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When I started working with the Illinois Bias Review Committee I
certainly conceived of it as a one-shot deal. I always feel compelled to
let people who do not know me well know that I came to this whole
process without a background in test development or expertise in
eliminating bias from tests. Initially I thought that would get me out of
the work altogether. When I was called by Stafford Hood of the
Illinois State Board of Education, I pleaded ignorance. My own
background is in the history of American education. I told Stafford I’m
not a psychometrician and I don’t have much of a background in test
development and so you obviously have the wrong person. But one of
the board’s officers insisted. So I agreed that I would serve as a
member. I thought that since it’s a large committee, sometimes I’d go
and sometimes I wouldn’t but I’d lend my hand here and there. Then
the very next day, I got another call from Stafford saying that they
wanted me to chair the committee. And I thought, “Uh-uh, something
is wrong. I’ve just pleaded ignorance and only agreed reluctantly to
serve and now they want me to chair!” We went around on that for a
while, and I told him that I wouldn’t do that. It turns out that Stafford
and I belong to the same fraternity. And so he called back and said,
“I’m leaning on the shield, the fraternity shield, to serve.” So I ended
up saying okay, I’ll serve. I have since learned a lot about bias review
in teacher certification testing.

There was mention of my book earlier, when I was being introduced.1
The book, by the way, is starting to get me into more trouble than I
wanted. I just came here for a bias review conference from New York
City, actually in Sleepy Hollow, in North Tarrytown, where the
Rockefeller Archives Center is. They are doing some work because

                                                          
1 Dr. Anderson is author of The Education of Blacks in the South 1860–1935,
published by the University of North Carolina Press in 1988.—ED.
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Alabama is going into some major litigation with Alabama State and
Alabama A & M, two historically Black state universities involved in
litigation with the state, which certainly raises questions of their
survival, funding, development, and so forth. I got hooked into that
because of the book. They called me to serve as an expert witness.

Interpreting Test Results: A Case in History
I have a little story to tell you about one of the things that we forgot to
test, something I ran across in the archives. This happened in 1919.
There was a committee connected with one of the Rockefeller
foundations that toured the South that wanted to consider the question
of secondary and higher education for African-American students in
the South. The committee was headed by a very famous American,
Abraham Flexner, who did the Flexner Medical Report that changed
the medical practice. Flexner developed tests in Latin, math, and
history that he would give to Black secondary and college students in
the South. And they were considering giving philanthropic support for
the development of secondary higher education for Black students, and
developed this test to see where they were and whether they could
benefit from that.

So they went South and they gave this test to Black students in several
high schools and several colleges there, and studied the results. I
photocopied the sheets because it was a very crude way of doing the
results, but it was testing in 1919. They didn’t have any of the sorts of
things that we have today. I quickly recognized that I would have
made a zero in the Latin portion of the test. They gave this test, got the
results back, but weren’t very encouraged by the results, so they held a
meeting and had a very serious discussion about whether they would
support higher education for Black students. They faced one of two
conclusions: (1) whether the conditions of education were such that
they didn’t do well on the tests or (2) whether it was their race. Why
were these students doing so poorly? Was it a stage of development of
the race? Of course, they used the term “stage of development”
because by then the sort of genetic theories of racial inferiority were
not as popular as cultural evolution and stage of development. There
was this notion that some races were 1,000 or 2,000 years behind the
times, and they were trying to figure out if that accounted for the
Black students’ test performance.
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Flexner decided to give these tests to White students. They gave the
tests to White students in secondary schools and colleges, got the
results back, and Black students only did slightly worse. So the
committee concluded that there was nothing wrong with the Black
students and decided to support higher education, yet recognized that
the overall system needed to be improved. It was an interesting study.
I wondered why the White students’ performance made the committee
conclude that the Black kids were normal. It was obvious that Flexner
said we are normal, no matter what our scores are, we are normal.
People have normal intelligence, so if we score high or low or
whatever, there may be a problem, but the problem is not us. And
since the Black students were doing just about as well, then they were
normal also. It was clear what they were using as a standard. This
question often comes up because one of the issues in the kind of work
we do is when items show high minority failure, how do you interpret
that? On the other hand, what if you one day got the reverse, a higher
majority failure with the minorities doing okay, how would you
interpret that? And what would you do about it?

The Illinois Bias Review Process
Let me now talk about the work I do in Illinois. We’ve just finished
with five administrations of the test and I keep telling my colleagues
that when I became involved, the whole committee sort of anticipated
that this was going to be a very controversial development process,
that somewhere down the line the test would land and things would
explode. But in all the years that I’ve been working with this test, I
only got one call from a reporter from a little paper here in Chicago,
which I didn’t even know existed. I didn’t want to tell him that I didn’t
know his paper existed, but as I recall, it was not the Tribune or the
Sun Times. He wanted to do a report on this teacher certification test
that we have here. Other than that there’s not even been a whisper
about it. There’s been no controversy, nothing in the newspaper. . . .
We’re now starting to feel that we’ve been overlooked, neglected. Sue
Bentz, I’m sure, is happy about that. Also within institutions—the ones
I know about (and I get around the state fairly well from institution to
institution and I’m also a member of the Illinois Concerns in Black
Higher Education Committee)—it has not been a very controversial
development. People have some concerns, we talk about it, people
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give presentations regarding the impact of certification testing on
minority teachers (in this case, African-American teachers in Illinois),
but there hasn’t been any controversy.

I think, in part, that some of the credit for the lack of controversy is
due to the bias review process that was established in the state of
Illinois. The Bias Review Committee is a committee of highly
qualified, committed individuals. I think they’ve done good work. We
are doing about as well as—in fact, I think we’re doing slightly better
than—the committee predicted when we set the cutscore some three or
four years ago. We thought that the minority passing rates, particularly
the Black and Hispanic pass rates, would be somewhere around
70 percent. At this point, they are higher than that. My sense is that
because all groups are doing fairly well, people can at least see the
light at the end of the tunnel. Even though there are performances by
groups that are not at the level that we would like to see, they can at
least see that the improvement is possible. If they have passing rates
that are 77 or 80 percent for Hispanics and Blacks and the majority
passing rates are 95 to 96 percent, the other groups can begin to see
that with certain kinds of intervention and improvement, they could
reach that level also. I think the way this test has been developed, and
its results so far, sort of reveal that the foundation is satisfactory.
People do see that improvement is possible, and there is not a feeling
of hopelessness. There is certainly no feeling of catastrophic failure or
that the test at this point is going to preclude large percentages of
minority teachers from entering into the Illinois teaching force. But
that’s not to say that we don’t have some concerns, interests, and
problems to deal with.

The Challenges of the Bias Review Process
Finding cultural explanations. One of the things that I find interesting
and most challenging about the whole process is trying to figure out
why it is that minority populations perform the way they do on certain
items and portions of the test. What are the cultural explanations for
that performance? And if we figure that out, then how do we intervene
to change it? I find that a most challenging question.

Preparing for the bias review process. In terms of preparing persons
for the bias review process, I often say to audiences that if I was going
to prepare someone, ideally I would have them major in something I
don’t think we have in universities. We do have a major in American
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studies but I’d have them major in American cultures in order to train
them to understand in a very in-depth way the various cultures we
have within the society or within the state. In Illinois, they would
understand the various Hispanic-American cultures—and there’s not
one, but many—and the various Asian-American cultures, Native-
American cultures, and African-American cultures. They would
understand the cultures and also have a good sense of the knowledge,
academic background, and cultural barriers to perceptions—even the
psychological dimensions—that various populations bring to the test.
Once you get the results back, you then begin to figure out why
various populations score the way they did, why they saw these items
the way they did. Then you figure out the nature of the problem and
find the solution. That’s one of the things that keeps us involved. I
once thought it was a one-shot deal, that we would go through the test
objectives and content limits, review each item, eliminate the bias, and
then we’d be done with it.

Examining the nature of adverse impact. But that was just the
beginning. Now we see that it’s important to have a special meeting on
the math portion of the test. We sort of brainstorm about why the
performances are the way they are and what we might do to improve
them. There are a lot of questions that confront us in this context. One
of the things we knew going in is that there would be, and there has
been, adverse impact. In every test that’s been administered across the
country, the passing rate for minorities in many places has been
significantly lower than that of the majority. So we anticipated adverse
impact. The question was, what was the nature of that adverse impact?
Was it a consequence of bias, of academic background, or of other
kinds of problems or perceptions that the populations brought to the
examination? When we run across this kind of problem, we continue
to review the test or items. What’s challenging is that once we think
(and we do admit that we engage in some guesswork), what we’re
trying to do is to draw upon the cultural understandings that exist in
the committee itself to help answer the problem. For instance, in our
latest meeting, we looked at the writing scores of Asian-Americans,
and one of the questions was what’s the nature of the Asian-American
population in Illinois. Is it largely Filipino, Japanese-American,
Chinese-American, or Korean? What is it and then how do we go from
there to address this particular problem and see how we might
intervene? These questions are coming up all the time.



ANDERSON

52

Resolving the problems of adverse impact. Next we get what we think
is a handle on the question. If we conclude that it’s an academic
background problem or an instructional problem, one of the things that
we picked up early on is that in some areas that call for the application
of what I call rules—whether rules of grammar or rules of
mathematics—that there are going to be problems there. We also
began to think as committee members; there was a consensus in the
committee that these problems would date back to the high school
years. It was clear to us that many colleges in the state of Illinois
didn’t even teach that in the college curriculum. That was taught
probably in the ninth grade, tenth grade, or eleventh grade. And so
when we got the results back, and as we get them through
administration, we find yes, it is as we anticipated, but if that’s the
problem, is it because the particular items they carry are biased against
the groups, or is it simply having adverse impact due to lack of
academic preparation at that level? If we conclude as we did in some
cases that it was lack of academic preparation at that point, then how
do we get back to resolve that problem? How do we get from the Bias
Review Committee to the State Board of Education to the school
systems in order that teachers and administrators will know that if you
are seriously committed to increasing the percentage of minority
teachers in the state of Illinois, and they are to pass the certification
examination at a rate that is comparable to the majority, then you have
to eliminate these problems that they would continue to face.

Influencing instruction. There are several other challenging questions
that also would come up in the same context whether you reduced a
proportion of the exam that deals with that or whether items are
biased. One of the challenging things is how do you get back to
change instruction or improve instruction when that has a direct
impact upon the percentage of minority teacher candidates who are
passing the test or who are failing tests? We can see that will go on,
that it’s going to be a continuing question that we will continue to
review. At times we find it necessary to have special meetings on
segments of the test in order to diagnose these kinds of problems
and to figure out ways we might resolve them. We constantly give
back to the State Board of Education suggestions of what it might
do to increase the chances of minority teacher candidates passing
the test. And that becomes an important job of the Bias Review
Committee as well.
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A Question of Culture
As I’ve said before, the more I work with this topic, the more I’m
convinced that the fundamental problem is one of culture. It’s often
stated in a different way that I think is misleading. Sometimes it’s
called racial bias, but it’s really not racial in the physical or phenotypic
sense of race. I remember reading in the legislation for the Illinois test
that they wanted a racially neutral test. Well, it’s really not a question
of race, it’s one of culture, and we really wouldn’t want a culturally
neutral test—I mean I don’t think you can develop such a test. You
might want a culturally fair test, a test that’s responsible to and
represents the different cultural components of the state of Illinois. The
more that we as a committee can focus in on the cultural under-
pinnings of performance, knowledge, and preparation, the better
chance we have of resolving the issue. This also helps us shape the
Bias Review Committee itself. There are committee members who
come and go, but we’re not so much interested in people because of
their race or ethnicity; we are now convinced that race or ethnicity
alone is really of no help to us. If you happen to be a member of a
particular race or particular ethnic group but have no deep
understanding of the culture, then your value to the bias review
process is probably very limited. It’s more important to have educators
who understand the minority cultures than it is just to have minority
members.

Of course there is likely to be a high correlation between those people
who understand the cultures, or who do research or study or teach
about the various cultures, and their ethnicity and race. Nonetheless, it
is important to keep in mind that you’re really looking for people who
understand the language and the culture, and who can figure out the
performance on the test, and thereby determine solutions to the
problems that the test results show. That’s why I think that even
though I hoped in the beginning that it would be a one-shot deal, I can
see now that this process will go on and on, and all in all it’s a
challenge. I kind of enjoy the work because it’s the closest thing that
we get to the kind of nature I think that we find when we meet and we
get all these people together. It’s interesting and it’s fun, and it’s also
been a good learning process because we do learn a lot from each
other. I’ll stop here and see if any of you have any questions about
what we do.
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Questions and Answers About the Bias Review Process
The following section of this paper includes questions from the audience and
Dr. Anderson’s responses to these questions.2

AUDIENCE:
How did you choose the review committee? I know your broad
understandings of various cultures are important, but what kind of
procedure was there for nomination and review?

ANDERSON:
As far as I know, at least for Illinois, we had people on the State Board
of Education who really had been working in areas of equity and also
who, as research specialists, were concerned about these kinds of
questions even before the test came up. And so they drew upon their
experiences to identify members across the state. I can remember,
before I was called to be a member of the committee, that I was called
to recommend people who might be good in these areas. I now know
that was a setup, but they used that process to contact minority
educators in the state of Illinois, and said we are looking for this kind
of mix of people, Asian-American, Native-American, Indian, African-
American, Hispanic-American, who would be able to make various
contributions to this process. So we made recommendations and from
them they came up with the original committee, which has remained
pretty much intact over the five years. There have been some
individual changes but we’ve stayed together pretty much as a
committee over the whole period.

AUDIENCE:
Do you think the composition of the committee has changed the
content of the test? In other words, if you did replace some of the
members, do you think it would radically change your review
standards?

                                                          
2 We have included a partial transcript of Dr. Anderson’s question-and-answer
session because we feel it is an interesting and informative supplement to his
presentation on the bias review process.—ED.
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ANDERSON:
No, I don’t, because I think if we replace members we would be
looking for kinds of areas as opposed to individuals. We really want
those cultures represented on the committee, and I don’t think that
would change it.

AUDIENCE:
The last part of my question is how do they train you if you don’t have
background in psychometrics and so on and so forth? That clearly was
not important because you’ve been very successful, but what training
did you do, or did you self-train?

ANDERSON:
We did just a lot of hard work. One of the things that we learned about
the bias review process early on is that when you get a committee like
that, the people do a lot of different things in their profession. There
were people on the committee who did work in test development and a
number of things. One of the problems we faced early on is that when
one looks at objectives or test items, the first reaction is to judge
whether the content is good or poor. We went through this orientation
where we realized that we had to focus on bias, that there were
technical questions, content questions, and a lot of questions that could
be answered by members of this committee. But we had to really zero
in on the question of whether it was a bias issue—and that was a lot of
hard work. I think that kind of discipline and that kind of focus really
came on the job. This committee, by staying together and by educating
each other, learned how to focus in on bias and to do a fairly good job
with bias, and also how to separate out bias questions from other kinds
of questions. And once we did that, we could really focus. We began
to learn. We simply grew together, and I think we learned as we went
along.

AUDIENCE:
I have a question about what happens after you’ve worked with an
item. Say you detect an item with bias. Can you recommend to the test
developer that it’s biased? Do you revise it yourself if you can?
Secondly, what happens when a test item that might be biased against
one group is fixed and in the process becomes biased against another
group?
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ANDERSON:
If you mean adverse impact, we have some good people on the
committee and part of the fun is that they will look at a question and
say, that’s just ignorance, that’s the problem, leave it. And they just
leave it intact. They’re convinced that it’s not a cultural bias question,
or that it’s really a question of academic preparation, but the
committee was quick to say that anybody going into the teaching
profession ought to know this, and irrespective of adverse impact,
leave it just as it is. So there were a lot of questions that they would
not touch just because of adverse impact. On the other hand, they
thought that they did have a responsibility to make it known to the
State Board of Education and by extension, to educators in the state,
that their students were having, were experiencing, adverse impact
because of the quality of instruction or lack of instruction at some
level. And so we have not shunned the responsibility of trying to get
back and suggest some kind of plans for intervention. So sometimes
we would deal with it that way if we thought that it was a matter of
culture or perceptions or things that people brought to it which were
unfair to them. In that case, we would sometimes suggest rehabilita-
tion. Sometimes we just threw our hands up and said deep six this one,
it’s just too much to work with. And we spend an awful lot of time
trying to rehabilitate items that we think are good and that would add
to the integrity of the test. That is a characteristic of the Bias Review
Committee I would not want to deemphasize: There is a strong
commitment to producing a test of integrity, even on the part of
members who were against the whole idea of testing. I mean they set
aside that notion because it has been mandated; it’s going to be
probably the greatest contribution that one can make now—to improve
its integrity and quality. That’s why a lot of time is spent rehabilitating
items if it’s thought they can be saved.

AUDIENCE:
Can you give an example of an item in your experience that you found
culturally biased?

ANDERSON:
Yes, I can give an example, and this was from a recent experience, and
I didn’t even realize it. And it’s not an Illinois test—it’s a good
example that’s from another state. They have reading passages for
people to read, followed by a set of questions. There was one that had
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ANDERSON (CONTINUED):
been written on Native American Indians and it was written to really
sort of show what kinds of contributions they made. We had two
Native American Indians on this bias review committee; one male,
one female. All of the rest of us read it, and the person who was
conducting the review process asked whether there were any problems
with the item. Everybody was ready to move on when all of a sudden,
we noticed that the Native American Indian woman was crying. The
man had a pencil and it just snapped in his hands. Then they started to
take us through that passage from their own culture. It was incredible,
the bias in it that we didn’t see. The passage talked about archeologists
and what they were trying to do and study and he’d made it clear to us
that this meant digging up the bones, placing them on display,
studying them. He made it clear to us that was a violation of their
religion, that in order for them to enter the spirit world, what we call
heaven, they have to be in mother earth, but when you dig up such
remains, how would we like it if our religion was violated in the same
way, and it just started from there. It went from paragraph to paragraph
to paragraph. But there were a lot of things I learned about it. In the
first place, when I saw this, a professional crying, I began to imagine
what would happen if this item was the first one in the test she was
taking, and she read it, and it had that kind of traumatic impact on her.
How would she do on the rest of the test? Irrespective of the bias
within the item itself, just the emotional impact could seriously affect
her performance on that test. We have discovered items like that in
tests again and again. Sometimes they have less emotional impact, but
clearly we can trace them to a cultural bias against a group.

AUDIENCE:
I think that you actually already addressed this in your earlier
response—can you make a distinction between cultural understanding
and cultural sensitivity?

ANDERSON:
I think you can make the distinction because I think in the Bias
Review Manual, for instance, that NES has produced, sometimes the
sensitivity question is one of language, of stereotype, and things like
that, things that are offensive. I think the understanding is a deeper
issue. For instance, even the Bias Review Committee would go
through these test items (this is before the pilot test) item by item,
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ANDERSON (CONTINUED):
cleaning up things, things we thought were biased, rehabilitating
things, throwing things out. You do the pilot test, you get the results
back, and all of a sudden things pop up that you never anticipated as
being a problem. And then you try to figure out why there would be
such a disparity here. And the more that we began to analyze that and
really think about it, the more we could see through cultural
understanding to the deeper question of why that performance was
there. This really wouldn’t come out if you were just looking at
offensive language or the lack of representation or stereotyping or
things like that, so I think cultural sensitivity is a little bit different
from cultural understanding.

AUDIENCE:
In the selection process, how do you get individuals from those
cultural groups on the committees? When I think of the committees
I’ve been involved in, you did very well on the cultural sensitivity
issues that you just described. It’s the cultural understanding of these
issues that’s different, that we probably would have missed in the
American Indian example, because we didn’t specifically go out and
work with them, go out and recruit specifically for that.

ANDERSON:
I think probably the best approach is to have someone who is
constantly looking for people like that because one of the things I’ve
discovered in working in two different states is that in Illinois, on the
first go-around, they managed to get a lot of people who have these
understandings, and there were people in the state who were looking
for that. In another state, they didn’t. The first time around it was a
very different committee but as of this year they changed about three-
quarters of the committee. I was really pleasantly surprised and
impressed by the new members because we’d had orientation, and I
said you should look for this, they were looking for the same kind of
things. The first time they just thought these people are not out there,
but do this process and continue it,  a search for people like that.  The
second time they came out with people who were very good and they
came out with these two individuals among some others who were
very good. There are people like that in every state, but they are
seldom called upon for those kinds of skills because there are not
many processes that call for it. I mean what other kind of committee
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ANDERSON (CONTINUED):
would be like a bias review committee? And so I think it’s that
contingent process of having someone on the staff in the State
Department of Education who has that background, has that interest,
and constantly searches for people like that. And so to develop a list, I
would imagine that if some people went off, we would have some
alternatives waiting. That’s about the best I know. It’s just to have
someone who’s constantly on the job and who has some sense of what
they’re looking for.
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