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This document draws from implicit bias research to
provide strategies to reduce bias both on an organizational
and individual level. Each will address the contextual and
cognitive factors that lead to implicit bias in these domains
and offer a practical application to counter their effects.



The Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnici-
ty is an interdisciplinary engaged research institute at The
Ohio State University established in May 2003.

Our goal is to connect individuals and communities with
opportunities needed for thriving by educating the public,
building the capacity of allied social justice organizations,
and investing in efforts that support equity and inclusion.
Here at the Kirwan Institute we do this through research,
engagement, and communication.

Our mission is simple: we work to create a just and
inclusive society where all people and communities
have opportunity to succeed.
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Introduction

ew would deny the importance of edu-
Fcation in shaping life’s opportunities. As

such, early interventions have often been
heralded as a critical leverage point for ensur-
ing that students” educational opportunities are
maximized. The value of education for youth
goes far beyond content knowledge as it fos-
ters artistic, emotional, and relational growth.
Nevertheless, a student’s brilliance, creativity,
and hard work fail to serve a function if the op-
portunity to utilize those gifts is absent. Thus,
we must strive to break any barriers to success
as early as possible in order for youth to reach
their full potential, especially as we know that
early education experiences—whether positive
or negative—can impact a student’s educational
and social trajectory (in general, see Engle &
Black, 2008; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Kern &
Friedman, 2008; Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2001).
The role of educators and school personnel is
instrumental for ensuring a successful educa-
tional experience for youth. This responsibility
requires flexibility, compassion, and the ability
to navigate the ever-changing tides of the edu-
cational system. Indeed, many educators sacri-
fice precious time and invest additional effort,
both on and off the clock, to ensure the best
outcomes for their students.

Despite these intentions, we recognize that
various barriers, such as implicit biases, can
complicate educators’ efforts to help students
reach their full potential. Defined as the “atti-
tudes or stereotypes that affect our understand-
ing, actions, and decisions in an unconscious
manner,” these cognitive associations can con-
tribute to the dynamics of various social inter-
actions (Staats, 2013, p. 16). Implicit biases are
a part of humans’ automatic social cognition
and reflect exposure to stereotypical messag-

es rather than intent (Greenwald et al., 2002;
Kawakami & Miura, 2014). Thus, implicit bi-
ases are unique in the sense that one can pos-
sess them toward groups of people while still
maintaining an explicit commitment to egali-
tarianism. However, these biases, even if held
by good people, can still produce a variety of
negative effects if left unchecked. For exam-
ple, in addition to education, the presence of
implicit racial biases contributes to negative
outcomes within domains such as healthcare,
criminal justice, and employment."

Thus, in our effort to understand and limit the
negative effects of implicit bias across students’
educational experiences, we are compelled to
extend our scope into the realm of early child-
hood. Though implicit biases certainly can im-
pact youth’s interactions with each other, this
document focuses on the role of educators in
mitigating the effects of implicit bias, both per-
sonally and in their classrooms.

Education Outcomes

Educators are critical to the process of reduc-
ing the effects of implicit biases in schools.
However, like the majority of individuals, both
classroom and pre-service teachers have been
shown to hold positive implicit biases toward
White students and negative biases toward
non-White students (Glock & Karbach, 2015;
Hartlep, 2015; Van den Bergh, Denessen,
Hornstra, Voeten, & Holland, 2010). Addition-
ally, these biases often are related to teaching
and discipline practices that adversely affect
outcomes for minority students (in general, see
Kumar, Karabenick, & Burgoon, 2014; Okono-
fua & Eberhardt, 2015). For youth, these effects
span from academic performance to school

'For a review, see previous and current versions of Kirwan’s State of the Science Implicit Bias Review at:

http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/implicit-bias-review/
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discipline. For example, individuals’ uncon-
scious racial associations can affect percep-
tions of non-White students’ play, academic
potential, and innocence, even if their behav-
iors are identical to those of White students
(Goff, Jackson, Leone, Culotta, & DiTomasso,
2014; Schubert Center for Child Studies, 2014;
Yates & Marcelo, 2014). To illustrate, teach-
er ratings of imaginative and expressive play
were related to perceptions of less prepared-
ness, less peer acceptance, and higher ratings
of student-teacher conflict for Black preschool-
ers; however, the same criteria were related to
positive teacher ratings for non-Black children
(Yates & Marcelo, 2014).

Despite the adverse impact of many implicit
biases, there is still a promising outlook for all
students. Educators, being champions for stu-
dents” achievement, are likely to be motivated
to engage in practices to decrease the effects of
bias. Moreover, the presence of implicit biases
does not diminish the fact that most in the edu-
cational profession support egalitarian values,
such as equitable treatment for all students. As
citizens of a country that holds equal opportu-
nity in education at its core, those invested in
education are compelled to make this virtue a
reality. Acknowledging implicit bias is first step
to ensuring our behaviors align with the egali-
tarian values we embrace.

Goals of this Document

In recent years, the research dedicated specifi-
cally to reducing the effects of implicit bias has
proliferated. However, empirically tested strat-
egies for addressing implicit bias in an early
education setting remain quite limited. In this
critical time of children’s social, emotional,
and cognitive development, we must strive to
advance this literature in order to ensure op-
portunity for all students. Thus, this document
draws from the relevant implicit bias research
to provide strategies to reduce bias both on an
organizational and individual level. Each will
address the contextual and cognitive factors
that lead to implicit bias in these domains and
offer a practical application to counter their ef-
fects.

At the Kirwan Institute, race and ethnicity are
the primary interests of our research, yet we
recognize that a variety of social identities can
leave individuals susceptible to the effects of
implicit bias. Thus, although this document fo-
cused predominantly on implicit racial bias,
other forms of implicit bias, such as gender or

disability bias, may be addressed through the
following strategies.

School Wide and Organizational Strategies:
Considering Institutional Values

Considering schools and organizations broad-
ly, recommendations for reducing the effects
of implicit bias center on the institutional
values the schools adopt. In general, several
conditions on an institutional level contribute
to heighted reliance on one’s implicit associ-
ations. When mental resources are limited,
humans are more likely to rely on automatic,
rather than deliberative mental processes; ex-
amples include increased time pressures and
cognitive busyness —both of which are present
in an educational context (Bertrand, Chugh, &
Mullainathan, 2005; Gilbert & Hixon, 1991).
These conditions play a larger role in the like-
lihood of bias perpetuating in institutional de-
cision-making practices, and staff development
and culture.
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Decision Making Practices: Multiple aspects
of decision-making processes—such as salient
social categories, stress, and ambiguity—leave
schools vulnerable to the effects of implicit bias
(Mitchell, Banaji, & Nosek, 2003; Van Knip-
penberg, Dijksterhuis, & Vermeulen, 1999).
Thus, holding the following institutional values
may help prevent bias from permeating critical
decision points:

Data-based decision making

e Emphasize the importance of data collec-
tion and accountability when developing
and implementing educational and disci-
pline policies. Gathering meaningful data
and monitoring progress can positively
impact multiple aspects of the early child-
hood education experience and enhance
student outcomes (Hojnoski, Gischlar, &
Missall, 2009). This is especially relevant
for addressing implicit bias, as this form of
bias operates outside of conscious aware-
ness. Thus, data can shed light on disparate
treatment trends and patterns that may oth-
erwise go unnoticed by the individuals in-
volved in those decisions.

Culturally-representative schools

e Consider how images of students and staff
around the school support these values.
What do they communicate or suggest
about who is successful, included, or ex-
cluded? Ensure that images do not con-
firm stereotyped associations as this can
increase the likelihood stereotype threat
and implicitly reinforce stereotypes. To
illustrate the connected nature between
implicit bias and stereotype threat?, Kiefer
and Sekaquaptewa (2007) demonstrated

that women who were high in an implicit
male-math association were more likely to
perform poorly on a math assessment than
those with less implicit bias. Thus, school
personnel should be mindful of how val-
ues are communicated through images and
other forms of messaging.

High expectations for disabled and minority
youth in all domains

e Teachers’ expectations are one of the best
predictors of student outcomes. However
teacher expectations are also susceptible
to the effects of implicit bias. Indeed, re-
searchers have found teachers’ implic-
it biases to be predict differences in their
expectations of students based on race.
Examples of these differing expectations in-
cluded ratings of ethnic minority students
as “being less intelligent” and “having less
promising prospects for their school ca-
reers” (Van den Bergh et al., 2010, p. 518).
Alarmingly, the researchers also found cor-
relations between teachers’ implicit biases
and the racial/ethnic achievement gap ex-
hibited in the teacher’s classroom (Van den
Bergh et al., 2010). This suggests a self-ful-
filling prophecy effect—where predictions
of negative behavior cause the behavior
itself—particularly if students are part of a
stigmatized group (Jussim, Eccles, & Ma-
don, 1996).

Staff Culture & Development: Recruiting a
school staff comprised of different races, cul-
tures, and genders offers opportunity for per-
spective taking and valuable collaborative
input. However, mere contact with individu-
als is typically insufficient for bridging cultur-
al barriers (Pettigrew, 1998). Thus, ensuring

*Stereotype Threat is defined as “being at risk of confirming, as self-characteristic, a negative stereotype about one’s group (Steele & Aron-

son, 1995, p. 797)
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meaningful contact though trainings and other
cooperative interactions has the potential to
limit implicit biases. Ways to utilize staff devel-
opment to as a means to reduce implicit bias
include:

Using professional development time to pro-
vide opportunities for education on implicit
bias and other types of cultural competency-fo-
cused training

e Trainings should incorporate the opportu-
nity to take the Implicit Association Tests’
(IAT) so that staff can be aware of biases
they may possess toward students of differ-
ent races, disability statuses, genders, etc.
Awareness of one’s implicit associations is
a critical first step to countering them.

Creating an atmosphere where staff can iden-
tify, discuss, and find solutions for instances of
bias

e Although this may be challenging at first,
failure to acknowledge one’s biases can in-
stead perpetuate them, particularly when
race is a relevant factor (Apfelbaum, Som-
mers, & Norton, 2008). Thus, opportunities
to continually engage with diverse partners
and safely create dialogue around race and
other forms of identity can help reduce im-
plicit bias. Examples may include a staff
book club* that encourages discussion
around relevant research literature on im-
plicit racial biases.

Student Level Strategies

Young children are not immune to the pres-
ence of implicit biases. In fact, the ability to
categorize and learn new information is a
critical component of early childhood devel-

opment. Moreover, the formation of in-group
bias, that is, the preference for similar others,
is well documented in children (Cvencek, Na-
sir, O’Connor, Wischnia, & Meltzoff, 2014;
Sales-Wauillemina et al., 2014), and is shown
to emerge as early as preschool (Patterson &
Bigler, 2006). As the likelihood of internaliz-
ing these biases increases with age and expo-
sure, early intervention in a Pre-K classroom
can serve as an excellent strategy for students
to develop positive attitudes towards others
both implicitly and explicitly. With this focus
in mind, scholars have explored several ideas
for mitigating students’ implicit biases in early
childhood education. These ideas encompass
approaches to classroom instruction as well as
behavior management and discipline.

Classroom Instruction: Utilizing story-telling,
and asking students to take the perspective of
others can make education about bias accessi-
ble for early childhood students. Other meth-
ods for incorporating bias-reducing strategies
into instruction include:

Using materials and photos that counter ste-
reotypical associations, such as featuring imag-
es of multiple races as doctors, teachers, and
other professionals when describing career
choices. Ensure that all races are represented
in positions of power

e Researchers have reduced implicit racial
bias by exposing participants to positive
Black exemplars and negative White ex-
emplars (Dasgupta & Greenwald, 2001).
Additionally, photos of minority individ-
uals in a positive context (e.g. dressed as
a lawyer) reduced implicit racial biases
more than pictures of minorities in a neg-
ative context (e.g. dressed as a prisoner)

*For more for information on the Implicit Association Test or to participate online, access Project Implicit at https://implicit.harvard.edu/

implicit/selectatest.html

*A suggested reading by the developers of the IAT is Blindspot: Hidden Biases of Good People (Banaji & Greenwald, 2013).
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(Barden, Maddux, Petty, & Brewer, 2004).

e Using music, books, and other forms of lit-
erature to share the cultural values of in-
dividuals across the world. These creative
interests can be an outlet for exploring di-
versity. For example, a cross-cultural music
program was designed to reduce intergroup
conflict between Portuguese students; By
uniting students around the common in-
terest of music students” implicit biases de-
creased (Neto, Pinto, & Mullet, 2015).

Classroom Dynamics: Re-designing classroom
dynamics to be more inclusive may decrease
ingroup-outgroup biases and promote positive
outcomes for a variety of students. For exam-
ple, utilizing an inclusion classroom model
for students with disabilities promotes better
outcomes than separate instruction (Rea, Mc-
Laughlin, & Walther-Thomas, 2002), and expo-
sure to ethnically diverse individuals has been
linked to positive social development in higher
education populations (Hurtado, 1999; Milem
& Hakuta, 2000). Examples of ways to create
inclusive classroom structure include:

Facilitating intergroup contact between peers

e Intergroup contact has demonstrat-
ed reductions in prejudice across a
variety of settings and group mem-
bership  (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).

e As schools provide extensive opportunities
for intergroup peer interactions, education-
al settings may be the most beneficial at-
mosphere for youth to develop cross-race
friendships, which have the opportuni-
ty to reduce implicit racial biases (Telzer,
Humphreys, Shapiro, & Tottenham, 2013).

e Creating heterogeneous learning groups to

include students at multiple ability levels
and cultural backgrounds that can support
cooperative learning without the detrimen-
tal effects of ability tracking (Kuykendall,
1989).

e Cooperative learning strategies have
demonstrated both academic and so-
cial benefits. For example, the Jigsaw
Classroom, which specifically focus-
es on establishing positive intergroup
contact between students of different
racial backgrounds, improved educa-
tional outcomes, reduced intergroup
competition, and reduced racial bias.
(For a brief overview of Jigsaw Class-
rooms, see American Psychological As-
sociation, 2003).

focused on  stress

Utilizing interventions

reduction

e Using stress alleviation strategies such as
mindfulness mediation have reduced im-
plicit biases with adults and have demon-
strated improved academic and social out-
comes in student populations (Kang, Gray,
& Dovidio, 2014; Kirp, 2014). To illustrate,
The Quiet Time transcendental meditation
program has been shown to reduce vio-
lence, improve academic achievement,
and increase attendance in schools where it
has been implemented (San Francisco Uni-
fied School District).

Decrease Ambiguity in Behavior Management
& Discipline: Increased reliance on mental
heuristics—i.e. shortcuts, such as implicit bi-
ases — occur when there is high ambiguity
when making decisions (Levinson & Young,
2010). For example, mock jurors with a pro-
White implicit bias were more likely to make
harsh judgments towards Blacks in light of
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ambiguous case evidence (Levinson, Cai, &
Young, 2010). To reduce ambiguity in disci-
pline, school staff and educators can:

Provide examples of behavior expectations in
measureable terms, and ensure they are highly
visible throughout the school

* Definingallofinfractions(regardlessofsever-
ity) and designating an appropriate response
can equip teachers to diffuse behavior be-
fore it occurs (American Psychological As-
sociation Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008).

e Standardize evaluation procedures by elim-
inating vague language in discipline ratio-
nale such as “disobedient” or “disruptive,”
which is more susceptible to the influence
implicit bias (Staats & Contractor, 2014).

These examples address both the organization-
al and individual factors most commonly asso-
ciated with implicit bias. However, there is still
a great need for innovative strategies to address

these effects in early education. In an era that
stresses the importance of programs and initia-
tives, one can easily overlook a simple solution
to any intergroup bias—empathy. As a means
to increase empathy , taking the perspective
of others has been shown to reduce implicit
biases toward a variety of outgroup members
(Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000; Todd, Boden-
hausen, Richardson, & Galinsky, 2011).

With all of the increasing requirements for
personnel in the early education systems, exe-
cuting strategies aimed at reducing the effects
implicit bias likely requires a time investment.
However, the advantage of early intervention
for our youth and our society is certainly worth
this effort as it will enable students to get the
most from their early academic experiences.
Moreover, taking steps to mitigate implicit bias
will ultimately make educators more success-
ful in their profession and increase the likeli-
hood of student achievement as they grow and
take more ownership of their learning.
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