Bem’s (1993) pioneering work on the “lenses of gender” posits that 
sexism is so deeply embedded in our social institutions, our cultural constructions, 
and our psychological makeup that androcentrism, gender polarization/complemen-
tarity (i.e., the belief that masculinity and femininity are not only opposite ‘poles,’ 
but also serve to ‘complete’ one another), and gender essentialism are now keystone 
components of our individual and collective experiences of gender. Butler’s (1990) 
landmark works make clear these well-established, gendered ‘scripts’ permeate mul-
tiple realms of human social life, and correspondingly elicit punishing social evalua-
tive consequences for gender ‘deviance’ (or “gender trouble”).

Such insights combine to dictate that even if individuals are made aware of 
how gender bias functions, implicit learning nevertheless impacts their quantita-
tive assessment of the work performance of individuals, in the absence of explicitly 
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corrective practices (Key & Ardoin, 2019). Unsurprisingly, extensive evidence of 
gender bias extends to the academic workplace (Régner et  al., 2019). More spe-
cifically, role congruity/role conflict theories (Eagly & Karau, 2002) posit women 
leaders will be evaluated more harshly when their leadership behaviors are seen 
in fundamental conflict with the prescripted behaviors and personality traits typi-
cally associated with femininity. In other words, behaviors that conform to gendered 
expectations for one’s actions—women behaving as non-threatening, passive, emo-
tionally warm, caring, comforting, accommodating, flexible, and nurturing—are 
rewarded, whereas deviations from gendered prescriptions for behavior (e.g., brief, 
abrupt, critical, exacting, assertive, inflexible/rigid, non-accommodating) are pun-
ished (Eagly & Karau, 2002).

Further, prior to the COVID crisis, women faculty spent measurably greater 
amounts of time on service per week (Guarino & Borden, 2017), and what’s more, 
they spent substantially more time in less institutionally-rewarded, or ‘altruistic’ 
forms of service such as mentoring and department-level service to students, to the 
measurable detriment of their career advancement (Hanasono et  al., 2019). Male 
faculty, again, tend to spend greater amounts of time in more visible and measurably 
‘valuable’ forms of service work (Misra et al., 2012). In experiments, women faculty 
more frequently volunteer, register, and accept requests for work tasks with lesser 
rewards, presumably resulting in more “office housework” for faculty women than 
faculty men (Babcock et  al., 2017). Women faculty also receive and honor more 
requests for ‘special favors’ and emotional labor from students, and they do so more 
often for more ‘academically entitled’ charges (El-Alayli et  al., 2018). Addition-
ally, women faculty attribute their greater time spent in service due to a felt sense 
of ‘duty’ to the collective enterprise of higher learning (Misra et al., 2012). To add 
insult to injury, such work reportedly leaves many women instructors feeling disap-
pointed or disillusioned, particularly when coupled with other gendered on-the-job 
insults (Acker & Feuerverger, 1996). Indeed, when such labors are not rewarded, 
and are instead explicitly devalued by administrators, senior colleagues, and perfor-
mance review bodies, they may also be imbued with meaning that draws on gen-
dered and/or racialized stereotypes (Domingo et al., 2022). Ironically, again, while 
such “secret service” may be associated with lesser institutional reward, such labors 
are arguably of central important in cementing the ‘ties that bind’ in times of crisis 
or uncertainty, as during the onset of the global COVID crisis.

COVID‑19 and Gender Disparities at Work and in the Home

Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, women faculty have increasingly found them-
selves conscripted into “mothering” labors both in the workplace and at home, and 
at considerable cost to their well-being and mental health (Docka-Filipek & Stone, 
2021). We contextualize our findings that point to the salience of such caregiving 
labor during the “lockdown” semester in the burgeoning literature that documents 
the acceleration of such demands across the ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres, in order 
to paint a comprehensive picture of the manifold obstacles to the career progress 
of women faculty. Below, we review multiple, converging sources of pressure to 
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mother ‘around the clock,’ which together contribute to the pandemic’s ‘blurring’ 
impact on the roles women faculty occupy both at home and on the job, rendering a 
healthy “work/life balance” and timely career progress ever-elusive.

While there is ample evidence that women experience higher rates of anxiety and 
depression, research has further suggested that these mental health vulnerabilities 
have been amplified by pandemic conditions (Thibaut & Van Wijngaarden-Crem-
ers, 2020). Relatedly, previously documented disparities in hetero-coupled hus-
bands and wives’ time spent in homecare have deepened amid the COVID crisis 
(Del Boca et al., 2020). During the initial lockdown women took on greater child-
care duties (Zamarro et al., 2020); including greater time spent on home-schooling 
activities—despite men’s parallel perception that such duties were shared equally 
(Miller, 2020). Women’s intensified childcare roles often came at the cost of moth-
ers’ emotional well-being (Calarco et al., 2021) and resulted in gender discrepancies 
in satisfaction with the home/work environment among heterosexual academic cou-
ples (CohenMiller & Izekenova, 2022; Yildirim & Eslen-Ziya, 2021), as well as an 
increase in domestic interpersonal conflicts (Calarco et al., 2020).

Additionally, women’s assumption of new caretaking roles at home co-occurred 
with macro-economic shifts that dictated staggeringly disproportionate job losses 
for women (particularly, women of color and single mothers) in the wake of the 
pandemic (U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021; Ewing-Nelson, 2021; Petts et al., 
2021), suggesting many mothers were ‘pushed out’ of the paid labor force. Indeed, 
women reduced their paid work hours at nearly five times the rate of men in het-
erosexual couples, even when telework was possible (Collins et al., 2021). Regard-
ing quantifiable faculty career impacts, pre-pandemic gender differences in research 
productivity are also now exacerbated (Huang et  al., 2020). Women’s publication 
rates have stagnated while men’s submission of articles to publication venues has 
accelerated (Cui et al., 2022; Squazzoni et al., 2020). Put simply, the time, space, 
and emotional reserves women had for their traditionally anticipated caretaker role 
with their students was profoundly impacted via multiple sources of accelerating, 
competing demands both at home and at work that together measurably increased 
amid the coronavirus pandemic.

Despite any potential sense of reward that may accrue from performing work-
place ‘mothering,’ being constantly “on the clock” for such tasks not only detracts 
from tasks that carry greater career/institutional rewards, such ‘mothering’ labors 
also exact considerable, gendered psychological costs (Gregg, 2011). Boncori 
(2020) aptly refers to the circumstances of pandemic times for mothers as con-
verging in “the never-ending shift.” Such porousness between work and home for 
women faculty was documented in pre-pandemic times as generating women’s 
greater susceptibility to bidirectional and negative work/family “spillover” (Eddles-
ton & Mulki, 2017), which has amplified during the COVID-era (Craig & Churchill, 
2021). Nevertheless, we emphasize that any refusal of such caring labors likely car-
ries real career penalties as well, as the tightrope we walk is a narrow one. Promi-
nent vehicles for such punishments are “SETs,” or student evaluations of teaching 
(Richards, 2019; Sinclair & Kunda, 2000), as well as the gender biased and com-
pulsory caregiving expectations embedded in other formal and informal evaluative 
performance metrics (see Docka-Filipek & Stone, 2021).
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Student Evaluations of Teaching (“SETs”): Gendered Instruments 
Exact Gendered Punishments

Overall, SETs tend to reward women faculty more highly when their classroom 
behaviors, policies, and practices are congruent with widespread, hegemonic 
workplace and educational expectations for feminine comportment in leader-
ship positions. Conversely, SET’s tend to punish with hostility women faculty 
whose gender performances are incongruent, unexpected, or ‘nontraditional’ via 
cultural standards for femininity (Sprague & Massoni, 2005). Therefore, a wide 
swath of analysts have concluded that SETs are themselves gendered instruments 
(Kreitzer & Sweet-Cushman, 2021). Recently, one group of analysts found that 
although women lecturers did not score lower on their SETs, gendered behaviors 
in line with stereotypical femininity elicited expectations from students that their 
instructor would be more approachable, students preferred to attend their courses, 
and students rated their feminine instructors as more “likeable” (Renström et al., 
2021). Further, gender-transgressive behaviors are more readily forgiven by stu-
dents in their ratings if women faculty are perceived as young/‘attractive’ by the 
standards of conventional femininity (Arbuckle & Williams, 2003). Indeed, prior 
research indicates that women faculty’s expected adherence to behaviors consist-
ent with prescribed gender norms has a greater impact on SETs than faculty gen-
der alone (Basow & Silberg, 1987; Freeman, 1994).

More specifically, students’ greater expectations for caregiving labors from 
women faculty are quite obviously emotionally and temporally taxing (El-Alayli 
et al., 2018), which serve to contribute to gender disparities in academic careers 
(Domingo et  al., 2022; Hanasono et  al., 2019). For example, students tend to 
either score women instructors more highly or respond less frequently with hos-
tility, resistance, or retaliatory punishments in their evaluative ratings of teaching 
when the workload is lower and/or the grading scheme is more lenient (Sinclair & 
Kunda, 2000). Students are more readily accepting of criticism from male faculty 
without also perceiving associated shortcomings as also pointing to instructional 
deficits (Sinclair & Kunda, 2000). Thus, women faculty may receive lower evalu-
ations for enacting similar grading scales as their male counterparts (Freeman, 
1994). Further, students’ evaluations of the quality of teaching tend to increase 
when women faculty are perceived as more caring, emotionally invested, nurtur-
ing, accommodating, or flexible (Ashencaen Crabtree & Shiel, 2019; Bagilhole & 
Goode, 1998; Sprague & Massoni, 2005). While it remains unclear to what extent 
gendered student expectations for faculty point to gendered discrepancies in stu-
dents’ perceptions of faculty behavior or students’ accurate reading of actual 
gender differences in faculty behavior, researchers have identified both a link 
between higher frequencies of student demands for “special favors” (tasks outside 
of typical work duties) and greater self-reported emotional labor (El-Alayli et al., 
2018), as well as male students’ lesser likelihood of following instructions given 
by women instructors (Piatak & Mohr, 2019).

Despite the confounding impact of faculty gender and the accumulating find-
ings regarding the lack of relationship between positive student assessments and 
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evidenced learning (Boring & Ottoboni, 2016; Esarey & Valdes, 2020; Kogan 
et al., 2022; Stroebe, 2020; Uttl et al., 2017), SETs continue to be heavily weighted 
in most institutional review metrics (Sprague & Massoni, 2005), irrespective of 
available, viable alternatives [see Miller & Seldin, 2014 on strategies such as peer 
observations; Centra, 2000 and Seldin et al., 2010 on review of teaching portfo-
lios; and Chism & Chism, 2007 on internal or external reviews of course materi-
als]. Notwithstanding these flaws, the documented gender bias in SETs is theo-
rized to be a primary driving force behind gender and racial disparities in faculty 
job placements, career achievements (Shreffler et al., 2019; Weisshaar, 2017), and 
promotion/tenure/pay disparities (Murray, 1984; Wachtel, 1998)—especially so 
in typically male-dominated fields and at institutions generally considered pres-
tigious or top-ranking (Huston, 2006; Pittman, 2010; Reid, 2010). Because SETs 
factor heavily in faculty performance metrics, they impact the composition of the 
U.S faculty and reduce the overall numbers of historically underrepresented iden-
tities in the professoriate, especially at higher ranks (Branch, 2017; West & Cur-
tis, 2006). Such findings have been linked to women’s disproportionate time and 
emotional energy spent on their teaching to reach the same or better outcomes as 
their male colleagues (Laube et al., 2007). Taken together, such findings point to 
greater workplace burdens via students’ expectations for caregiving labor from 
women faculty, which we argue are likely enforced by the threat of negative stu-
dent SETs and the reception of such scores in the bureaucratic evaluative process. 
In short, gender-specific elements of women instructors’ teaching labor presum-
ably comes at the cost of women faculty’s achievements of other important career 
accomplishments necessary for tenure, promotion, and even retention (El-Alayli 
et al., 2018; Laube et al., 2007; O’Meara et al., 2017).

We contextualize our insights regarding the gendering of SET instruments within 
the broader literatures on gender disparities in academic careers (Branch, 2017; West 
& Curtis, 2006), which are partly fueled by the heightened burdens of “secret ser-
vice” (Domingo et al., 2022; Guarino & Borden, 2017; Hanasono et al., 2019; Tuck, 
2018), as well as gender asymmetries in labor performed in the home (U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, 2021; Yavorsky et al., 2015), and now, likely also driven by a 
gendered acceleration in labor demands driven by the pandemic (Craig & Church-
ill, 2021; Yildirim & Eslen-Ziya, 2021). The current study examines whether and 
how faculty gender affected students’ perceptions of faculty support and academic 
achievement during the initial wave of the COVID pandemic.

The Current Study

In the current study, undergraduates at a large public institution reported on their 
experience in each course they were currently completing, their assigned instruc-
tional faculty’s gender, their perceived course grades mid-semester (pre-COVID), 
and their estimated final grades. Overall, our study was designed to examine the 
impacts of instructor gender on student ratings of support, any gender disparities in 
the reported level/degree of individual accommodations granted by instructors, the 
impact of instructor’s gender on anticipated grade drops occurring in the moments 
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between initial evacuations (April, 2020) and the end of the semester (May, 2020), 
and whether instructor’s gender impacted students’ reporting of any pandemic-
related negative impacts on their final grades.

Expectations

Given students’ gendered anticipation of greater levels of teaching labors from their 
women faculty that they view as supportive, nurturing, or understanding (Ashencaen 
Crabtree & Shiel, 2019; Bagilhole & Goode, 1998; Sprague & Massoni, 2005), we 
expected that students would describe women faculty as more supportive. Further, 
because the literature points to more frequent student demands/requests for “spe-
cial favors” (El-Alayli et al., 2018), we expected students would assess their women 
faculty as more accommodating. Additionally, given students’ documented sense of 
entitlement to greater evaluative leniency from women faculty (Sinclair & Kunda, 
2000), we surmised students would rate their women instructors as more accommo-
dating, and less penalizing, when compared to men faculty. Additionally, we antici-
pated students would self-report higher current (post-‘lockdown,’ pre-final) grades 
in courses taught by women faculty, also largely due to students’ sense of entitle-
ment to lesser penalties and rigid standards from their women instructors (Sinclair 
& Kunda, 2000),which we further predicted would lead to lower anticipated grade 
drops from self-reported midterm (pre-‘lockdown’) grades to self-reported current 
(post-‘lockdown,’ weeks prior to the end of the term) grades, as well as lower antic-
ipated pandemic-related negative impacts on final grades from women faculty, in 
comparison with students’ assessments of men faculty. Lastly, we also considered 
whether students’ gender moderated the effect of perceived faculty support, accom-
modations, and grades, given the emerging data suggesting that students tend to 
evaluate the faculty that share their same gender more highly (Bachen et al., 1999; 
Young et al., 2009)—in other words, that male students tend to evaluate women fac-
ulty lower than their male faculty (Fan et al., 2019; Mengel et al., 2019), and con-
versely, women students rate women faculty higher (Centra, 2000).

Data & Methods

Participants and Procedure

Undergraduate students were recruited at a large public university in the Western 
United States, and were subsequently asked to complete a questionnaire designed 
to examine how the current COVID-19 pandemic was affecting them, and to gauge 
their assessment of the projected impact it may have on their personal academic out-
comes. Inclusion criteria was 18 years of age or older, and any current enrollment 
in undergraduate courses at the university. Participants were sent to an online Qual-
trics survey, which directed participants to an informed consent page. If they con-
sented to participate then participants were asked to provide demographic data and 
complete self-report surveys on mental health, their current living situation. Finally, 
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they were asked to complete a series of questions for each course they were cur-
rently completing (including faculty gender, perceived grade, faculty support etc.). 
This research was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the university from 
which the data was collected, and informed consent was obtained from all partici-
pants. Recruitment started April 14th, 2020 and ended May 7th, 2020. Of the 89 
visitors to ‘consent’ to participate in the study, 80 completed the survey. The average 
completion time was 30 minutes (median 23 minutes). Participants received course 
credit for completing the survey.

Demographic statistics of the 80 participants are displayed in Table  1. Partici-
pant ages ranged from 18 to 54, with 80% of students under age 25. The majority of 
participants were Caucasian, 91%. Furthermore, it bears mention that the university 
used for recruitment holds a regional and national reputation for social and political 

Table 1  Sample Characteristics Demographics Range Mean SD

Age 18–54 22.70 6.51
Gender, n (%)
 Woman 55 68.8%
 Man 24 30%
Race, n (%)
 White 73 91.3%
 Black 1 <1%
 Native Alaskan or American Indian 1 <1%
 Asian 4 <1%
 Multi-racial 4 <1%
 Other 2 <1%
Ethnicity, n (%)
 Hispanic or Latino 9 11.3%
Years in school/academic Standing 1–5 2.23 1.33
Student Type, n (%)
 Traditional 28 35%
 Distance learning 10 12.5%
 Traditional and has taken at least one 

online class
42 52.5%

Married, n (%)
 Single 40 50%
 Married or living with partner 25 31.3%
 In a relationship 15 18.8%
Employment (Feb), n (%)
 Full-time 9 11.3%
 Part-time 40 50%
 Unemployed 31 38.8%
Parent status, n (%)
 with children 11 13.8%
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conservatism, though the school’s reputation likely exceeded its reality, as the fre-
quency of “conservative” identification among students was around 15% higher than 
the national average for college students (results should be interpreted accordingly, 
and future analyses may explore potential links between social/political ideologies 
and students’ gendered instructional/educational expectations).

Students’ Assessment of Faculty Support

For each course students were currently completing, they were asked to identify 
their instructors’ gender (Male, Female, other). The choice to assess perceived gen-
der via sex terminology was intentional. With the conservative nature of the student 
population we were not confident with their familiarity with common gender terms 
(e.g., cisgender). To assess students’ perception of faculty support they were asked 
to rate for each instructor “to what degree do you feel supported by your instruc-
tor?”. Ratings were given on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from ‘a great deal’ (1) to 
not at all (5). Answers were then reversed scored so that higher numbers indicated 
higher support.

Students’ Assessment of Faculty Individual Accommodations

To assess instructor accommodations participants were asked “to what degree 
would you agree that the instructor made accommodations for differences in peo-
ple’s lives individually (when students asked) due to SARS-CoV-2?”. Questions 
were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree (1) to strongly disa-
gree (5). Answers were reversed scored so that higher numbers indicated greater 
accommodations.

Students’ ‑Report of Current Grades & Prospects for Pandemic‑Related Grade 
Drops

To assess students’ perceptions of current (post-‘lockdown’) grades and the extent 
of ‘lockdown’-related dips in their course grade, respondents were asked to estimate 
the status of their course grade both at the mid-semester point (before classes went 
online) and post-‘lockdown.’ Answer options were 10 grade categories ranging from 
A, then A- to F, as well as P. To assess academic achievement according to grades, 
passing or ‘P’ courses were excluded, and higher academic achievement was given 
higher numerical weight (A = 9, F = 1). The differences in these two grades were 
compared.

Data Analytic Plan

Hypotheses were evaluated via mixed linear models (MLM) in order to account for 
the hierarchical nature of the data (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). That is, course level 
data (faculty gender) (Level 1) was nested within students (Level 2). This allows for 
analysis of the primary variables of interest (role of faculty gender on course grades 
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and support) while acknowledging that course data were not independent (most par-
ticipants reported on multiple current courses). All models included a random inter-
cept to control for participant effects. That is, significant intercept effects accounts 
for Level 2 variance in data that differs between subjects (e.g., a student might con-
sistently grade all course instructors more or less harshly than other students). This 
is the primary utility of MLM models, which provide a more conservative test of 
data variance than a test that ignores data dependence (e.g., t-test). Faculty gender, 
the primary predictor, was entered as a fixed effect in all models. Four MLM were 
run to examine whether faculty gender influenced student’s perception of: faculty 
support, individual accommodations, mid-semester course grade (pre-pandemic) 
and final course grade. The model for instructor support is presented below:

Level 1 Equation

Level 2 Equation

Mixed Model

To assess changes in perceived grades, a fifth model was run with final course 
grade as the dependent variable, covarying for mid-semester grade as a fixed effect 
on Level 1. Thus, if faculty gender had a significant fixed effect in this model, fac-
ulty gender is predicting differences in course grade from pre-pandemic to the end 
of the semester.

Mixed Model: Final course gradei = β00 + β10(Instructor Gender) + β20(Mid-
semester Grade) +  r0i +  ei.

Results

Eighty (80) undergraduate students reported on courses they were currently enrolled 
in, which ranged from 1—6 classes given full and part-time status. Overall, data 
on 362 courses was collected across participants(M = 4.53, SD = 1.27; median = 5). 
Students reported having a (cis-)male professor for 207 courses, a (cis-)female pro-
fessor for 149 courses, and a professor who was non-binary or transgender for 4 
courses (faculty gender was not reported for 2 courses). Our dataset included low 
numbers for nonbinary or transgender instructors and instructors of color. Across 
the institution, less than 5% of the faculty body identify with a racial/ethnic identity 

Instructor Support
i
= π

0i
+ �

1i (Instructor Gender) + e
i

π
0i
= β

00
+ r

0i

π
1i
= β

10

Instructor Support
i
= β

00
+ β

10(Instructor Gender) + r
0i
+ e

i



799

1 3

Innovative Higher Education (2023) 48:787–811 

aside from “white.” Therefore, we narrow the scope of our analytic claims exclu-
sively to (binary, cis-) gender given the lack of variance in perceived instructor race 
and ethnicity, and bookmark more precise questions regarding the impact of non-
binary gender, race, and other salient components of instructor identity or marginali-
zation (arguably requiring very intentional, targeted, and well-crafted oversampling 
strategies) for further study.

First, we examined students’ perceptions of the degree to which they felt sup-
ported by their instructor of record. The five MLM model outcomes are displayed 
in Table 2. Of note, all random intercepts were significant, indicating participants 
varied in how they tended to rate faculty (and models that had not controlled for 
subject effects would have had erroneously inflated effect-sizes). As anticipated, 
students rated their women faculty instructors as significantly more supportive than 
their men faculty instructors, F(1, 333) = 7.23, β = 0.33, p = .008, (MWomen = 3.93 vs. 
MMen = 3.60). Then, we tested student recollections of their instructors making pan-
demic-related course accommodations for individual students’ unique circumstances 
(upon request). The effect of faculty gender on individual accommodations trended 
to the threshold of statistical significance, F(1, 327) = 3.09, β = 0.18, p = .080, 
(MWomen = 4.09 vs. MMen = 3.92).

Next, we examined whether instructor gender was associated with students’ 
perceived academic performance (or student-reported grades). First, we examined 
whether their perceived mid-semester (pre-pandemic) grades differed according 
to faculty gender. Students did not report a difference in perceived mid-semester 
grades according to their instructor’s gender. F(1, 319) = 0.96, β = 0.16, p = .328, 
(MWomen = 7.77 vs. MMen = 7.62), with 7 and 8 corresponding with B and A- respec-
tively. Next, we examined whether students reported significantly lower per-
ceived current (estimated final) grades in courses with male instructors (M = 7.16, 
SE = .15), compared to female instructors (M = 7.57; SE = .16), F(1, 323) = 4.92, 
β = 0.39, p = .027. Contrastingly, instructor gender demonstrated a significant 
effect on estimated final grades, as students reported lower estimated final grades 
for courses taught by men instructors. The third model tested whether the change 
in perceived grades across the semester differed according to instructor gender 
(by covarying for mid-semester perceived grades). The effect of instructor gender 
was significant, F(1, 319) = 4.69, β = 0.26, p = .031, confirming that classes with 
male instructors reported significant drops in perceived grades across the semester 
whereas classes with female instructors did not.

Finally, we considered whether students’ gender moderated effects by covarying 
for gender on the intercept and the faculty gender slope. Student’s gender did not 
alter the effect of faculty gender in any model (lowest p = .376).

Discussion

In sum, our data largely aligned with our expectations: Students reported their 
women instructors, in contrast with their men instructors, were more supportive, and 
made greater individualized accommodations due to the impacts of SARS-CoV-2 
(when requested). Further, students anticipated a less punitive approach to grading 
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from their women instructors—both in their anticipated final grade outcomes and in 
any estimated grade performance gaps from mid-semester to final grade assignment. 
Put another way, students with women instructors felt more confident about the 
assessment of the quality of their coursework during the initial transition to remote 
learning. Students reported smaller anticipated (pre-pandemic to post-evacuation) 
grade drops in courses with women instructors than in courses taught by men, as 
measured by the distance between self-reported grade estimates at midterm and at 
the pre-final, post-evacuation moment of data collection. Notably, such effects for 
instructor gender were not present in students’ estimates of mid-semester (pre-pan-
demic) grades.

Overall, the literature on gender schemas (Bachen et  al., 1999) and implicit 
bias makes clear that gender disparities are repeatedly and reliably reproduced 
in workplace evaluations due to the precognitive and deeply embedded associa-
tions of femininity with nurturance and irrationality (Latu et  al., 2011), which 
then translates to extra (uncompensated and poorly rewarded) student demands 
on women faculty (El-Alayli et al., 2018), as well as occasional gendered charges 
of incompetence and lack of objectivity in evaluating student work (Sinclair & 
Kunda, 2000).

We interpret our finding of higher student ratings (regarding support; individu-
alized, pandemic-related accommodations; and sensitivity to undue grading penal-
ties) for women faculty as likely pointing to the ongoing gendered burdens of the 
academic workplace. Women faculty are all-too-aware of the career penalties that 
can accompany a dip in any monitored performance metrics—and such a dip may 
be risked in any refusal to perform all of the labors required in demonstrating to 
students one’s extraordinary levels of support, flexibility, attention, and carefully-
calibrated course expectations. Further, the current data were collected during a 
theoretically and empirically valuable moment in time, which was marked by wholly 
unprecedented institutional crisis. Thus, we are afforded insights (via students’ 
reports of their learning experiences with their instructors) into the circumstances 
of emergency, distress, and upheaval that may have informed women instructors’ 
pedagogical strategies, given either their tendencies towards demonstrating greater 
‘academic altruism,’ or greater labor performed in anticipation of the gendered pun-
ishments of bias in student evaluations. In any case, our findings should be inter-
preted against the backdrop of the pandemic-driven, gendered accelerations in work-
place and domestic demands, declines in women faculty’s research productivity, and 
women’s greater vulnerability to mental health challenges. Though we cannot be 
certain that our data point to actual gendered shifts in faculty behavior, both prior 
research and pandemic-era studies point to an interpretation of the data that invokes 
gender disparate labors, crafted to respond to gender disparate workplace expecta-
tions and evaluative standards.

Certainly, more detailed, systematic, targeted research is needed to flesh the 
mechanisms of causation behind these phenomena out fully. Future studies could 
target either observed or self-reported faculty behaviors more directly. Despite any 
interpretive ambiguities, it is unsurprising to find that during a time of global cri-
sis, students’ reported experiences with the nurturing/emotional labors of women 
faculty would run steep (and perhaps for women faculty, to an entirely uncertain 
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degree). Given the emphasis on SETs in university performance metrics, we argue 
women faculty likely felt compelled to ‘rise to the occasion’ and give of themselves, 
even at the expense of their mental health (Docka-Filipek & Stone, 2021), research 
productivity (Cui et  al., 2022; Squazzoni et  al., 2020), and likely, steeper obliga-
tions to other dependents. Our findings add credibility to the claims that women fac-
ulty work harder for the same career results (O’Meara et al., 2017). We endeavor to 
explain these seeming empirical anomalies to better illuminate the contours of struc-
tural gender inequality (and potentially, other significant forms of power imbalance) 
that pervade the academy at all levels of evaluation, promotion, pay, and career 
security.

Further, women’s higher scores on our study-specific measures should be inter-
preted in light of all emerging data that points to women’s greater conscripted 
responsibility for and resulting investment in both the public and private labors of 
caregiving/ “service,” particularly amid the pandemic. Nevertheless, any interpre-
tation of women’s scores on our measures amounts to reducing a complex unfold-
ing process to a ‘slice of time,’ snapshot moment, where likely gender disparities in 
labor invested to produce equitable performance outcomes (measured either by SETs 
or students’ self-reported achievements) may disappear or ‘melt’ into the data out-
come at the endpoint of the term—resulting in a potential underestimation of gender 
inequities in our data, and in other similar studies (Laube et al., 2007). Therefore, 
time-use studies will be especially important for progress on questions regarding 
either career inequalities, the “leaky pipeline,” or even exit from academe. Regard-
less, any interpretation of our findings seeking to dismiss the degree of magnitude 
of ‘hidden service’ labors would sit in contradiction with multiple decades’ worth 
of repeatedly replicated findings on the workings of gender disparities in leadership 
expectations  including: (Eagly & Karau, 2002), implicit bias (Cheryan & Markus, 
2020; Devine, 1989), role congruity/role conflict (Eagly & Karau, 2002), cognitive/
cultural schemas [or “lenses,” as in Bem, 1993], the expectations and mechanisms 
that compel gender performativity (Butler, 1990), and the processes through which 
gender inequality is reproduced in complex organizations and institutions (Acker, 
1990).

Data limitations include the reality that student responses were primarily drawn 
from the rolls in social science classes, and they therefore are an unrepresentative 
sample of the overall ‘undergraduate population’ at US institutions of higher edu-
cation. It’s hard to say how students’ interests/elected majors may have impacted 
our data (signaling another avenue for future research), though it stands to reason 
that students enrolled in social science courses may be less inclined to report in a 
fashion that underscores gendered differences between their instructors, due to some 
degree of student awareness of (and felt moral repugnance for) the workings of gen-
der inequity. However, this potential effect may have been countered by the fact that 
the student body at the university where the data was gathered tilts slightly more 
conservative than average, which may have compelled heightened expectations for 
faculty to engage especially normatively adherent gender performances. Certainly, it 
is plausible that conservatism in the student body may have also contributed to the 
finding that students’ gender generated no significant impact on the findings, point-
ing to another avenue for more targeted investigation.
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Further, our data was gathered at a singular institution in the Western United 
States, which further compromises the extent to which results may or may not gen-
eralize to other college students throughout the country. The pool of students and 
faculty were disproportionately cis-gendered and white (though it bears mention that 
on the whole, this problem of gender identity and racial homogeneity and exclusion 
is pervasive in U.S. higher education). Because both our student respondents and the 
faculty students reported on were largely homogenous (though again, not unrepre-
sentative of the US professoriate), our sample limits our capacity to make any mean-
ingful analytic claims that generalize beyond white, cis-gender instructors,though 
the literature on implicit and explicit bias also suggests that gender is interpreted in 
the context of one’s race, further complicating or compounding student bias (Gut-
ierrez y Muhs et  al., 2012). Ultimately, the literature on role congruence dictates 
that women may be punished by students for deviating from gendered (and racial-
ized—again, this is an avenue for future fruitful research) behavioral expectations, 
which include demands for accommodations, special attention, encouragement, etc. 
(Sprague & Massoni, 2005).

Lastly, we assessed students’ perceptions of their grades, not actual grades. 
Although asking students about their anticipated final grade outcome after the issu-
ance of final grades would have been ideal, widespread data collection would have 
likely proven near impossible, not only because the academic year had concluded, 
but also due to the constraints and pressures imposed by the pandemic. Neverthe-
less, we argue that in some ways, student perceptions are more valuable than final 
grade realities, as the former are empirically proven to be more influential in driv-
ing SET outcomes than actual learning or student achievement (Boring & Ottoboni, 
2016; Uttl et al., 2017).

Despite the aforementioned limitations, we nevertheless believe our data points 
conclusively to the gender asymmetries in students’ expectations for their instruc-
tors’ pedagogical strategies and overall investments. To the degree that such asym-
metries impact SETs, and metrics derived from SETs impact performance assess-
ments, and then by extension, career outcomes, such asymmetries may also drive 
widespread gender inequities across the academy. Further, at the ‘bird’s eye’ level, 
we argue that instead of an ‘unfortunate’ accident, any gender bias in SETs is one 
reliable mechanism through which the neoliberal university extracts substantial 
amounts of unpaid emotional labor from marginalized faculty [see Padilla, 1994], 
conscripting them into chronologically and psychologically taxing teaching activ-
ities that come with scant tangible rewards for the concrete advancement of their 
careers. Ultimately, this extractive trend of securing the deepest time-intensive and 
emotionally invested commitments from scholars most vulnerable to the negative 
impacts of the pandemic constitutes a harmful pattern which may stand to acceler-
ate as the COVID crisis wears on. The pandemic may be cumulative in its negative 
impacts, a reality we must consider as any ‘sunset’ on this extended crisis reaches 
farther and farther out onto the horizon. Further, the crisis of the pandemic may be 
used as a pretext for neoliberal university restructuring, in line with one Colorado 
administrator’s admonition to “never waste a good pandemic” (Flaherty, 2020).

Fruitful avenues for future research, which may permit stronger or sharper claims 
making, includes more close examination of students’ gendered expectations for 
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faculty’s pedagogical investments assessments alongside detailed time-use diaries, 
observations of faculty behavior, or other self-reporting. Such studies may help to 
determine how faculty’s teaching labors vary alongside their other time investments 
in research and in varying forms of service. Additionally, further studies can and 
should be conducted with larger and more diverse samples in order to examine any 
potential moderating effects (such as teaching load, academic profile of the student 
body, gender/race composition of the faculty, political/attitudinal/demographic lean-
ings of the student body, etc.).

Conclusion

The pattern of results support that women faculty were evaluated by their students 
as more supportive, accommodating, flexible, lenient, and less punitive in a time 
of great crisis serves as a testament to the survival strategies women faculty (and 
potentially, other underrepresented scholars) have had to engage in order to navigate 
the empirically confirmed, deeply embedded, and now potentially amplifying pos-
sibility for inequality in career outcomes on the basis of gender. Further, such find-
ings should be interpreted against the backdrop of all the additional gendered/racial-
ized pressures the pandemic has amplified. Together, these realities have assembled 
a recipe for a potentially widespread pushout of underrepresented scholars (Malisch 
et al., 2020).

For these reasons, feminist and race critical scholars must push for a number 
of institutional reforms in the ways faculty teaching and service labors are evalu-
ated. First, “secret service” must be drug into the light, measures developed, and 
rewards codified (see suggested proposals in Domingo et al., 2022), as such labors 
are likely the glue that holds institutions together during precarious times—espe-
cially if such precarity is fueled, at least in part, by declining enrollments due to 
student attrition. Conceivably, “unsupported” students would be at greater risk 
for academic exit. Additionally, institutions should consider the reinterpretation 
or even outright elimination of the use of SETs in promotion, tenure, and per-
formance evaluations—indeed, a number of institutions (most notably in Califor-
nia and Oregon) adopted this strategy in years leading up to the pandemic, amid 
mounting institutional concerns about liability for practices empirically proven 
to play a direct role in causing discriminatory, disparate impact (Flaherty, 2018). 
Other institutions have chosen to ‘downgrade’ or reinterpret the meaning of SETs 
amid the pressures and disparate impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic (Lederman, 
2020; Mickey et  al., 2022). Some schools may consider a modification of the 
framing of their institutional proctoring/delivery of the task of SETs to students 
in order to reduce the incidence of gender bias. Recently proposed, evidence-
based strategies include anti-bias training for students prior to SET administra-
tion (Peterson et al., 2019) (though overall the literature demonstrates mixed evi-
dence on efficacy and possible ‘backlash’ effects, suggesting caution); a reduction 
of scalar evaluative options (Rivera & Tilcsik, 2019) on such instruments; imple-
menting self-affirming reflective exercises for students to complete prior to proc-
toring SETs [which seemingly ‘deflate’ the scores of men instructors to relative 
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parity with women faculties’ scores (Hoorens et  al., 2021)]; or the renaming of 
such questionnaires to “student experience reports” or “student learning impres-
sions”, as some analysts argue that students are under qualified to evaluate effec-
tive pedagogy (see Kreitzer & Sweet-Cushman, 2021). Further, incentives for stu-
dent participation that are meted out at the institutional level to boost completion 
rates may serve to blunt some of the most extreme variation in SET responses for 
women faculty, thereby moderating any disproportionately negative scores. Uni-
versity authorities would also do well to consider a push for the consideration of 
multiple artifacts of teaching, selected to both point to effective instruction and/
or the need for pedagogical improvement. Holistic and well-rewarded peer evalu-
ations performed only by colleagues with some training in inter/transdisciplinary 
best practices from the scholarship of teaching and learning may prove useful. 
Anti-bias trainings for those university authorities tasked with translating SETs 
into faculty career judgements may compel more nuanced interpretation.

Ultimately, one of the most important lessons of the pandemic has been its 
capacity to drag ‘hidden’ labors once less-recognized, or even invisible, into the 
light of day. Therefore, a shifting of faculty performance metrics to both mini-
mize the impact of students bias on the career trajectories of marginalized faculty 
and reward ‘hidden service,’ may represent a step towards rewarding precisely the 
type of redistributive, prosocial, and collectivist behaviors the US academy will 
need to weather the storm of the current crisis. Ultimately, higher education in 
the US may well require institutional reevaluations of the interpretation and use 
of performance metrics that have been repeatedly, empirically demonstrated to 
punish and push out the cadre of faculty who do the lion’s share of the necessary, 
hard work of rendering the experience of higher education (and relatedly, the mis-
sion of liberal arts inquiry and a corresponding critical interrogation of the self 
and the social order) less a coldly ‘efficient’ transactional experience, and more 
a transformational, deeply rewarding journey of exploration of the self and one’s 
place in the broader moral order of the world. Put another way: If faculty are not 
adequately rewarded, or perhaps indeed, continue to be inadvertently punished for 
taking the time to approach their students flexibly, supportively, and sensitively, 
not only will the demographic composition of the professoriate become increas-
ingly homogenous and unidimensional, so too will our standards for ‘excellence,’ 
growth, ‘rigor,’ and care. Academe undervalues ‘service’ at its own peril. Perfor-
mance metrics in higher education must therefore adapt as the world changes, not 
only to navigate the crises presented by the pandemic, but to emerge from them 
as spaces where new, as-yet undetermined forms of mutualism, care, and reci-
procity remain possible.
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