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What is Bias and Why Does It Matter?
Bias is any preference or inclination that inhibits impartial judgment. (Popham, 2000 & Banks, 2005).  Just the mere mention of the term bias is likely to evoke emotional reactions due to its kinship with the words discrimination and racism (Berk, 1982).  Marry that with our charge to provide equal educational opportunities to an increasingly diverse population of students and the result is that educators must be constantly mindful of how their individual biases affect how they interact with students on a daily basis.  Since in many cases teachers are thought to, and in many cases do, hold the life chances of defenseless children in the palms of their hands.  The judgments that can be made during the first few hours of a school year can be critical to the success of the student. Research has found that whether it is due to perception that students have different needs, abilities and temperaments or to prejudice or dislike, teachers do treat individual students differently.  In addition, they claim that teachers’ actual teaching techniques can be affected by the teachers’ perception of the student’s ability to perform. Therefore, it is imperative that teachers be ever-conscious of any forces that guide their decision-making and shape the relationships they develop with students (Carew & Lightfoot, 1979).  Teachers have a duty to give their time and attention to eradicating bias not only in assessments, but in all of their classroom procedures (Popham, 2000).  
Types of Bias

When assumptions are made about something or some group based upon little exposure to it, stereotyping can rear its ugly head.  This is what leads to much bias that occurs in the classroom (Banks, 2005).  Many times, due to teachers’ lack of experience with people who are not like them, these biases begin to creep into the areas of gender, religion, geographic location, language differences, race, ethnicity, physical appearance, socioeconomic status, learning style….the list goes on and on with many forms of bias occurring insidiously without an awareness and without even being able to articulate the cause (Popham, 2006).  
Classroom Bias

Prejudices and biases often operate at a subconscious level.  Therefore, educators must realize that despite their best efforts, they will sometimes be susceptible to the dynamics of prejudice and bias within their own classrooms.  By the same token, just as ethnic groups have their own cultures, so do many schools.  This may include ways of doing things, languages, values, attitudes toward time and standards of behavior, and so on.  In the United States, most schools are dominated by a White Northern European culture.  In order for students who are culturally different to succeed, they must give up their own ways or risk being judged as inappropriate if their behaviors are not within those parameters.  Teachers must be aware of the cultural values that inform their teaching and realize that these may be at odds with the cultural styles of their students (Diller & Moule, 2005).
In thinking about different groups of students within our classrooms, cultural variances play one of the largest roles. For instance, the difficulty that an Arab American student has following the leadership of a female teacher or administrator could be construed as insubordination, while, in truth, it is most likely his lack of exposure to female authority figures.  An American Indian or Native Hawaiian student may not respond well to competition within the classroom because cooperation and collaboration are more highly valued in their experiences.  The lack of independence exhibited by a Hispanic or Latino student might be seen as laziness rather than a reflection of their culture’s tendency to not emphasize the early development of skills.  There is much less pressure to be the best at everything than in many white authoritative families.  The Asian student who does not make eye contact and prefers not to be touched may not be as shy as we think.  He or she is following the cultural norm indicating respect for authority and recognizing his position as subordinate to the teacher who is held in high regard (Leiding, 2006).  There are many, many issues of bias that teachers must keep in the back of their minds at all times (Banks, 2005).  
Informal Classroom Assessment Bias

Teachers who have a keen awareness of the diversity within their classrooms will need to address it in both their daily interactions with students and in their assessments of students. As teachers build assessments for their classrooms, they must think seriously about how the responses of their students to assessment items can be colored by their differing experiential backgrounds. It must be a common practice for teachers to review their own assessments as much as possible from the perspective of students within the classroom whose experiences will be decisively different from their own in order to eradicate informal assessment bias (Popham, 2008).  A test item that could potentially offend certain students might be one in which members of their group are portrayed in a negatively stereotyped manner.  For example, eliminate items that may depict minority groups as gang members, minorities as lacking intelligence, or females struggling to succeed in the tough business world.  It is suggested that teachers should try to enlist the assistance of a colleague from the same subgroup as the students, if possible, to review their assessment instruments before they actually use them.  This should at least be done on what teachers would consider to be more important assessments such as, unit tests, quarterly assessments, etc.  A caveat is, however, that those who are asked to judge the appropriateness of the items should be completely familiar with the student population for whom they have been asked to look for biases (Popham, 2000).  As we move more toward the portfolio form of assessment versus the traditional paper/pencil assessment, teachers must also be careful to not make assignments that automatically give advantage to students from more affluent homes.  A concerted effort should be made to level the playing field for all students in terms of the type of assignment given, as well as, the materials needed to complete the task (Popham, 2007).  An additional suggestion is to use scoring rubrics to drastically reduce the potential for bias (Banks, 2005).  

Standardized Assessment Bias

The true meaning of test results is on the line when test and item bias create distortions in the data and yield invalid results (Berk, 1982).  In an era of high-stakes testing, this is of particularly paramount importance because invalid results will invariably be misinterpreted (Popham, 2000).  An assessment can be biased if the make-up of its items leads to under-predictions of performance of a particular subgroup relative to other groups (Howe, 1996).  In addition, if advantages are given to a certain subgroup that bias could automatically penalize other subgroups (Popham, 2006).  It is also suggested that those who interpret test results be aware that if a minority group does poorly on an assessment, it may have been the instruction to that group that was unequal instead of the assessment being biased (Popham, 2000).
A test item that offends students being assessed is likely to affect the way the students will perform on the remainder of the assessment.  An offensive question might lead to the student being distracted for the remainder of the assessment and, therefore, not perform as well as they would have otherwise.  Items that contain unfair penalties for subgroups and thus lead to disparities in performance include test items that require background knowledge of a topic or skill in which students have no interest.  For instance, a question regarding gaining and losing yardage in a football game will only be relevant to those students who actually watch or play the game.  Another disparity in performance can occur when an assessment requires mastery of an irrelevant skill to the one being tested.  For example, a multi-step word problem on a mathematics assessment could be biased against poor readers who may have the mathematics skill, but are not able to decode the question and understand what it is asking (Popham, 2000).  
Other variables associated with disparities of scores among subgroups are related to the person administering the assessment, the students themselves, and the situation in which the assessment is administered.  The behavior and demeanor of the examiner can be influential in determining the way students will perform on the test.  If students detect prejudice on the part of the examiner, they may completely shut down before even beginning the assessment.  As examiners, teachers should make every effort to ensure the bias does not occur in the administration of an assessment (Gunn & Singh, 2004).  All students taking an assessment should have had equal opportunity to anticipate the nature of the assessment being given.  Especially students from other nations may struggle with the typical United States testing situation which may adversely affect their performance.  The setting in which the assessment takes place must also be considered.  Particularly, for minority groups who may be anxious about assessment anyway, the comfort of the assessment setting requires attention.  The temperature, lighting, noise distractions, etc. should be monitored in order to decrease distraction to these issues (Popham, 2000).

Before an assessment is ever put into operational use every effort must have been made to detect and eradicate any biases therein.  Item-writers must be trained and be aware of the importance of writing bias-free questions.  Items should then be reviewed by a bias review panel made up of as many minority groups as possible, as well as, equally male and female. Empirical group differences need be used to detect biased items.  This is done by looking at the difference between groups of students based upon actual test item administration.  This is accomplished through field testing items on an operational test by embedding them within the actual assessment.  Items on which any particular group scores higher or lower than would be predicted upon the basis of probabilities are isolated and tagged as potentially biased items.  Judges then can determine upon closer examination if there are biased elements and discard those items that are biased (Popham, 2006).
Will bias in assessments, whether formal or informal, ever be completely eradicated in a society that becomes more and more diverse almost daily?  Due to our human nature, it is extremely doubtful that bias can be completely avoided.  However, awareness that bias is an issue that exists and needs to be addressed will go a long way toward leveling the playing field and ensuring success for all of our students.
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