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Recognizing and Understanding Bias

bias bahy-uh s --noun. A particular tendency, trend, inclination, feeling, or opinion,
especially one that is preconceived or unreasoned (Dictionary.com)
We are all biased. Bias is a natural element of human thought and behavior. Bias is the
result of a human brain trying to navigate a complex reality at the speed of life. We take
mental shortcuts. We replay automatic scripts. Mostly we do this without conscious
awareness (Kahneman, 2011). Just because something is natural (of nature) doesn’t
mean it is beneficial, however. School leaders, because of their unique position and their
opportunity to do great good, must recognize and understand bias and the role bias can
play in important decisions, behaviors, and relationships.
Bias can be explicit, meaning it is above board and known to us. And, bias can be
implicit, meaning it is beneath our awareness and unavailable for our consideration. A
person could know that they dislike spiders. The same person may not know they have
a bias against people who speak with a southern accent. For a school leader, implicit
bias can be particularly pernicious since it operates beneath the awareness of the leader.
Implicit biases often run counter to a person’s espoused beliefs (Staat, 2015). A school
administrator might be quite strong in her conscious commitment to equity, but still
suspend black and brown students at a higher comparative rate.
Implicit bias can be psychological in nature. Implicit psychological bias leads to irrational
decision making which harms the entire school enterprise.
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Recognizing and Understanding Bias

Confirmation bias, favoring explanations that confirm our own pre-existing beliefs is an
example of implicit psychological bias. Anchoring bias is irrationally liking our first ideas
best. Attribution bias is our tendency to blame others for our problems. Gambler’s fallacy is
attributing design causes to random events. Groupthink is mistaking consensus for rightness.
Bandwagon is overvaluing the decisions of others. These are all examples of implicit
psychological bias (Shuttleworth, 2009). Being unaware of these types of bias leads us to make
less than optimal, or even irrational, choices.

Implicit bias can be social in nature. Implicit social bias leads us to favor choices that
benefit our “in group” and work against our “out group” (Staat, 2016). Implicit social
bias leads not only to irrational choices and behaviors, but also to inequity (Gladwell,
2006).
Understanding and recognizing common cognitive biases improves leadership decision
making by reducing irrational or illogical decisions that are based on inaccurate
subconscious perceptions and associations. Leaders and leadership teams are more
valuable to their organizations when they are aware of, and can therefore prevent,
common cognitive bias traps.
It may be impossible to completely eliminate bias, but it is within our grasp to surface
it, and improve our choices, our behaviors, and our results, to the great benefit of the
schools and communities we serve.
Exercises to build capacity for recognizing and understanding bias:
Note: The following exercises have been vetted to assure their alignment to the goals
of awareness, recognition, and understanding of bias. The topic of implicit bias is
inherently controversial and personal. The study of implicit bias unavoidably deals with
issues of race, gender, age, sexual orientation, religion, equity, discrimination, prejudice,
and social justice.
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Exercise A: Watch the video: 12 Cognitive Biases Explained: How to Think Better and
More Logically., From the Practical Psychology website (10:08 run time). 12 Cognitive Biases
Explained: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wEwGBIr_RIw
12 Cognitive Biases: Anchoring bias, Availability heuristic, Bandwagon effect, Choice
supportive bias, Confirmation bias, Ostrich bias, Outcome bias, Overconfidence, Placebo
bias, Survivorship bias, Selective perception, Blind spot bias
Exercise B: Read up on implicit bias.
An excellent short treatment on implicit bias is available at https://perception.org/research/
implicit-bias/
Another is at http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/research/understanding-implicit-bias/
Understanding Implicit Bias: What Educators Should Know by Cheryl Staats. American
Educator, Winter, 2015-16. Available at https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/ae_
winter2015staats.pdf
Exercise C: Watch the TEDx Talk: Are you biased? I am. By Kristen Pressner.
This TEDx Talk can be found at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bq_xYSOZrgU.
After viewing, consider these discussion prompts.
1. Comment on how this talk provides examples of implicit bias existing beneath a person’s
awareness, inaccessible to the person’s own introspection.
2. Comment on how this talk illustrates that an implicit bias can
be directly opposed to a person’s explicit beliefs and values.
3. Comment on how this talk provides ideas for surfacing implicit bias.
4. Comment on how you might make personal applications of ideas from the talk.
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Exercise D: Take an IAT (Implicit Association Test) and debrief the experience. IATs in a number
of domains are available at: https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html
After taking an IAT of your choice, debrief the experience with colleagues. What was
predictable? What was surprising? What lessons were learned abut the nature of implicit bias?
Exercise E: Link implicit bias to prejudice, stereotype, and discrimination. Watch the 9:53 video
Prejudice & Discrimination: Crash Course Psychology #39.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7P0iP2Zm6a4
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