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Abstract 

Educating culturally diverse students is one of the vital issues in education (Lin et al, 

2015). Researchers and scholars agree a teacher’s impact on student level of success is directly 

related to the teacher’s own pedagogy (Sugimoto et al., 2017). Evidence shows a teacher’s 

effectiveness is correlated to their deep beliefs of a student’s character, behavior, intelligence and 

potential, both negatively and positively (Hattie, n.d. 2003).  A teachers’ perceptions (biases) of 

a student are one of the strongest factors in determining academic success; however, from the 

start of their careers, teachers are expected to be inclusive educators prepared with the 

knowledge and capacities to handle the diverse needs of each and every student in their classes 

and deliver a socially just education (Tangen & Beutel, 2017).  

This study examined whether and how elementary Preservice Teacher Programs (PSTP) 

in the state of Massachusetts incorporate explicit and implicit bias teachings into their general 

education required courses.  Of the 18 institutions examined ,12 had no display of the chosen 

bias terms. Six of the larger institutions had a mean of .34 with 5 institutions showing bias 

teaching terms. Among the 13 smaller institutions, the mean was, .05, with 2 institutions 

showing bias teaching terms, 14 course outcomes, and 31 required readings displayed 0 of the 4 

specific implicit bias words I had chosen to identify  exposure to implicit bias teachings.  The 

collective data show an overall low rate of bias teachings exposure to preservice teachers, with 

larger public institutions showing a slightly greater level of exposure.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The achievement gap (AG) in education refers to the disparity in academic performance 

among groups of students.  The AG shows up in grades, standardized-test scores, course 

selection, dropout rates, and college-completion rates, among other success measures (Stephens, 

Hamedani, Destin, 2014).  It is also used to describe the troubling performance gaps among the 

lower performing African American and Hispanic students, and their non-Hispanic White peers, 

as well as similar academic disparity between students from low-income families and those who 

are from wealthier backgrounds (Hanushek, Peterson, Talpey & Woessmann, 2019).  The AG is 

not a new phenomenon. In countless scenarios the underachieving schools service a larger 

population of more recent immigrants, English Language Learners, students with disabilities, 

African Americans, Latinos, and other students of color (Hanushek, Peterson, Talpey & 

Woessmann, 2019). The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, and its requirement that schools and 

students be held liable for their achievements and academic progress towards expected scores 

has illuminated the gaps (Dover et al., 2020).  Since 2001, schools and districts have been 

required to disaggregate student test scores and other performance data by student characteristics 

to enable better comparisons among groups (NCLB, 2002). Disaggregating the data created more 

awareness of racial disparities and deepened the belief that the US’s education system is not 

equitable for most, particularly as the student body becomes increasingly diverse.  

The National Education Association reports that 2014 was the first year in which the 

majority of students in American public schools represented non-white students. Likewise, the 

Southern Education Foundation found that in 2013, a full 51 percent of public-school children 

were from low-income families. The US has become a multiethnic global community that 

practices continual growth in cultural diversity (Bista, 2018).  All teachers will encounter 

http://www2.ed.gov/nclb/landing.jhtml
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students from diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, language, and religious backgrounds in their 

classrooms during their careers whether they teach in public or private school, urban, inner-city 

or suburban school settings.  

Educating culturally diverse students is one of the vital issues in education (Lin et al., 

2015).  Researchers and scholars agree a teacher’s impact on student level of success is directly 

related to the teacher’s own pedagogy (Sugimoto et al., 2017).  Evidence shows a teacher’s 

effectiveness is correlated to their deep beliefs of a student’s character, behavior, intelligence and 

potential, both negatively and positively (Hattie, 2003).  A teachers’ perceptions of a student are 

one of the strongest factors in determining academic success; however, from the start of their 

career's teachers are expected to be inclusive educators prepared with the knowledge and 

capacities to meet the diverse needs of all students in their classes and deliver a socially just 

education (Tangen & Beutel 2017).  While most teachers are competent in their subject areas, 

they lack adequate knowledge, skills and attitudes that are necessary to successfully teach and 

manage diverse student populations (Sogunro, 2001).   

 Teachers’ resistance to a more inclusive classroom culture, including discussions around 

race does not always stem from racism, but rather from a lack of knowledge on how to 

implement inclusivity and equity (Nieto, 2000).  Beginning teachers are ill-prepared to meet the 

needs of the diversity of students in their classrooms (Tangen & Beutel 2017).  

Teacher education faculty are responsible for providing training and preparing preservice 

teachers to enter the teaching profession with the ability to go beyond stereotypes associated with 

education and schooling, teaching, learning, and curriculum policies and practices (Nelson et al., 

n.d. 2015). Teachers need to be well trained in the history of race relations and educational 

anthropology in the U.S. to make the connection with educational outcomes (Bigler, 2002). 

When teachers understand students’ backgrounds and teach in a culturally responsive way, 



Exposure to Explicit and Implicit Bias Training in Massachusetts’ Preservice Teacher 
Preparation Programs  

8 

academic problems, such as low academic achievement within our marginalized students, might 

be alleviated (Blanchett, 2006).  To successfully teach students from culturally diverse 

backgrounds, impactful teachers have learned to understand the cultures of students and gain 

their student’s and family’s trust.  These educators are versed in culturally responsive teaching as 

an equitable and culturally sensitive instruction practice (Gay, 2002). Preservice teachers need to 

become reflective practitioners that are skilled in applying observational, empirical, and 

analytical data to monitor, evaluate, and revise their own prejudices, biases, and teaching styles 

(Clark & Gorski, 2001).  Implementing culturally responsive teaching does not only improve 

academic achievement of diverse students (Gay 2002), but also benefit all students   

Policymakers have continually tried to disrupt the relationship between students’ learning 

and their socioeconomic/ethnic background (Blanchett, 2006). Regrettably, interventions to this 

point have done little to close the AG. The Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

for the State of Massachusetts (DESE) has begun to prioritize the need for such policies and 

more equitable curriculum practices. When probing the DESE website for their actions steps 

towards their acknowledged deficiency, I found some recent developments.  

In 2018, the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education released a revised state 

History and Social Science Curriculum Framework. Prior to 2018, the Framework was last 

updated in 2003; there are no current plans to revise it again in the near future. The Supplement 

to the 2018 Framework provided teachers with a list of resources for teaching themes and topics 

in the Framework’s content standards. The DESE is currently working on updating this 

document to include additional resources to help teachers address Asian-American/Pacific 

Islander, Hispanic/Latino, and LGBTQ+ history, perspectives which are often missing from 

existing curricular materials. Furthermore, in Fall 2020, DESE published a Quick Reference 
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Guide to Guiding Principle 2, which expanded upon the Framework’s call for inclusive, critical, 

and responsive history and social science instruction. (DESE, retrieved 3/19/2023) 

The English and Mathematics frameworks were updated in 2017.  I was unable to locate 

evidence of acknowledging or movement towards more equitable and diverse curriculum 

standards in either section.  

Although the DESE has acknowledged the need to promote more equitable practices, at 

this time their action steps don’t adequately reflect their acknowledgement that more is needed.  

The durability of the achievement gap and its inequalities continues to support the need to 

reexamine policies and practices aimed at shrinking the achievement gap (Batchelor, et al., 

2019).  

When we discuss teachers’ perceptions and the impact of their perceptions on students’ 

outcomes, we must include explicit bias and implicit bias in the conversation. The term bias has 

been defined as a disproportionate weight in favor of or against an idea or thing, usually in ways 

that are closed-minded, prejudicial, stereotypical,  unfair practices (Britannica, retrieved 

November, 2022).  Biases can be innate or learned. People may develop biases for or against an 

individual, a group, or a belief and generally result in inequitable and discriminating practices 

(Psychologytoday.com, accessed 3/21/2023).  These biases, which encompass both favorable and 

unfavorable assessments, are activated first by our implicit biases which are involuntary and 

unintentional. Residing deep in the unconscious, implicit biases are different from explicit biases 

that individuals may choose to conceal for the purposes of social and/or political correctness. 

Implicit biases are not accessible through introspection, (Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race 

and Ethnicity, 2012).  However, explicit biases are accessible through introspection.  

Given that educators in the United States are more than 80 percent White and more than 

50 percent of the student population is composed of students of color, understanding and having 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open-mindedness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prejudice
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awareness of ones’ implicit bias is imperative (Ahmad & Boser, 2014). Preservice teachers, and 

those already teaching, are at the center of this subject. In a system where those in power are 

disproportionately white, the potential to impact interactions between students of color and 

teachers is substantial.  

Positionality Statement 

“Systems do not maintain themselves; even our lack of intervention is an act of maintenance. 

Every structure in every society is upheld by the active and passive assistance of other human 

beings”  

(Taylor, 2018 The Body is Not an Apology.)  

As a middle-class white female educator, I am reminded daily of the power my privilege 

holds. I have several degrees, a stable and rewarding career, a thriving, predominantly White 

family, a roof over my head and no worries about my health. While I will not deny my efforts 

and determination that have made me the person I am, I have no doubt that the opportunities I 

have been presented with over the years are largely a result of my being White. My experiences 

in education have been a huge catalyst for shaping my current beliefs. 

In many ways, as a child, I fit the stereotype of a “ghetto child from a non-educated trash 

family.” I grew up in a low-income, with ten siblings. One of my parents had a 9th grade 

education and the other had only a high school diploma. Both of them were rarely home. There 

were constant household arguments and distractions that presented to the outside world that 

education was not the priority nor the focus in my home. However, the feedback I (we) received 

from my public school was that we were a “good” Irish family.  My parents were doing the best 

they could, even though they were not involved in my schooling, as they were working long 

hours to provide for their gigantic family. This perception of my house resulted in teachers 
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feeling compelled to give us extra socio-emotional and educational support. These experiences 

helped form my own implicit bias on what educators are “expected” to do. 

Fast forward to my college years and beginning of my own teaching career I quickly 

noticed a difference with educators’ perceptions of who “deserves” more SEL/academic 

intervention. I saw examples of similar situations of students and families, yet a more supportive 

role was given to White students and a more “blame role” was given to Black and Brown 

students. Two examples that I encountered numerous times revolve around homework and being 

tardy to class.  Caucasian students were given more allowances for not turning in homework and 

coming in late to class/school than Black or Brown students. As my career continued and I took 

opportunities to work in different socioeconomic and more segregated districts, the perception of 

who deserves and who does not become even more evident. Teachers gave White students a 

more supported approach while treating Black and Brown students like they were a product of 

their “unworthy” environment and therefore deserve less.  

As a lifelong learner and as an educator, my belief that the entirety of the US education 

system is decisively slow to accept more equitable teaching practices, as those changes are 

perceived as a threat to white privilege, strengthens with each passing school year. 

Massachusetts struggles with externally acknowledging the grossly inaccurate and racist 

education practices. Therefore, time, effort, and energy has been invested in painting the Black 

and Brown schools as fragile, trauma infused, ill equipped, and not having the capacity to reach 

the same high standards as the White schools.  

A common example that I have often observed is of a typical social middle school 

interaction between students; however, the response from teachers/administrators is quite 

different depending on the school system. Here is the scenario: Two girls are being unkind to 

each other verbally because of a strained friendship based on a common interest in a boy. The 
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girls are in classes together throughout the day and  the teachers have had to redirect the girls to 

stop talking and change their seats in the classrooms as the teachers draw their attention back to 

the instructions. There have been no heard threats and no heard inappropriate language; the 

teachers send an email to various staff just as an FYI, to be aware of a possible negative change 

in behavior between the girls. The set of girls in the Urban setting are pulled out of an academic 

class and given the guidance of a mediation. The set of girls in the Suburban setting are pulled 

out of a nonacademic class or lunch time to address the concern. My experiential reasoning for 

the two different approaches to the same typically developing social interaction is that the 

Suburban setting place academic achievement above minor interpersonal distractions while 

Urban settings place minor interpersonal distractions above academic achievement.  

This example speaks to the implicit bias we have towards White students having higher 

overall abilities than our Black and Brown students. White students are viewed as having higher 

capacity to handle typically developing situations, whereas Black and Brown students are viewed 

as needing guidance and support from an adult at the expense of exposure to hugely needed 

academic content. 

The literature reviews I have been completing on implicit bias in the U.S.’s education 

system further cement my belief. In many ways, my past implicit biases reflect the examples I 

gave, and the work I have invested to change those views is what I take into this research. My 

energy in this research aims to examine the need for preservice teachers to be exposed to 

measures that guide them in acknowledging their implicit biases and ways to change their 

approach as they instruct each student. I do believe that if there were opportunities during my 

preservice practices to acknowledge and learn strategies on how to contest my IB (Implicit Bias) 

it would have helped me process student related situations more equitably from the start.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
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Explicit Bias and Implicit Bias  

Biases can be explicit (conscious) or implicit (unconscious) and influence us in different 

ways. Explicit bias has been defined as a disproportionate weight in favor of or against an idea or 

thing, usually in a way that is closed-minded, prejudicial, stereotypical, or unfair (Britannica, 

retrieved November 2022). Biases can be innate or learned. People may develop biases for or 

against an individual, a group, or a belief and generally result in inequitable and discriminating 

practices (Psychologytoday.com, accessed 3/21/2023). Explicit biases are easier to identify 

because they are conscious. However, implicit biases, “the attitudes that affect our 

understanding, actions, and decisions,” influence us in an unconscious manner (Staats, 2015) and 

are more complex to identify. Often one’s implicit thoughts and beliefs become explicit as the 

thoughts and beliefs (attitudes) manifest into actionable behaviors.  

In discussing bias, it is important to go a bit more in depth on the different, yet related 

terms, as implicit biases often are expressed through explicit biases (Reihl, 2015). Implicit Bias 

is considered to be a certain unknown tendency or preference towards a particular perspective 

that impairs one’s view of others (Truong et al., 2021).  Explicit bias, reflected in terms such as 

stereotypes, prejudice, micro aggressions, discrimination, is more consciously accessible. 

Although both are preconceived notions that can be applied to an entire group of people and are 

often used in a negative connotation (Bourke, 2020), stereotypes and other forms of explicit bias 

tend to present themselves much more consciously, while Implicit bias is involuntary, making it 

more insidious.  For example, consciously thinking and having justification for holding the belief 

that Black people are better at sports (than other races) and all Asians are better at math are 

examples of explicit bias. By contrast, an example of implicit bias might be reflected in two 

students getting different scores on a test even though both students have the same information 

for their answers. And when presenting the teacher with both tests and asked how to explain the 
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different scores, the teacher is puzzled by their own behavior of giving different scores. With 

further discussion the teacher comes to the consciousness that they scored the students’ work 

differently because they felt Student A had a better grasp on the biology concepts this semester 

than Student B did, the assumption being that Student A performed better on answering the 

questions. The teacher’s implicit bias had a positive impact on Student A while also having a 

negative impact on Student B.  

Grades should serve as a reflection of a student's academic performance and mastery of 

the material taught in a class. By description, grades sum up an assortment of factors, such as 

class participation, homework completion, performance on assignments, and performance on 

assessments. While they aim to measure a student's understanding and application of knowledge, 

grades can also reveal aspects of a student's work ethic, time management, and commitment to 

their education (Ferman & Fontes, 2022). However, it's important to note that grades are not 

always a perfect reflection of a student's overall abilities or potential, as they may not capture 

non-academic skills, creativity, or emotional intelligence, which can be equally vital for personal 

and professional success (Ferman & Fontes, 2022).   

 Teacher bias can interfere with the grading of students, as it introduces subjective 

elements that may not align with objective assessments of academic performance. Teachers, 

whether consciously or unconsciously, may harbor preconceived notions about students based on 

factors such as race, gender, socioeconomic background, or even personal connections. These 

biases can manifest in subtle ways, affecting grading criteria, feedback, and overall evaluation. 

For instance, a teacher might unintentionally give preferential treatment to a student perceived as 

more likable or conforming to certain stereotypes (Ferman & Fontes, 2022).. Conversely, biases 

may lead to harsher grading for students who don't fit preconceived expectations. Such 

disparities not only compromise the fairness of the educational system but also have long-lasting 
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effects on students' self-esteem, motivation, and future opportunities. Recognizing and 

addressing teacher bias is crucial for promoting equitable learning environments and fostering 

academic success for all students (Ferman & Fontes, 2022). 

Impact of Biases 

Research demonstrates that bias beliefs and attitudes influence issues experienced in 

everyday life, such as hiring practices (Bendick & Nunes, 2012), policing (Spencer et al., 2016), 

healthcare treatment (FitzGerald & Hurst, 2017), practices in the courtroom (Faigman et al., 

2011), among many others. A common example of implicit bias is White people associating 

Black people with criminality (Implicit Bias Explained, 2017). Possessing biases doesn't make 

one a bad person.  These biases generally start by existing outside our conscious awareness 

(implicit); we don’t realize the biases are at play until someone points them out to us as a result 

of behaviors we are displaying (explicit).  

Quantitative analyses of nationally representative data show that teachers tend to 

underestimate Black students significantly more than their white peers (Cherng, 2017).  A 

teacher’s underestimation of a student has a statistically significant negative impact on that 

student’s performance, as measured by the student’s sophomore year GPA and senior year 

expectations (Cherng, 2017).  A similar research investigation, which measured the variances in 

Black and White teacher expectations on Black students was conducted. This experiment 

analyzed expectations of two different teachers for each student and found that, after controlling 

for socioeconomic status and prior student performance measures, White teachers hold 

statistically significantly lower expectations for Black students than do black teachers 

(Gershenson, 2016).   

A 2008 study of 1,872 American students concluded that a teacher’s bias toward racial 

minority students in the classroom tends to increase as the proportion of racial minority students 
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in the classroom increases (McKown & Weinstein, 2008). The study found a statistically 

significant correlation between the achievement gap for elementary school students both with the 

level of racial diversity in the classroom and the level of differential teacher treatment between 

high and low achieving students (McKown & Weinstein, 2008). This study additionally 

indicated that teachers who treat high-achieving students significantly differently from low 

achieving-students tend to reveal implicit negative bias to racial minorities (McKown & 

Weinstein, 2008).  The interpretating of these studies demonstrates that grades are more of a 

symbol of the teacher's pedagogy than a true account of how well a student performs 

academically.   

Confirmation bias performs along the same lines as implicit bias. The conformation bias 

varies slightly as it has an unconscious tendency to seek information that confirms our 

preexisting beliefs (Heshmat 2015). An experiment was conducted that comprised a drafted 

research memo from a hypothetical third year litigation associate (law students). The memo 

created had a deliberate insertion of 22 different errors (Reeves, 2015).  The memo was then 

distributed to 60 different partners that agreed to partake in a “writing analysis study”.  The 

partners from 22 different law firms were a mix of men and women from all different racial 

backgrounds (Reeves, 2015).  All of the partners received the same memo, half the partners 

received a memo that stated the associate was African American while the other half received a 

memo that stated the associate was Caucasian. The results were as follows: 

  When the author was listed as African American, the evaluators found more of the fixed 

errors and rated the memo as inferior quality than those who believed the author was Caucasian. 

Researchers concluded that these findings suggest the readers were rating the memos from an 

unconscious confirmation bias position; “we see more errors when we expect to see errors, and 

we see fewer errors when we do not expect to see errors” (Reeves, 2015 p. 5). Although this 
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study was on the evaluation of a legal memo at law firms, it is not hard to consider how this 

same behavior takes place in grading students’ subjective tests and assignments. Confirmation 

bias represents yet another way in which implicit biases can challenge the best of explicit 

intentions.  

Researchers outside the United States using the Implicit Association Test (IAT) have 

found that implicit biases toward minoritized groups among teachers are associated with 

inequalities in student test scores and lower academic performance (Peterson et al., 2016). 

Teachers identified as having higher levels of implicit racial bias (on the IAT) were less likely to 

promote a culturally responsive classroom and to facilitate resolution of interethnic conflicts 

among their students (Kumar et al., 2015). 

Our attitudes influence the information we are processing (Glock & Kovacs, 2013; Olson 

& Fazio, 2009).  Individuals often experience implicit bias when faced with ambiguous or 

incomplete information, time constraints, or circumstances where cognitive control is impacted 

and then respond based accordingly (Staats, 2016). Given that teachers are constantly working in 

high-stress conditions that are also cognitively demanding, the negative influence of implicit 

associations may be worsened in classroom situations, leading to more frequent initiation of 

referrals to special education testing, particularly for Black and Latino students (Warikoo et al., 

2016), as well as disciplinary action. According to the Office for Civil Rights (2014), Black 

students are three times more likely to be suspended than White peers. There are also numerous 

studies on implicit biases of teachers toward gender; for example, teachers show favoritism to 

males in math and science, but to females in the arts and language (Lavy & Sand, 2015). For 

girls of color, the confluence of race and gender can have dire consequences; Black girls are 

twelve times more likely than other girls to be suspended (Office for Civil Rights, 2014). A study 

of fifty-seven teachers were asked to review the files of two fictitious students incurring the same 
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minor disciplinary infractions. The results revealed that teachers were more likely to escalate 

disciplinary measures for students with a perceived Black name (DeShawn or Darnell) versus a 

perceived White name (Jake or Greg). Specifically, researchers have argued that implicit bias 

plays a rather treacherous role in the disproportionate referral of Black students for minor 

infractions and misconduct that are highly subjective in nature, such as perception of threat, non-

compliance, or harm (Pfister, 2021, Gregory & Weinstein, 2008).  

Disrupting Biases  

 Research and literature have highlighted and emphasized the powerful impact biases have 

on outcomes in everyday experiences including our education systems. What does the research 

and literature state about the possibility of changing one’s biases over time? Are there methods 

and interventions that have shown progress towards shifting one’s mindset? Research has shown 

promising interventions that have given rise to recognizing and consequently disrupting biases. 

Studies have shown that by opposing one’s implicit bias the resulting explicit bias occurs at 

lower rates.  

A laboratory method that showed a positive effect in changing IB used a classical 

conditioning approach, automatic associations (Lin, 2016). The theory behind this method was 

that implicit biases often mature through recurring experience or automatic associations, of a 

group (even if those experiences are through media). And if thoughts or beliefs about a certain 

group are learned by means of exposure, then various kinds of exposure should help a person 

unlearn or relearn alternative sets of beliefs. The unlearning and relearning are achieved by 

pairing new automatic associations between the group and positive attributes through evaluative 

conditioning, a repeated pairing of the attitude object with positive stimuli (Gawronski & 

Bodenhausen, 2066). An example of this would be continually pairing counter stereotypic words 

with Black versus White faces.  A study was done where participants were shown pairings of 
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Black faces with positive words, and White faces with negative words, resulting in lower scores 

in IB (Burns et al. 2017).   

A different method, but still within the framework of classical conditioning, is to change 

the pattern of associations that are activated by the object. New or added associations are not 

really added, but a set of earlier positive associations are made more central and available (Lai et 

al. 2014).  For example, exposure to pictures of admired Blacks (i.e., Martin Luther King, Jr.) 

and disliked Whites (i.e., Hitler, Stalin) lowered implicit anti-Black prejudice relative to viewing 

pictures of disliked Black people and admired White people. Exposure to admired Black people 

made existing positive associations more prominent.  

A third method to disrupt IB studied was by strengthening the associations between the 

group and the self (Kawakami et al., 2017). Cooperative learning and increasing intergroup 

contact were used to develop new positive associations and increase identification between 

subjects of different racial backgrounds. Discussion topics were given that highlighted the 

similarities between the subjects, increasing empathy for the other using perspective-taking and 

strengthen associations between self and out groups (Kawakami et al., 2017). Self-evaluations 

are characteristically viewed as more positive, so seeing the other group as “more like me” 

increases the positive opinion of the group. 

The resulting outcomes of these laboratory studies were that for the reducing IB methods 

to be effective a deliberate and methodical positive association had to be made more central than 

negative associations; “it’s not enough to only try to suppress the undesired ones” (Lai et al., 

2013, p. 35). Continued and longitudinal results within these studies expressed that although the 

techniques had succeeded in reducing implicit bias when conducted over a relatively short 

amount of time (few hours) and within the laboratory settings, some changes in IB were not 

enduring. Once participants left the laboratory and reengaged in their environments, they 

https://www.proquest.com/docview/2611715687/fulltext/FF1D5CF0AF714826PQ/1?accountid=14434#REF_c13
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2611715687/fulltext/FF1D5CF0AF714826PQ/1?accountid=14434#REF_c48
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2611715687/fulltext/FF1D5CF0AF714826PQ/1?accountid=14434#REF_c48
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2611715687/fulltext/FF1D5CF0AF714826PQ/1?accountid=14434#REF_c52
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2611715687/fulltext/FF1D5CF0AF714826PQ/1?accountid=14434#REF_c52
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reverted back to former IB: once again they were flooded with negative associations regarding 

Black and Brown people reestablishing their negative IB. (Lai et al., 2013; Paluck & Green, 

2009). This research suggests that a one-time shorter stent of time for IB training is not adequate. 

 Teacher professional development that focuses on IB reducing strategies in order to 

reduce Black and Brown student inequalities have also shown positive results (Nichols, 2021. & 

Kahn, 2019, Withford, & Emerson 2019). A study was conducted that examined the role of 

student self-confidence in academic performance as it relates specifically to minority students 

(Cohen, Geoffrey, & Master, 2006). Cohen felt that a student’s degree of self-confidence plays 

an important role in their level of academic achievement. The study consisted of 119 Black 

students and 124 white students; Cohen found that the completion of a single, simple exercise 

designed to improve a student’s confidence level reduced the racial achievement gap in the 

sample by a statistically significant 40%. (Cohen, Geoffrey, & Master, 2006).  

From the findings, Cohen et al noted some important threads: 

- Educators were not individuals that were deliberately hurting students, rather they were 

unknowingly causing harm.  

- An overwhelming percent of the staff described the PDs as uncomfortable and difficult. 

- The implicit bias PD is a solid base for continued work as it fits best as an introductory 

step for changing policies and procedures within education.   

- Planning for such complicated and vital work is central to its success, and not a one-time 

3-hour training.  

- Accountability and follow-through in the form of reflection need to happen to ensure 

learning is taking place.  

This study gives evidence that teacher implicit bias teachings may be particularly 

appropriate in locations where demographics are a majority of one race or ethnicity. All of the 

https://www.proquest.com/docview/2611715687/fulltext/FF1D5CF0AF714826PQ/1?accountid=14434#REF_c52
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teacher participants expressed how the training helped them uncover their implicit biases and the 

significance of needing such learnings.  

The examination of educator bias and its influence on students has become more of a 

focus in the past 20 years. As stated previously, implicit biases stem from all the various 

messages received about different groups of people as well as individuals, and often manifest 

into actions. While all biases affect students from all backgrounds, are prevalent within all 

contexts, and often lead to serious consequences, far more often students belonging to low status 

minoritized groups are negatively impacted. These groups of students endure both short-term and 

long-term consequences of their teachers’ biases (Warikoo, Sinclair, & Jacoby-Senghor, 2016). 

In contrast more affluent and White students tend to benefit from teacher’s biases (Tasminda, et 

al., 2020).  

Educators are not invulnerable to messages received regarding different groups of people, 

and therefore biases are accrued. The difference is that educators have a greater and more 

negative implication of creating invisible barriers to opportunity and achievement for Black and 

Brown students. This is in contrast to the values and intents of the educators and administrators 

who commit their professional lives to their students’ success. Haslam (2018, p.26) notes: 

“Although none of us are immune from bias, it is our responsibility as educators to be aware of 

when they’re creeping in so we can push back against them, question our assumptions, provide 

counternarratives to stereotypes we might not have known we had, and ensure that we are, in 

fact, living up to our stated core beliefs in the classroom”. 

  It is critical for educators to identify any inconsistencies that may exist between their 

conscious ideals and unconscious associations so that they can mitigate the effects of those 

biases, thereby improving student outcomes and allowing students to reach their full potential. 

However, within the United States, only a handful of researchers have attempted to directly 
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measure teachers’ implicit racial biases in order to study their influence on students (Chin et al., 

2020).   

Contrasting research shows teachers who challenge their biases (they carry), have a 

profound awareness around their everyday actions and student outcomes, resulting in more 

positive overall student outcomes (Straats, Wright, & Jackson, 2016). Teachers must work 

towards examining and combating their biases in order to achieve unconditional race objectivity 

where their beliefs and attitudes are entirely unconnected with race (Ferguson, 2003).  

Bias training or professional developments have begun to widely make their way into 

school districts. As the implementation of bias disruptor trainings/PD continue, it is becoming 

clearer that the process is not a short easy fix. Bias research suggests that implicit bias reduction 

is a lengthy process, working towards unlearning old impressions and replacing them with new 

ones. Unlearning and relearning complex and emotionally driven information takes a high level 

of internal motivation, mindfulness, and self-awareness (Plant et al., 2009).  To self-regulate, 

individuals need to spot their own biased links, identify the context triggering their activation of 

the stereotype, and then exchange stereotype-based assumptions with ones less intolerant. 

Components of IB reducing practices consist of courageous conversations (Singleton, 2019), pre 

and post data collection (Kahn, 2019), longevity of training, greater than 6 months or continuous 

revisiting (Masters et al., 2019) and a skilled trainer (Schwartz, 2019). There is evidence that 

through this dedicated, thorough and elongated process implicit biases are controlled and 

reduced (Pan et al., 2020).  

The combination of the findings of these studies hold potential that direct and purposeful 

teaching methods to disrupt IB to preservice teachers will have positive academic impacts on the 

students they will teach (Nichols, 2021).  The question then is how do Massachusetts preservice 

teacher programs address teacher IB?  



Exposure to Explicit and Implicit Bias Training in Massachusetts’ Preservice Teacher 
Preparation Programs  

23 

Chapter 3: METHOD 

Rationale and Research Question 

 Teacher bias has one of the greatest impacts on student achievement (Staats, 2015).   

Because eighty percent of the US population of teachers identify as White, female, and middle 

class it is unavoidable that Preservice Teachers (PSTs) will be teaching students with 

backgrounds, standpoints, and beliefs different than their own. The achievement gap is becoming 

wider (Hanushek et al., n.d, 2019), educators have reported for more than 20 years that they are 

ill-equipped to effectively teach diverse student populations (Lin & Bates, 2010). This study 

examined whether and how elementary Preservice Teacher Programs (PSTP) in the state of 

Massachusetts incorporate explicit and implicit bias teachings into their general education 

required courses.  Quantitative measures gave access to an analysis of the questions, how often 

does Massachusetts PSTP expose preservice teachers (PST) to Bias Teachings (BT) work?  

I selected Massachusetts Higher Education Institutions based on a few factors: 1. 

Massachusetts has ranked amongst the top 5 states for higher education for the past ten years 

(Boston Agent Magazine, 2022), 2. Massachusetts has the best public school system in the 

country (Boston Agent Magazine, 2022), 3. Over 60% of teachers teach within 15 miles of the 

high school from which they graduated (Reininger, 2012).   

Participants 

Massachusetts has twenty higher education institutions that offer bachelor’s level 

programs in Elementary Education. (See Table 1 for program descriptions). All twenty higher 

education institutions were contacted through email and if needed by phone. The contact was a 

request for an electronic copy of the syllabi for general education classes required to complete 

the program. Appendix 1 includes a sample email request and appendix 2 gives examples of the 

classes chosen and not chosen.  
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Data Collection Procedure 

Data from courses’ description, outcomes and required readings were collected from the 

course syllabi or the institution’s website.  Higher education has rigorous standards and 

processes when a class is being developed. The course descriptions, outcomes, and materials 

essential for a class are created methodically and with the purpose of fulfilling a need for key 

concepts, knowledge and/or skills. Higher education syllabi require that the course description, 

course outcomes/learning objectives, and corresponding reading materials are included. Course 

descriptions are designed to state the rationale for the course, give an overview of key content 

covered, skills and knowledge to be learned, the benefits of the knowledge, and it should align 

with the outcomes identified in the rest of the course outline. The course outcomes are the 

actionable competencies that the student receives from taking the course. The required course 

readings support the goals of the class description and learning outcomes.  

The explicit bias terms (EBT) that I coded were stereotype, discrimination, micro-

aggression, racism, prejudice, racial, cross-cultural, disproportionate, inequity, inequality/ies, 

disparity/ies. I targeted these words based on the definition I chose: Explicit Bias has been 

defined as a disproportionate weight in favor of or against an idea or thing, usually in a way that 

is closed-minded, prejudicial, stereotypical, or unfair (Cherry, 2022). Biases can be innate or 

learned. People may develop biases for or against an individual, a group, or a belief and 

generally result in inequitable and discriminating practices (Psychologytoday.com, accessed 

3/21/2023).The additional terms I chose to code that are not referenced in this definition have 

been chosen as these terms more commonly appeared when researching the various definitions 

of explicit bias.  

The implicit bias terms (IBT) coded were implicit, unconscious, involuntary, and 

unintentional. I targeted these words based on the definition I chose; Implicit bias refers to the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open-mindedness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prejudice
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assessments we hold that affect our understanding, actions, and decisions in an unconscious 

manner. These biases, which encompass both favorable and unfavorable assessments, are 

activated involuntarily and without an individual’s awareness or unintentional. Residing deep in 

the subconscious, these biases are different from known stereotypes or prejudices that 

individuals may choose to conceal for the purposes of social and/or political correctness. Rather, 

implicit biases are not accessible through introspection (Kirwin Institute for the Study of Race 

and Ethnicity, 2014).  

After I received the syllabi, I extracted the course descriptions, course outcomes, and 

required course readings (DOR), and input them onto a separate document. I examined if the 

EBT and IBT are used by conducting an advanced find word search within Word. I then coded 

the data collected.  

Analytic Plan 

Syllabi’s course descriptions, course outcomes, and corresponding required readings 

were searched for the Explicit Bias terms stereotype, discrimination, micro-aggression, racism, 

prejudice, racial, cross-cultural, disproportionate, inequity, inequality/ies, disparity/ies, and the 

implicit bias terms unconscious, unintentional, implicit, and involuntary. These words were 

coded as 0 (not present) or 1 (present). Each term had its own score within each of the three 

examined texts. (See Appendix 3 for the coding template).  I then analyzed the resulting data in 2 

ways. First, I examined within each school how many of the courses include the terms. I 

calculated the percentage of total required courses that cite an implicit bias term. 

I then conducted between school comparisons. For these comparisons, the sum of the 

number of times an Explicit Bias Term (EBT) and Implicit Bias Term (IBT) was mentioned in 

descriptions, outcomes, and readings (DOR) for each course. Each course had a possible range 

from 0-12 (four possible implicit bias mentions x 3 IBT). I calculated the average number of 
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times that EBT and IBT were mentioned across all courses in each school.  (See Appendix 4 for 

a completed example). Finally, I conducted a between school comparison of these scores using 

the following school characteristics: private versus public, larger (defined by at least 4,000 

undergraduate population) versus smaller schools, Suburban vs Urban locations (using each 

school’s own classification).  

Chapter 4 Results 

Among the 18 preservice programs examined (2 of the original 20 institutions no longer 

offer the PSTP), 6 are larger schools and 12 are smaller, 10 are private and 8 are public, 4 are in 

Urban areas and 14 are in Suburban areas. Refer to Table 1. 

The retrieval of course descriptions, course outcomes and required reading from the 

requirements to graduate from a Massachusetts preservice teacher program resulted in the 

following: Across the 18 preservice teacher programs that were evaluated, I gathered data on 86 

individual classes. I was able to retrieve 86 course descriptions (100%), 14 (17%) course 

outcomes, and 31 required readings (35%). Refer to Table 2. Out of 86 course descriptions, 14 

course outcomes, and 31 required readings displayed 0 of the 4 specific IB words I had chosen to 

identify exposure to implicit bias teachings. Out of the 18 institutions examined 12 had no 

display of bias terms I chose. Among the 6 larger institutions, the mean was .34 with 5 of the 6 

institutions showing bias teaching exposure. Among the 13 smaller institutions, the mean was 

.05, with 2 of the 13 showing bias teaching exposure. Among the 10 private institutions the mean 

was .12, with 4 out of the 10 showing bias teaching exposure. Among the 8 public institutions 

the mean was, .23, with 4 of the 8 showing bias teaching exposure. The collective data show an 

overall low rate of bias teachings exposure to preservice teachers, with larger public institutions 

showing a slightly greater level of exposure.  
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The process I chose to examine preservice teachers’ syllabus and therefore, 

subsequentially reading 86 course descriptions did expose some repetitive themes. I will briefly 

discuss these themes, having examined them in a post-hoc approach. Although, I did not count 

how many times these repetitive themes came up, I believe they came up greater than 50% of the 

time and therefore find value in noting them in this paper.   

I saw common themes with multiple institutions using the phrases, Institutional Power, 

Social Justice, and Multicultural learning, for example, “Students will read different 

Multicultural stories…” (College CF); or “Students will study history of Education in the US, 

including Social Justice reform ….” (College CA) or “The study of education in the US and the 

role institutional power plays….” (College CF), respectively, again at about 50% frequency.  

 I noticed the bias terms I was searching for were regularly found in either special 

education or classroom management classes. For example, within a special education 

description; “how race, ethnicity, gender etc. are examined through inequitable special education 

practices” …. (College CF). Likewise, from the description of a classroom modification class, 

“how stereotyping and microaggressions result in behavior reporting… (College CF).   

All institutions required an English Language Learner class, however, over 90% of them 

had no bias terms noted. The class descriptors were more centered on the WIDA (Wisconsin, 

Delaware and Arkansas), English Language Development standards. The WIDA standards focus 

on language acquisition, reading and writing in English.  

Over 95% of the institutions have program outcomes that state their graduates will be 

competent educators, “Once graduating from their program, graduates are equipped with 

equitable, culturally responsive, and progressive practices that will positively shape their 

students’ lives” …respectively (College, CA). However, the data I have collected display these 
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institutions are falling short in exposing their students to such elements of equity and cultural 

responsiveness.  

Chapter 5 Discussion 

Educators, like all people, are no less immune to biased thoughts and practices. However, 

the implications of educators’ biases are far reaching, have long term effects in areas such as 

graduation rate, discipline, and advanced placement classes (Warikoo, Sinclair, & Jacoby-

Senghor, 2016). Teachers’ biases are quite consequential for the thousands of students they 

encounter throughout a single teacher’s career (Staats, 2016).  Most educators do not want to be 

seen as biased, unequitable, harmful, or racist. Teachers have reported becoming conscious of 

their biased thoughts and behaviors after a difficult experience that has required them to self-

reflect (Marx & Pennington, 2003). The increased number of professional development training 

offered in K-12 settings that focus on culturally responsive practices reflect the desire that 

educators want to do what is best for all students. In addition, the DESE incorporated culturally 

responsive practices in 2018 as one of the top five required professional standards (MA DESE, 

2023). To date, the DESE duly recognizes the imperative need for further equitable cultural 

competencies practices yet regrettably lacks the establishment of mandatory protocols to address 

this matter. Leaving, the decision to implement cultural competes to each individual school 

district (doe.mass.edu/instruction/culturally-sustaining/, retrieved June 2023).  

The deepening achievement gap and barriers that impede the academic performance of 

marginalized students are worsened by educators’ biases (K. Amadeo, 2022). Biased beliefs that 

teachers hold about students’ achievement, conduct, and circumstances influence teachers’ 

subjective thinking regarding students’ abilities and grades, leading to reduction in expectations. 

(Jacoby-Senghor, Sinclair, & Shelton, 2016; Peterson, Rubie-Davis, Osborne, & Sibley, 2016). 

Culturally responsive practices that prioritize self-evaluation of one’s biases to better address 

https://www.doe.mass.edu/instruction/culturally-sustaining/
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antiracist approaches in education are necessary for increasingly diverse student demographics 

within US public schools (Staats, 2016; Tevis et. al., 2022). It is predictable that PSTs will have 

students with families, viewpoints, and beliefs different from their own, as eighty percent of the 

U.S. population of teachers identify as White, female, and middle-class (Boser, 2014). In 

contrast, 50% of the US population are students of color (G. Chen, 2019). Educators have 

reported for more than 20 years that they are ill-equipped to effectively teach diverse student 

populations.  Educators have reported that they lack understanding nor receive adequate training 

around the areas of cultural competencies (Lin & Bates, 2010).  

My study aimed to examine whether and how often elementary Preservice Teacher 

Programs (PSTP) in the state of Massachusetts incorporated explicit and implicit bias disruptor 

teachings into their general education required courses.  My findings show that within PSTP 

there is a collective deficit in the amount of exposure to explicit and implicit bias disruptor 

teachings.  Among the required courses offered by18 colleges: no explicit bias terms were found 

in the required course materials of 12 colleges, explicit bias terms were found in 40% of the 

required course materials among 5 colleges, and explicit bias terms found in 5 of 7 required 

course materials in just one college. Implicit bias disruptor teachings were even less evident as 

0% of the implicit bias terms were found within the 18 colleges. The lack of bias disruptor 

teaching exposure demonstrates that Massachusetts PSTP have a need to prioritize their 

commitment to equitable practices, must create more inclusive cultures and take the steps 

necessary to change what is being taught. When looking through the lens of accountability, PSTP 

as well as K-12 (new and existing) professionals must take ownership in collecting more data 

points, reflecting on their practices, and moving the needle towards more equitable practices. 

Improving the ability to teach diverse learners is a shared responsibility that falls on both 

preservice teachers and their professors. Professors play a crucial role in shaping the future 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40688-023-00456-6#ref-CR82
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40688-023-00456-6#ref-CR89
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educators' understanding of diversity and inclusion in the classroom. They are responsible for 

providing comprehensive training, exposing preservice teachers to diverse teaching methods, and 

emphasizing the importance of cultural competence and sensitivity (Lin, Lake, & Rice, 2008). 

Professors should encourage critical reflection on biases and stereotypes, promote an awareness 

of the unique needs of diverse students, and guide preservice teachers in developing effective 

strategies for reaching every learner. By equipping preservice teachers with the knowledge and 

skills to embrace diversity, professors empower their students to become more inclusive and 

effective educators (Lin, Lake, & Rice, 2008).  Massachusetts's commissioner on higher 

education's lack of specific requirements for professors to undergo training in equitable practices 

is a significant gap in the state's higher education system. While guidelines may exist, the 

absence of mandated, enforceable standards can lead to inconsistencies in how institutions 

address issues of diversity, inclusion, and equitable teaching (Vaught & Castagno, 2020). This 

absence of accountability can potentially hinder progress towards creating more accessible and 

equitable learning environments for diverse student populations. To ensure that all students have 

access to quality education, it is essential for the state's higher education leadership to consider 

implementing clear and mandatory training requirements for professors, promoting a more 

consistent and effective approach to addressing issues of equity and inclusion in higher education 

(Vaught & Castagno, 2020). 

Education is a multi-layered system, the necessary changes required for more cultural 

competencies/equitable practices would need to take place at all levels. This paper, however, 

focused on PSTP as a starting point.  

Additionally, preservice teachers also bear a significant responsibility in improving their 

ability to teach diverse learners. They must actively engage with the material presented by their 

professors, take the initiative to seek out additional resources, and apply what they learn in real-
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world settings, such as practicum or student teaching experiences (Lin, Lake, & Rice, 2008). 

Preservice teachers should be self-reflective, continuously evaluating their teaching practices and 

seeking feedback from mentors and peers to refine their approach. By demonstrating a 

commitment to ongoing professional development and a willingness to adapt their methods to 

meet the needs of diverse students, preservice teachers can contribute significantly to their own 

growth as educators and in the improvement of education for diverse learners (Lin, Lake, & 

Rice, 2008). 

To have a culture that prioritizes bias disruptor teachings throughout multiple classes 

within a PSTP, there must be a collective mindset and set of norms.  One way the PSTP can 

establish and maintain such a culture is to establish training for all professors, irrespective of 

their career status, and then a series of follow up trainings throughout the professors’ careers, for 

both tenured and non-tenured professors. Professors of education should strive for their own 

growth and competency in being nonbiased for several important reasons.   

Role Modeling. Professors play a critical role in shaping the beliefs, attitudes, and 

practices of future educators. By embodying non-biased behavior, professors model 

professionalism, respect, and fairness for their students. This modeling helps aspiring teachers 

understand the importance of objectivity, critical thinking, and inclusivity in their future 

classrooms (Lumpkin, 2018).  

Research has emphasized the multi-faceted benefits of teacher mentor programs. They 

not only benefit new teachers but also the mentors themselves, as they gain opportunities for 

leadership and professional growth (Mathur, Gehrke, & Kim, 2013). These programs foster a 

culture of continuous improvement within schools, promoting a shared commitment to best 

practices. When well-designed and adequately supported, mentor programs can have a lasting 

positive impact on school communities by increasing teacher effectiveness and improving 
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student outcomes. Additionally, they contribute to the development of a collaborative learning 

environment where teachers regularly engage in reflective practices and exchange innovative 

ideas, enhancing the overall quality of education (Mathur, Gehrke, & Kim, 2013).    

Creating an inclusive learning environment. Biases will create a hostile and/or 

unwelcoming learning environment, particularly for students from marginalized or 

underrepresented groups (Springer 2020). Professors who work to disrupt their own biases can 

create a safe and inclusive space. A safe and inclusive space is one that K-12 students feel 

valued, respected, and supported in their learning journey (Springer, 2020). As a result, K-12 

students will have equal opportunities for academic success and personal growth.  

Encouraging critical thinking. Professors who stive to be non-biased foster an 

environment that encourages students to think critically and question assumptions. They 

challenge students to examine multiple perspectives, analyze evidence, and form independent 

judgments. This helps K-12 students develop their own critical thinking skills and learn to 

recognize and challenge biases in their own thinking (Prado & Jacob, 2022).   

Promoting fairness and equity. Biases do perpetuate inequality and unfair treatment. 

Bias-aware professors ensure that all K-12 students are treated fairly and equitably.  They 

recognize and address potential biases in grading, feedback, classroom interactions, and student 

support (Prado & Jacob, 2022). This commitment to fairness promotes equal opportunities for 

success and minimizes the impact of systemic bias.  

Enhancing cultural sensitivity. Professors who work to disrupt their own biases, 

embrace, and value the diversity of their students. They recognize the importance of 

understanding and appreciating different cultures, experiences, and perspectives. This promotes 

cultural sensitivity among future educators, enabling them to better understand and meet the 

needs of their diverse student populations (Harris, 2019). 
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Fostering open dialogue. Professors that work to disrupt their own biases, create an 

environment that encourages open dialogue and respectful exchange of ideas. They value diverse 

viewpoints, encourage students to express themselves, and facilitate discussions that challenge 

assumptions and promote deeper understandings (Springer, 2020).  This helps students develop 

their communication and collaboration skills in a climate of respect and inclusivity. 

Upholding professional ethics. Professors of education (like all educators) are bound by 

professional ethics and codes of conduct. Biased aware behaviors align with these ethical 

standards, promoting integrity, fairness, and professionalism in the field of education. Ethical 

principles help ensure that teachers adhere to principles of equal treatment, non-discrimination, 

and social justice.  

By striving to be aware of their own biases (bias-aware), professors of education can 

create an environment that supports the development of future educators who are committed to 

fairness, inclusivity, and social justice (Lumpkin, 2018 & Harris 2019). Professors’ impact goes 

beyond the classroom, shaping the attitudes and practices of teachers who will do on to 

positively influence the lives of their students.  

 The fundamental components that I have suggested PSTP professors start with have two 

essential foundational blocks on which to build. The two essentials are creating safe classroom 

spaces (spaces that encourage engagement, risk taking and cooperation) and the acceptance of 

difficult conversations (planned or unplanned discussion about an uncomfortable topic or a 

negative experience where the goal is to share different perspectives, build mutual 

understanding, and develop respect). Creating safe spaces, with many different personalities and 

backgrounds in a room and being comfortable with difficult conversations are tough individual 

concepts and become ever more complex when dealt with together as a classroom. Professors 
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must be effective in promoting safe space classrooms and having difficult conversations if they 

are to create a culture that prioritizes bias disruptor teachings (Cunningham et al., 2012).  

Addressing sensitive matters involves discussing complex and controversial topics. Safe 

space classrooms provide a supportive context for exploring these subjects. Professors should be 

proficient at establishing ground rules for respectful engagements, creating space for differing 

opinions, and facilitating constructive conversations. This allows students to develop critical 

thinking skills, navigate challenging discussions, and learn to engage with differing perspectives 

in a respectful manner (Cunningham et al., 2012). 

Safe space classrooms prioritize psychological safety. Feeling psychologically safe 

allows students to feel secure expressing their thoughts, opinions, and emotions without fear of 

judgment, ridicule, or discrimination. This space allows for open and honest dialogue, 

encourages the exploration of different perspectives, and promotes intellectual growth. Students 

are more likely to engage actively in the learning process when they feel safe to take risks and 

contribute authentically (Dylan, 2012). Over the years some best practices for establishing and 

maintaining safe space classroom have proven effective (Cunningham et al., 2012). Some 

examples of these best practices are: learning and pronouncing students' names correctly; 

addressing challenging behavior  head on and using these as teachable moments; using micro-

affirmations; establishing ground rules for interaction with your students at the beginning of the 

course; and writing a diversity and inclusion statement for your syllabus. 

Safe space classrooms prioritize support and care for students’ well-being. Professors can 

provide resources, guidance, and referrals to supportive services when needed. The resulting 

atmosphere is one of trust that encourages students to seek assistance, fostering their personal 

and academic growth (Dylan, 2012).  
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Safe space classrooms also serve as platforms for professional development for future 

educators. By experiencing a safe space classroom environment, aspiring teachers can learn 

strategies and techniques for creating inclusive and supportive learning environments in their 

own classrooms. They can observe effective facilitation skills, conflict resolution techniques, and 

approaches to addressing bias and discrimination. Through their open dialogue and active 

listening skills, students will gain insight into the experiences, perspectives, and challenges faced 

by others. This cultivates a sense of empathy, compassion, and appreciation for diverse 

viewpoints, which are essential components of communication, collaboration, and building 

inclusive classrooms (Moonsamy, 2023). Professors must incorporate these best practices in their 

curriculum and teaching so effective bias disruptor teachings can take place. 

Having difficult conversations is challenging. A survey found that 57% of respondents 

said they would do almost anything to avoid a difficult conversation (Richardson, 2022). Fifty-

two percent said they would rather put up with a negative situation at work than must talk about 

it (Richardson, 2022).  I have had an exhausting number of experiences with my education 

colleagues where my voice was the only voice that engaged in a negative/difficult/contentious 

conversation about biased and racist educators/practices. Professors of education must be trained 

in best practices for more effectively navigating and engaging with their students in difficult 

conversations.  

One of the challenges of being comfortable with difficult conversations is recognizing 

they are going to happen. Difficult conversations will evoke discomfort and it is natural to feel 

uneasy or anxious when addressing sensitive topics. Accepting this discomfort as part of the 

process can help professors navigate more effectively.  

Professors need to learn and regularly take time to identify and understand their emotions 

and how they are related to the conversations, like how do professors acknowledge their anger, 

https://thepeoplementor.co.uk/author/nicolarichardson/
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defensiveness, or fear? One way of taking ownership of their thoughts, feelings and emotions is 

by using “I” statements (Mdunge, 2012). This approach helps to take ownership of one’s 

perspective and avoids sounding accusatory or confrontational.  Reflecting on their emotions 

allows them to gain insight into managing their reactions and interactions more effectively 

during the conversations by perfecting one’s ability to articulate how certain behaviors or actions 

impact them personally, emphasizing the importance of open dialogue and mutual understanding 

(Werman, 2019).  

Professors of education need to be trained in active listening. Active listening is crucial in 

difficult conversations. Essential earned skills for active listening include effort to truly 

understand others’ perspectives, giving them your full attention, maintaining eye contact, 

avoiding interrupting, validate their feelings, and ask clarifying questions are all musts and 

learned skills (Werman, 2019).    

Just as professors know they need to prepare their academic content for a given class, 

they should prepare for the difficult conversations that are embedded in their lessons. They must 

have clear goals, relevant information, and organized thoughts. They must bring up key points or 

arguments, anticipating potential objections, and consider alternative perspectives. Timing is 

significantly impactful to the conversation’s outcome (Horowitz, 2019). Part of preparing the 

lesson includes placement of conversation. All this preparation will boost the professor’s 

confidence as they feel more equipped to have the discussion.  

Difficult conversations require patience, open-mindedness, and a genuine willingness to 

listen and understand. By having professors of education be skilled and proficient in difficult 

conversations their classrooms will foster healthier relationships, promote growth, and 

effectively address the challenges that come when exposing PST to bias disruptor teachings. K-

12 students are affected by social, political, and other topics both in and outside of school. 
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Although they can be difficult at times, conversations about these topics can help students come 

to a deeper understanding of and respect for those with perspectives different from their own.  

After the PSTP have made the commitment to prioritize bias disruptor teachings and train 

their professors, they will discuss what is taught, how it is taught and in what classes are the next 

steps. Studies have shown that there are specific actions we can take to disrupt our biases 

(Reeves, 2015, Peterson, et al., 2016, Glock & Kovacs, 2013; Olson & Fazio, 2009).  Next, I will 

describe seven actions that PSTP should interweave into all required PST classes to disrupt 

biased thoughts and actions. The bias disruptor teachings are a compilation of different tactics 

that have been tested and demonstrated to disrupt biases, some of which have been referenced in 

the literature review section of my paper (Reeves, 2015, Peterson et al., 2016, Glock & Kovacs, 

2013; Olson & Fazio, 2009).  

Before we discuss what should be taught, we must address best practices of content 

execution or how it should be taught. Bias disruptor teachings will elicit a variety of emotions as 

they are challenging topics that impact everyone in the classroom. It is important for professors 

to use systematic exposure when discussing biases to foster critical thinking, promote empathy, 

and create an inclusive learning environment that prepares students to positively engage in a 

diverse and interconnected world. Systematic exposure has the best results when done in 

repetition (Tappan, 2014).   

Repetition is crucial for learning and mastering difficult tasks. Through repetition, the 

brain and body are given the opportunity to develop muscle memory, refine necessary techniques 

in becoming more familiar and comfortable. Repetition enables a deeper understanding of 

complex concepts/processes. By repeatedly engaging in difficult material, one begins to uncover 

patterns, connections and insights that may have initially eluded them (Tappen, 2014). This 

deepening of understanding helps one develop strategy, anticipate obstacles, and find better 
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solutions. As a result, one builds resiliency, adaptability and ultimately becomes more 

comfortable with the challenges in the mastery process. Repetition can help break down mental 

barriers and foster a growth mindset (teacher’s taking responsibility for improving their 

practice). By repeatedly engaging with challenging task, one challenges self-limiting beliefs, 

embracing the idea that improvement is achievable through effort and practice (Tappen, 2014) 

With continued practice one streamlines their approach, optimizes their technique, and reduces 

their cognitive load, freeing up mental resources for higher level problem solving.  

Confidence is boosted when one engages in repetition. As one repeats a difficult task and 

observes their progress over time, one gains a sense of mastery and self-assurance (Ahmed, 

2014). This confidence is instrumental in overcoming challenges and persisting through setbacks 

that often happen when discussing topics as emotionally driven as biases.  

 The suggested seven bias teaching disruptors are arranged in a manner that allows for a 

systematic approach. Starting with a baseline assessment and building on from acknowledgement 

to application, to reflecting, to finally adapting one’s practices. Many of the bias teaching 

disruptors are meant to be covered, at least in part, in multiple classes to give multiple 

opportunities for repetition.  

Bias Baseline Assessment. In an introductory course, for example an introduction to 

elementary education, PSTP should task PST in establishing their bias baseline. As Peterson et 

al, (2016) demonstrated, the IAT can be useful to establish one’s bias baseline prior to implicit 

bias training. PSTP could have PST take the IAT to establish their bias baseline (professors 

should also have taken the IAT in their training). Once the IAT has been administered and 

examined, PST can be tasked with learning to recognize when their stereotypes are activated by 

examining their feelings as well as their physical signals when encountering people, they 

positively click with and people they feel the opposite about.  An assignment should include an 
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inventory of who PST choose to associate and spend time with: friends, work, family, living 

space, social habits, etc. How would their chosen group look to an outsider, how would an 

outsider describe their social circle of acquaintances?  PST should be challenged to reflect on 

their choices in both writing as well as in a class discussion.  In the safe space of the classroom 

environment PST need to start to practice open dialogues about themselves: what do they see, are 

they OK with what they see, is it a true representation of the message they want to be sending, 

and is it a true representation of the world they live in?  PST might start to understand that 

establishing their bias baseline is a first step in a fragile yet incredibly powerful process 

necessary to improve the outcomes of the students they will serve.  Once PST has established 

and recognized their bias baseline, they will have a better grasp on spotting their biased thoughts, 

and better recognize biased actions in society (Hall, 2009). This is deeply challenging work.  

Stereotype Bias Replacement. After PST has established and recognized their bias 

baseline, they can move on to the second bias disruptor training, which is stereotype (bias) 

replacement. This strategy involves replacing stereotypical responses with non-stereotypical 

responses, substituting automatic stereotypical and bias responses with new, automatic, non-bias 

responses (Devine, et al 2012). Teachers can begin to work to correct or replace their biased 

response. One way in which PSTP can guide PST through stereotype replacement is by 

implementing counter-stereotyping imaging. Counter-stereotyping imaging occurs when one 

disrupts their biased thoughts by using an image that counters their belief of that person/people 

(Finnegan, 2015). In an introductory to elementary education class, PSTP should systematically 

and deliberately teach tactics such as using photos, images, or familiar examples that counter 

existing biases, in their everyday teachings. PSTP should model Counter stereotyping imaging 

by having pictures, photos, symbols on their classroom walls/common spaces that effectively 

counter negative biases. Assignments should be given that task PST with taking the time to 
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study, look up, and familiarize themselves with counter examples.  PST should then be taught 

how to apply counter imaging to someone in their life. For example, an assignment may be to 

implement CSI by thinking of a person in their work and/or personal life that represents the 

opposite of the stereotype.  Once PST get comfortable with this process in their own life, PSTP 

should have the PST go deeper by thinking of students who counter their biases and how PST 

can model CSI within their classrooms and curriculum.   

Individuation. Once PST starts to acknowledge and recognize a person in their life who 

counters their biases, the next step is to see that person as an individual. This bias disruptor is 

called individuating (Devine, Forscher, Austin, & Cox, 2012).  PSTP should consistently be 

pushing their PSTs out of their comfort zone by having PSTs work on seeing people as 

individuals. PSTP should have PST work collaboratively with culturally different peers, either in 

their classrooms or with a person outside of their classroom (if the classroom is mostly 

homogeneous). PST should be required to engage with a culturally different person, one-on-one, 

or in small groups. It is important to expose PSTs to someone who has a different life 

experience, seeking personal and general information, paying attention to things about them, 

starting to see that person as an individual, separate from the cultural group of which they are a 

member. These processes can help PSTs see what makes others more than the stereotypes of 

their group (Xiao et al., 2015). The goal is that PST are learning to inform their judgment of 

people as individuals rather than characteristics of a certain group.  

Perspective-Taking. As PST starts to get to know and individualize those who are 

different from them, they need to find creative and respectful ways to experience what it’s like to 

walk in others’ shoes. This bias disruptor is called perspective taking, and when put into practice 

it enhances an individual's ability to appreciate the views of the outgroup and thus reduces the 

perception of differences and negative biases (Todd & Galinsky, 2012). PSTP should give 
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assignments that require PST to comprehend the situation/s of people from different cultural 

backgrounds, keeping in mind that others’ experiences often are not better or worse than their 

own, just different.  It is common for White folks to believe that Black and Brown folks come 

from poor, uneducated and violent environments (Chan, 2018). PST should be expected to 

expand their perspective to include the person’s food choices, music, culture, tv/reading 

preferences, hobbies, family life etc., and again in the environment of the safe classroom verbally 

reflect on how their original thoughts changed when speaking with that person.  

Contact Theory. As PST purposefully engages with people who come from different 

backgrounds than theirs, they can build their confidence through these types of interactions. 

PSTP should set standards and have curriculum outcomes that require PST to continue to seek 

opportunities to engage in discussions (in safe environments), spend time with people outside 

their usual social groups and engage in community activities that are different than their own. 

This bias disruptor is called Contact Theory. The contact theory suggests that bias and conflict 

between groups can be reduced if members of the groups interact with each other (Hopper, 

2019).  PST should be regularly tasked with ways to get to know people from different social 

groups. Special attention should be made by the PSTP to emphasize interactions which include 

activities that are mix of social economic status and education levels. PSTP should have 

academic outcomes that create situations where PST are mindful of the commonalities amongst 

the different people/groups. 

Emotional Regulation. The next bias disruptor that PSTP should incorporate into their 

classes is emotional regulation. Emotional regulation, within the context of acknowledging one’s 

biases, occurs when someone takes a moment to reflect on where they started from, the work 

they have been doing to identify and regulate their emotions and reflect on the 

negative/detrimental reactions they began the process with (Cunningham et al., 2012). PST 



Exposure to Explicit and Implicit Bias Training in Massachusetts’ Preservice Teacher 
Preparation Programs  

42 

should be tasked with taking a pulse on where they are currently at, and what it took for them to 

have a less biased thought process. Having PST more accurately recognize their emotions during 

an encounter makes for less stereotyping, resulting in less biased actions (Cunningham et al., 

2012, pages 365-372). The evaluation and discussion of one’s biases is a challenging and 

emotional topic, particularly for White folks, whose common reaction is one of defensiveness 

and denial (DiAngelo, 2011). PSTP should structure many opportunities to engage in emotional 

regulation, as well as to create situations that force PST to regularly practice what is difficult 

(Deggans, 2020). PST’s practice of acknowledging and reflecting on their biases will better 

prepare PST to engage with their increasingly diverse student body more accurately.  

Mindfulness. Finally, the last bias disruptor I want to discuss is Mindfulness. 

Mindfulness is the ability to keep your attention on the present moment, while actively seeking 

evidence of what is currently happening (Torres, 2014). People have a natural tendency to see 

their actions as reflective of stable character traits rather than external factors (Suttie, 2017). An 

example of how this might look in a classroom would be if a student doesn’t pass their math test, 

a teacher may decide the student is not good at math or lazy, rather than thinking that he didn’t 

get a good night’s sleep. PSTP should have coursework that helps PSTs understand that someone 

may be acting in a certain way because of pressures they face or situations they find themselves 

in, rather than personal attributes. The goal is for the PST to become more empathetic, to ask 

more information seeking questions that can lead to a better understanding of the situation, and 

consequently how the situation can have a better outcome in the future. In this example, the 

teacher thinking about how the student can get a better night’s sleep, or if a retake of the test is 

needed to get a more accurate idea of the student’s concept knowledge, might be the better 

solution.  

https://www.npr.org/people/243254424/eric-deggans
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Engaging in self-reflection is a critical practice for both teachers and professors looking 

to enhance their teaching effectiveness, especially when it comes to accommodating the needs of 

diverse learners (Postholm, 2008). Self-reflection enables educators to assess their own teaching 

methods, identify areas for improvement, and adapt their approaches to foster inclusivity and 

accessibility. Professors who take the time to reflect on their teaching can better understand the 

unique learning styles, strengths, and challenges of their diverse student body. By doing so, they 

can create a more inclusive and supportive learning environment (Postholm, 2008). 

Self-reflection also empowers professors to stay current with best practices in pedagogy, 

particularly those tailored to diverse learners. They can explore new teaching strategies, 

technologies, and resources that help address the varying needs and backgrounds of their 

students (Postholm, 2008). Professors who engage in reflection work often develop a deeper 

appreciation for the value of diversity in the classroom and the importance of creating an 

equitable and welcoming educational experience for all. By actively seeking opportunities for 

self-improvement and adapting their teaching techniques accordingly, professors can more 

effectively transmit content to a diverse group of students and promote a positive and enriching 

learning environment for everyone involved (Postholm, 2008). 

Limitations  

As with any study, there are limitations in this study that must be acknowledged. Efforts 

were taken to track vocabulary associated with explicit bias and implicit bias, yet institutions 

may have used other descriptors that indicate implicit bias teachings, and those classes might 

have been missed in the data collection. The data collected came from course syllabi.  This 

narrow approach data collection limited the depth of information that was gathered; for example, 

a professor may make the personal choice to teach explicit/implicit bias, even though those 
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specific words are not used in the syllabus.  My chosen data collection excluded class 

conversations and other possible forms of bias disruptor teaching, which would have yielded 

deeper and richer data and more nuanced analyses. Future studies should broaden the scope and 

generalizability by conducting interviews with professors/higher education professionals on their 

class outcomes and how they develop and measure class outcomes.  

Despite these limitations, my study offered important findings on explicit and implicit 

bias training in pre-service teacher preparation programs. Limited research has been done to 

examine whether higher education institutions expose their preservice teachers to direct explicit 

and/or implicit bias teachings. This study was designed to provide initial data for gaining insights 

as to amount of exposure preservice teachers have with explicit and implicit bias teachings, 

filling an important gap.  

                                                                     Conclusion 

My research revealed a need for PSTs to have a greater level of exposure to bias disruptor 

teachings. This need for more bias disruptor teaching has to start at the institution level. 

Professors need to be trained, courses need to be reconfigured and a culture shift that prioritizes 

inclusive teaching practices must be made.  

 When educators, at all levels, confront the biases they carry, a deeper awareness emerges 

regarding their everyday decisions and behaviors based on these biases. Educators’ awareness of 

their biases and of how their biases impact their student interactions has been shown to have 

positive outcomes when addressed through professional development (Meissel et al., 2016; 

Worrell, 2021). When PSTs are given the opportunity to repeatedly engage in reflection and 

work through bias practices, student outcomes can improve (Akiba, 2011).   

Although Massachusetts’ public schools ranks number one for overall student 

achievements (Boston.com, 2023), Massachusetts also has a significant achievement gap 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40688-023-00456-6#ref-CR53
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40688-023-00456-6#ref-CR102
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40688-023-00456-6#ref-CR1
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between White students and students of color (DESE 2019). The DESE (2019) noted 

significantly lower rates in MCAS reading proficiency among Blacks and Hispanics (24-26%) 

compared to that of Whites and Asians (63-62%), rates of suspension (12% Black to 2% White), 

dropout rates (5.1 Black and Hispanic to 1.3 White), and advanced placement courses (31 to 35% 

Black and Latino to 63% White). My study highlights that PSTs are exposed to low rates of bias 

disruptor training while in their PSTPs. Additionally, longitudinal data displays just how 

segregated and harmful Massachusetts’s student achievement gaps are. I think one can rationally 

conclude that Massachusetts PSTP can do a considerable amount more to expose their PSTs to 

bias disruptor teachings, and the powerful implication biases hold on enhancing or depressing 

students’ overall lifetime success.  
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Table 1 Higher Education Institutions’ Data  

 Undergraduate 
Population 
2021 

Private Public Urban Suburban 

Boston College 2162 X   X 

Boston University 18.457 X  X  

Wheaton College 2322 X   X 

Stonehill College 2432 X   X 

Gordon College 1368 X   X 

Merrimack College 4121 X   X 

Endicott College 3270 X   X 

Western New England Univ 2583 X   X 

Worcester State University 4958  X X  

Fitchburg State University 3349  X X  

Westfield State University 4239  X  X 

Framingham State University 3213  X  X 

Bridgewater State University 8369  X  X 

Salem State University 5716  X  X 

Regis College 1271 X   X 

Lesley University 1861 X  X  

Anna Maria College 1119 X   X 

Curry College 2050 X   X 
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Table 2  Sources of Data 

This table displays where the 3 requested pieces of data (course description, outcomes, and 
Readings) come from.  
Online = From a public website 
Inst. = The institution provided the information, by email.  

 

 

 

Institution Number of Courses Course Description  Obtained Course Outcomes  Obtained Course Readings Obtained

CA LRS 6 6 Online/Inst. 3 Inst 3 Inst

CB SRS 5 5 Online 0 0

CC SRS 4 4 Online 0 0

CD LPU 3 3 Online 0 3 Online

CE SPS 5 5 Online 0 2 Online

CF LPS 7 7 Online 0 4 Online

CG SPS 6 6 Online 0 2 Online

CH LPS 5 5 Online 0 3 Online

CI SRS 7 7 Online/Inst. 4 Inst. 4 Inst.

CJ LPS 5 5 Online/Inst. 3 Inst. 3 Inst.

CK LRU 5 5 Online 1 Online 1 Online

CL SRU 5 5 Online/Inst. 2 Inst. 2 Inst. 

CM SRS 5 5 Online 0 2 Online

CN SPS 4 4 Online/Inst. 2 Inst. 2 Inst.

CO SRU 3 3 Online 0 0

CP SRS 3 3 Online 0 1 Online

CQ SPS 4 4 Online 0 0

CR SRS 3 3 Online 0 0
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Figure 1. Percent of Data Collected  

Figure shows percentage of data that was collected out of the 86 classes requested. Course 

descriptions 100%, Course outcomes 16%, and Required Readings 36%.  

 

 

Graph shows percentage of bias terms found in each area explored. Course descriptions 14%, 

Course Outcome 14%, and Required Readings 3%. 
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Figure 2. Bias Terms Found 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Mean of Terms found 

Graph shows the mean of bias term exposure when comparing larger institutions (4,000 or 

greater) to smaller institutions.  
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Figure 4. Mean Private Vs. Public 

Graph shows the mean of bias term exposure when comparing private institutions to public 

institutions.  
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Appendix 1 

1. Example letter 

Hello,  

My name is Kerry Agashe and I am a graduate student at Tufts University. I am working on a 

project about what course content local colleges offer to meet Massachusetts’ requirements for 

teacher licensure. I was able to find information on course descriptions on your program’s 

website and would like to look at syllabi and learning or course outcomes.  
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Appendix 2 

Example of Course Title Selected and Not Selected  

Selected:  

Introduction to Elementary Education 
Behavior Management 
Multicultural Perspective in Public Schools  
Curriculum and Assessments for Teachers 
English Language Learners  
Principles of Teaching and Learning  
Inclusion Teaching, Special Education  
Consultation and Collaboration with Families.  

 

Not Selected 

Methods of Teaching Math 
Methods of Teaching Reading  
Teaching Elementary Social Studies  
Teaching Elementary Science.  
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Appendix 3 

Single School Comparison 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 Bias Unconscious involuntary Unintentional   

University A      

EDU111      

Course Description 0 0 0 0  

Course Outcomes 0 0 0 0  

Course Readings 0 0 0 0_____  

    0  

EDU1212      

Course Description 0 0 0 0  

Course Outcomes 0 0 0 0  

Course Readings 0 0 0 0_____  

    0  

EDU 2121      

Course Description 1 0 1 0  

Course Outcomes 1 0 1 0  

Course Readings 1 0 1 0_____  

    1  

EDU 2211      

Course Description 1 1 0 0  

Course Outcomes 1 1 0 0  

Course Readings 1 1 0 0______  

    1 Overall 
Score 50% 

Out of the four courses offered at University A, 2 courses have a BT score of 1 

each.   2 divided by 4 = 2 or 50%                                          
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Appendix 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 

average 

score for 

University 

A is .25  

Out of a 

possible 

48 BT 

points (4 

classes 12 BT possible points per class), University a had BT score of 12.        12 divided by 48 = 

.25 

 

 

 

 

  

 Bias Unconscious involuntary Unintentional   

University A      

EDU111      

Course 
Description 

0 0 0 0 0 

Course Outcomes 0 0 0 0 0 

Course Readings 0 0 0 0 0____ 

Total     0/12 

EDU121      

Course 
Description 

0 0 0 0 0 

Course Outcomes 0 0 0 0 0 

Course Readings 0 0 0 0 0____ 

Total     0/12 

EDU 212      

Course 
Description 

1 0 1 0 2 

Course Outcomes 1 0 1 0 2 

Course Readings 1 0 1 0 2____ 

Total     6/12 

EDU 221      

Course 
Description 

1 1 0 0 2 

Course Outcomes 1 1 0 0 2 

Course Readings 1 1 0 0 2____ 

Total     6/12 

Coding School’s Average Scores and School Comparisons 

 



Exposure to Explicit and Implicit Bias Training in Massachusetts’ Preservice Teacher 
Preparation Programs  

65 

Appendix 5 

The average score for University B is .125  

Out of a possible 48 IBT points (4 classes 12 DOR possible points per class), University 

a had IBT score of 6.         6 divided by 48 = .125  

University A has a higher score than University B, reflecting more IBTs exposure to pre-service 

teacher by University A  

 

  

 

  

 Bias Unconscious involuntary Unintentional   

University B      

EDU134      

Course Description 0 0 0 0 0 

Course Outcomes 0 0 0 0 0 

Course Readings 0 0 0 0 0____ 

Total     0/12 

EDU222      

Course Description 0 0 0 0 0 

Course Outcomes 0 0 0 0 0 

Course Readings 0 0 0 0 0____ 

Total     0/12 

EDU 212      

Course Description 0 0 0 0  

Course Outcomes 0 0 0 0 0 

Course Readings 0 0 0 0 0___ 

Total     0/12 

EDU 224      

Course Description 1 1 0 0 2 

Course Outcomes 1 1 0 0 2 

Course Readings 1 1 0 0 2____ 

Total     6/12 
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