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                                                 unconscious bias in the classroom 
Introduction
The aim of this study is to analyse the impact that unconscious bias has on students within higher education. The purpose of this research is to investigate what is perceived as unconscious bias within the classroom and whether it is taught or learnt. There is a definite need for strategies to be implemented within higher education particularly from my experiences within the NHS, where on a number of occasions I was asked where “I came from”. The assumption that I was an immigrant used to upset me however I quickly realised it is important to understand the reasons for their bias. I will therefore need to determine what is defined as unconscious bias as well as explore steps to mitigate bias from learners and teachers, within higher education. 
Literature review 
“Unconscious bias” is a term used to describe the associations that we hold of something despite being outside our conscious awareness, teachers can have a significant influence on our attitudes and behaviours (Rabiger, 2020) 
In recent years there has been a growing number of studies which suggest that this is becoming prominent within the classroom. Unconscious bias by teachers can have long term effects on the student’s educational outcome. As students expect to be taught without any bias,  it is very difficult to accept that it can exists within the classroom. Despite the possibility that this may be occurring, teachers need to be made aware of the impacts it may have on students. Teachers have a duty to ensure that all students are treated equally. (Kerrigan,2020)
It is important to note that stereotypes are not always deliberate, as it does not always come from a place of negative intent. As reported by Rabiger (2020) “it is a deep-seated unconscious bias that has been formed in our brains through years of different influences that we have no control over”
There are several types of bias which are prevalent within the classroom they are as follows : 
· Teacher bias and student achievement: sometimes teachers can subconsciously expect students to underachieve due to their racial background or the area that they live in. 
· Gender bias: the effects of gender bias is a complicate one with disadvantages present for male and female students. For Male learners the issue appears to be behaviour related.  Teachers can often believe that they are less likely to concentrate on their studies in turn getting less support from their teachers. With this in mind it can be said that teachers often reward female learners for listening rather than encouraging them to engage with their peers. Teachers are often completely unaware that they may be treating their students differently.  (Blackman,2018) 
· Racial bias:  refers to the attitudes and stereotypes that affect an individual's attitudes towards others in an unconscious manner. This often means that undesirable assessments are often made about people due to the colour of their skin. (Bowman, 2020) 
Unconscious bias can affect a teachers decision making skills in a number of different ways which are as follows: 
· Perception: how we see people are seen and perceive reality. 
· Attitude: the reaction towards certain groups of people. 
· Behaviour: how we behave towards people. 
· Attention: which aspect of a student do we pay most attention to? 
· Listening skills:  how we listen to a selective group of people. 
· Micro-affirmations: how much or how little we comfort people from certain groups. (Blackman,2018)
During the start of an academic year, it is important to understand that teachers begin to form opinions about their students based on their grades, what they have learnt, their gender and ethnic backgrounds. This information is collected by teachers during the initial stages of learning. It becomes a sort of lens that they see their students from. This in turn has an impact on the learners’ academic achievements. Learning outcomes are impacted by the way teachers treat their students and whether one group is favoured in comparison to another.  
In order to eliminate unconscious bias many researchers have called for anonymity in the grading process, by asking students to turn their assignments in online with only their student number. (Munar et al, 2017) 
The past year has been particularly difficult for Chinese students across the UK. As reported  by Rabiger (2020) there has been multiple reports of increased hate crimes towards these students as some people are blaming them for the coronavirus pandemic. These events in recent months have further enhanced unconscious bias amongst teachers as well as students. While everyone holds unconscious bias, not many people realise that their actions can have a significant impact on the everyday decisions that we make. 
Additionally Wan (2014) reports that an experiment conducted by a group of researchers emailed 6500 lecturer's pretending to be students, with the information being identical apart from the sender’s name. The research found that lecturers were most likely to respond to emails which they thought were from white males, with emails from supposed “Asian" students completely ignored. This highlighted the issue that Asians were perceived as the foreign “other” in society.  The research found this to be cognitive bias from what is called the halo effect. Cognitive bias is the perception and judgement towards people, that makes them make poor choices leading them to act irrationally. Essentially it is the perception that distorts the way we see ourselves and  one another. As stated by the insurance Institute (2017) unconscious bias can lead to discrimination which can be extremely hurtful to people at the receiving end. The misconception is that if teachers are not aware of their actions, they cannot implement change. Teachers need to educate themselves on the term unconscious bias in order to stop this from happening towards their students. It is apparent that teachers can often use cognitive shortcuts whereby bias decisions are made with limited information. As seen with the Chinese students it can be said that generalisations were made about people, places and events by what was seen in the media, therefore causing the blame of the pandemic to fall on these Students. (Rabiger, 2020) 
Case study 1: The doll test
Here it is therefore important to understand whether unconscious bias is taught or if it is learnt, by exploring the doll test, created by husband and wife Kenneth and Mamie Clark, in 1940. The experiment involved children being presented with two dolls which were completely identical except for skin and hair colour. One doll was white and had blonde hair whereas the other was brown and had black hair. The children taking part were then asked questions such as; which doll they would prefer to play with; which one looks bad; which doll they liked and so on. The experiment found that that the majority preferred the white doll, as it was perceived to be the “good" and the brown to be “bad". It is believed that children form biases from as young as 5 years old as they are taught to form negative biases towards people of a different skin colour than themselves. It is believed that this is instilled within them until adulthood, and can be a contributing factor to when they go into professions such as teaching, as they are unable to control the stereotypes they have been taught throughout their lives. (Rabiger, 2020) 
Case study 2 : Vietnamese student 
In June 2020 a professor from a Californian university made headlines after sending an email to one of his students asking if she could anglicize her legal name as he deemed the pronunciation offensive in the English language. However, the student felt this was inappropriate and refused the request as she felt it was discriminatory towards her culture. Even after being refused the professor still insisted in repeating the request. The student felt she had no choice but to take this matter to Human resources who felt that the professors actions needed to be reprimanded. They in turn suspended the professor until a formal inquiry into the accusations are made. (Bowman, 2020) 
This example here illustrates how unconscious bias can seep into our classrooms, without even being aware of it. As we have seen this created an uncomfortable environment where the student and teacher faced challenges in an attempt to adapt to new cultures and unfamiliar academic systems. It can be said that the student felt an attempt was made to suppress her cultural identity which then affected her sense of belonging at the university. On the other hand, the professor believes that he was not doing anything wrong, as he believed that he was trying to save the student from any embarrassment. (Bowman, 2020) 
Recommendations
In order for students and teachers to feel comfortable around one another it is important for higher educational institutions to do more for their students and teachers. Human recourses will therefore need to implement a guide which  can be used in order to prevent unconscious bias. This can be achieved by the following: 
· Inquiry: Teaching professionals need to ask students questions in order to understand their beliefs. This is important as assumptions about someone is created by not asking questions. 
· Framing: Issues need to be addressed using different perspectives. Students cannot be judged by cultural differences. For example, presumptuous that a student is from a foreign country should not be made simply because of religious clothing such as a hijab or turban. 
· Dialogue: Teachers need to engage in appropriate conversations in order to understand and accept the students. 
· Reflection: It is important for teachers to reflect on their actions. This will undoubtedly create an understanding of themselves and how they can relate to their students on a professional level. 
· Action: Teachers motivate and encourage students regardless of race, gender or teacher bias.  (Bright et al, 2018) 
It is important to remember that unconscious biases cannot be easily removed from a teacher or learners thinking. It therefore is important to provide them with relevant training workshops in order to recognise any unconscious bias that they may have. 
Training should include: 
1. Recognising that everyone uses unconscious bias. 
2. Identify the different types of biases. 
3. Avoid snap decisions and consider assessing the situation that they are in. 
4. Question why unconscious bias occurs. 
5. Encourage participants to reflect on their behaviour in the classroom. 
6. Learn ways to adopt an affirming approach within the classroom. 
7. Discuss biases and ways to reduce them. (Blackman,2018) 
The aim of unconscious bias training is to create an awareness of bias and the impact it has on learners, and to be able to challenge undesirable behaviours. Therefore, in order to avoid situations similar to what had happened with the Vietnamese student, it is vital for educators to learn how to pronounce the names of international students. Even the simplest step will be beneficial towards making a big difference for students as they will be treated the same as their peers. (Anon,2016) 
Another strategy to promote equity in the classroom could be the “pair share" technique where students are put in groups of twos in order reflect on any issues that they may have and then share their thoughts with the rest of the class. The benefit of this teaching techniques is that it allows all students an opportunity to express their opinions and possibly find a solution for any upset caused, within the classroom. (Barbara,2018). 
Here the set of skillset teachers should foster are effective communication skills. It is important to understand that if teachers communicate effectively, they can make things easier and more understandable for students. Clear precise communication is vital for learners as people interpret information differently and ensures that they remain motivated and engaged throughout their learning process. (Sullivan,2017) 
Furthermore, teaching professionals can overcome bias by using the project implicit app. It allows teachers to take a test on personal bias, by clicking on questions as fast as they can on the topics age, gender, sexuality and disability. The speed in which the questions are answered will determine the existence of any bias within teachers. The longer it takes to respond to a question the less bias they are shown to have. (Rabiger,2020) 
Conclusion 
As people are not always aware of their own unconscious bias, there is often a misconception that because they are not aware of them, there is nothing that they can do about it. However, it is important to educate oneself in how unconscious bias can affect decision making and what strategies should be implemented in order to tackle any issues that may arise. This is particularly important for staff within higher education who need to ensure that everyone is given a fair opportunity in everyday activities regardless pf race, gender age and ethnicity. 
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