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It Ain’t Near ‘Bout Fair: Re-Envisioning the Bias and Sensitivity 
Review Process from a Justice-Oriented Antiracist Perspective
Jennifer Randall

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, USA

ABSTRACT
In a justice-oriented antiracist assessment process, attention to the disrup-
tion of white supremacy must occur at every stage – from construct articula-
tion to score reporting. An important step in the assessment development 
process is the item review stage often referred to as Bias/Fairness and 
Sensitivity Review. I argue that typical approaches to the item and test review 
process miss the opportunity to actively disrupt white supremacist and racist 
logics – in other words, to be anti-racist. Using Critical Race and Critical 
Whiteness Theory as a frame, this paper challenges the field to re-envision 
the purpose and outcomes of the bias and sensitivity review process by (a) 
identifying common themes and/or recommendations found in bias and 
sensitivity guidelines that, even if unintentionally, center whiteness and/or 
the paradigm of white dominant culture; and (b) recommending a set of bias 
and sensitivity principles that promote an antiracist approach to assessment 
design, specifically item review.

Introduction

Dominator culture has tried to keep us all afraid, to make us choose safety instead of risk, sameness instead of 
diversity. Hooks (2003)

The sensitivity review is a critical step in the assessment development process and most large-scale 
assessment systems engage in some form of sensitivity, bias, and/or fairness review (e.g., the SAT, 
ACT, GMAT, NAEP). These reviews have several interrelated purposes including making sure the 
assessment (1) reflects the cultural backgrounds of all test takers (Educational Testing Service, 2002), 
(2) does not include any offensive or anger-inducing content (Educational Testing Service, 2002; 
Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, 2021), (3) is free of any unnecessary barriers, and (4) does 
not advantage or disadvantage any test taker through presentation or content (Thompson, Johnstone, 
& Thurlow, 2002). For example, Smarter Balanced notes that the purpose of their Sensitivity and Bias 
Guidelines is “to support the process of developing and reviewing Smarter Balanced assessments that 
are fair for all groups of test takers, despite differences in characteristics including, but not limited to, 
disability status, ethnic group, gender, regional background, native language, race, religion, sexual 
orientation, and socioeconomic status” (p. 6). ETS’ Guidelines for Fair Tests and Communications 
(2016) are designed to help assessment developers “obtain a better understanding of fairness, take 
fairness into account as materials are designed, avoid the inclusion of unfair content as materials are 
developed, find and eliminate any unfair content as materials are reviewed, represent diverse people in 
materials, and reduce subjective differences in decisions about fairness” (p. 3). Ultimately, the 
sensitivity review process is designed not only to address issues of fairness, but also improve the 
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psychometric quality of the assessment and, consequently, its legal defensibility (Golubovich, Grand, 
Ryan, Schmitt, & Schmitt, 2014).

I argue that because (1) racist logics provide the historical framing for all of our assessment and 
measurement systems and (2) the compulsion to elevate and protect whiteness has led to the 
dehumanization and/or erasure of marginalized identities and experiences on assessments, an explicit 
commitment to antiracist1 processes and guidelines must be made to rupture these patterns. 
Important to this rupturing process is a reframing of our policies and practice in assessment as they 
relate to the bias and sensitivity review process. To that end, the primary purpose of this paper is to 
acknowledge (and provide recommendations/principles that reconcile) the tensions between a justice- 
oriented antiracist approach to assessment and typical bias, sensitivity, and fairness guidelines 
employed by the field of educational measurement as part of the assessment development process. 
For the sake of simplicity, I limit the treatment of the topic to educational (diagnostic, formative & 
summative) assessments that target P−12 learners but maintain the principles presented apply across 
all assessment sectors.

I ask that the reader consider these recommendations while holding five assertions in mind. First, 
these recommendations should be considered in the context of all large-scale assessments (to mean 
any assessments not created by teachers) including those assessment systems tied to specific curricu-
lum or used for diagnostic or formative purposes including through-course assessments. Second, 
principles and guidelines – even when intended to inform large-scale assessment development – 
inform the design of teacher-created assessments as well. Third, although this reconceptualization of 
the bias and sensitivity process would be most impactful in conjunction with instructional experiences 
that are also antiracist, it is not a requirement. Fourth, these recommendations should not be 
considered exhaustive or almighty, but rather provisional2 concepts as a starting point for thoughtful 
discussion and solution-seeking. Finally, although the focus of this manuscript is the bias and 
sensitivity review process, the underlying principles can, and should, be applied across the entire 
assessment development process. As Audrey Qualls (1998) noted – in referring to culturally respon-
sive assessment – this work requires collaboration across all stages of development.

I begin with a description of the critical theories that provide the framework for both the critique 
and recommended principles – Critical Race Theory and Critical Whiteness Theory. Then, I provide 
the reader with a set of general principles/recommendations that support a justice-oriented, antiracist 
perspective providing examples of specific modified guidelines to that end.

Critical race theory & antiracist assessment

Discussions of race, racism, and/or antiracism are quite appropriately situated within the framework 
of Critical Race Theory (Bell, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and its history. Critical Race Theory 
(CRT), which was originally articulated in the legal studies, has been found to be applicable in other 
fields including the social sciences, specifically education. CRT rests on several tenets that are used to 
explain the role and impact of race in everyday society. First, race is socially constructed and that there 
is no biological basis by which it exists. Second, this socially constructed notion of race has a history of 
being shifted and differentially applied based on the needs of the dominant culture (i.e., whiteness). 
Minoritized racial/ethnic groups can evolve from trusted agricultural workers to dangerous security 
threats bound for internment camps (replaced by other minoritized workers in the fields) to an 

1Here, I rely on Kendi’s (2019) conceptualization of anti-racism. In this case referring to the use of language that produces or sustains 
racial equity between racial groups.

2In a footnote, Crenshaw (1991) described intersectionality as a provisional concept linking contemporary politics with postmodern 
theory. She described her work as challenging dominant assumptions about race and gender as essentially separate categories. 
Carastathis (2016) describes Crenshaw’s provisional concept in this way: “The notion of a provisional concept reflects the intuition 
that in order to transform our thinking let alone institutionalized practices, our current axiomatic assumptions, cognitive habits, 
and unreflective premises have to be at once engaged and disrupted” (108). This work similarly seeks to challenge and transform 
our thinking about the assessment development process.
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essential tech labor force in less than two generations. A third and important tenet asserts that racism, 
despite widespread claims to the contrary, is not unusual or aberrant; but rather typical and sewn into 
the very fabric of our everyday lives. Any claims, processes, and/or guidelines that operate under the 
assumption of a racism-free or racism-lite system are inherently flawed. As Toni Morrison (1992) 
wrote, “. . . racism is as healthy today as it was during the Enlightenment. It seems that it has a utility 
far beyond economy, beyond the sequestering of classes from one another, and has assumed 
a metaphorical life so completely embedded in daily discourse that it is perhaps more necessary and 
more on display than ever before” (p. 63).

The fourth tenet explains how the white dominant class has failed to enact justice-based processes, 
laws, guidelines without a clear understanding of the benefits such a practice would offer them (i.e., 
interest convergence, Bell, 1980). Finally, the importance of storytelling (narratives/counternarratives) 
is emphasized in CRT. Delgado (1995) writes that storytelling is used to “analyze myths, presupposi-
tions, and received wisdoms that make up the common culture about race and that invariability 
renders blacks and other minorities one down” (p.xiv). To be sure, the ways in which the ideas and 
experiences of racially minoritized (especially Black) persons have historically been perverted or 
ignored must be acknowledged. Mills (2007) wrote: “What people of color quickly come to see – in 
a sense, the primary epistemic principle of the racialized social epistemology of which they are the 
object – is that they are not seen at all” (p.18). Given this history, the narratives/experiences of these 
marginalized voices must be centered in order to provide the necessary and critical context that can go, 
and has gone, ignored within spaces claiming objectivity, or color neutrality, is the goal or even 
possible.

Ladson-Billings (1998) described CRT as an important intellectual and social tool for deconstruc-
tion, reconstruction, and construction: “deconstruction of oppressive structures and discourses, 
reconstruction of human agency, and construction of equitable and socially just relations of power” 
(p.9). To those ends, CRT provides a useful framework to guide and inform antiracist approaches to 
assessment. An antiracist3 approach requires an explicit confrontation of racism in our assessment 
development processes and the assessments themselves actively seeking to reveal and disrupt these 
systems of oppression (Randall, 2021). Antiracist content on an assessment seeks to (a) explicitly 
disrupt conventional racist stereotypes, as they relate to any marginalized group; (b) reveal oppressive 
sociopolitical inequities and injustices, while simultaneously empowering students to enact change 
(e.g., protesting differential disciplinary and/or dress code policies in schools); (c) provide complete 
historical and contemporary perspectives that go beyond celebrating and/or protecting whiteness; 
and/or (d) allow for multiple ways of knowing/understanding and performing the content that extend 
beyond white-centric values (Randall, 2021). Through this process, antiracist assessment, itself, 
becomes assessment for learning and, if necessary, unlearning. It is unapologetically political, seeking 
at all times to rupture and “reconstruct hierarchical racial power arrangements that have been 
historically (re)produced by assessments“ (Randall, 2021, p. 1). To be clear, CRT and antiracist 
framings serve to eliminate racialized oppression as part of a broader, more comprehensive goal of 
eliminating all forms of oppression.

Critical whiteness theory/whiteness studies & protecting whiteness

Related to CRT, critical whiteness, or whiteness studies, provides a frame for understanding the 
pervasiveness of white supremacy in all of our everyday lives. It interrogates the [social] construct 
of whiteness and how it (“it” being whiteness) simultaneously operates as both the absence of race 
(viewed as neutral or objective) and the dominant social (i.e., racial) identity. Whiteness is 
“perpetuated and maintained through networks and relations of power and privilege within and 
across societies” including educational spaces and contexts (Styres, 2019, p. 31). As McIntyre 

3Kendi (2019) has defined antiracist policies (to include procedures, processes, regulations, & guidelines) as any measure that 
produces or sustains racial equity between racial groups.
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(1997) notes all white people, even if not equally, benefit from whiteness and the ways in which 
whiteness enables racism. Moreover, whiteness is protected through the ways in which it allows for 
the discussion of race or mandates avoiding its reference/existence completely (Bonilla-Silva,  
2013). McIntyre (1997) refers to this compulsion to avoid naming race as “white talk” which 
“serves to insulate white people from examining their/our individual and collective roles in the 
perpetuation of racism” (p.46). Examples of white talk, as described by Rogers and Mosley (2006), 
include “using humor to avoid difficult conversations, using the passive voice to remove respon-
sibility from a person or group, using distancing pronouns and silences, and changing the topic” 
(p. 467).

Critical Whiteness Theory (Frankenberg, 1993) maintains that whiteness – which represents a set 
of dimensions including racial advantage, egocentrism, and obliviousness to whiteness as a race – 
impacts and shapes the lives of both White people and people of color. One cannot assume that 
a person of color (e.g., Black or Hispanic) has not been impacted by or convinced of notions of white 
supremacy and/or whiteness as the norm (thereby marking all else as abnormal/aberrant in need of 
assimilation and/or transformation). Indeed, just as Critical Race Theory purports that racism is 
typical and unavoidable, so does Critical Whiteness Theory (Frankenberg, 1993) with respect to white 
supremacy. As Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva (2008) write “White logic and White methods can be-and 
have been – used by members of all racialized groups and the critique (and defense) of them comes 
from all quarters” (p. 18).

Researcher positionality statement

The concept of researcher positionality generally refers to how a researcher positions themselves in 
relation to their inquiry. Within the fields of educational research and practice, positionality encom-
passes how a researcher’s perceptions, knowledge-making, and the position they adopt might influ-
ence their inquiry. Alcoff (1988) asserts that researcher positionality illuminates the researcher–subject 
relationship by interrogating the relational and power dynamics that might exist between the 
researcher and the participants, context of the inquiry, and the processes involved in framing the 
inquiry. Knowledge-making, including the development, review, and implementation of assessment 
standards and guidelines, are subjective and are often shaped by assessment developers’ and reviewers’ 
onto-epistemological assumptions. Arguments arising from Feminist Thought, Decolonial and Anti- 
Colonial Scholarship, Black Studies and Anti-Racist Frameworks (Dillard, 2000; Foote & Bartell, 2011; 
Holmes, 2020; Hooks, 1984) suggest that a researcher brings with them their subjective self to their 
inquiry. Subjective researcher positionality influences research design process, analysis, and inter-
pretation of data. Therefore, to engage in any form of inquiry, researchers must first and foremost 
research themselves (Dillard, 2000). That is, conducting an introspection of the self to unpack the 
biases likely to creep into the inquiry. I maintain that this process of introspection is particularly 
critical when discussing issues related to race and injustice. To that end, the author is prompted to 
conduct an introspection of herself in relation to her analysis of the content of bias and sensitivity 
guidelines.

I am a black woman, measurement specialist, former classroom teacher, and current professor. 
I recognize that my prior experiences with small-scale classroom and large-scale accountability, licen-
sure, and selection assessments (as both administrator and test-taker) bound my perceptions about the 
utility and impact of these assessments. These experiences, as well as my belief in the underlying 
principles of Critical Race Theory, are reflected in my analyses of the bias/sensitivity guidelines. 
Moreover, my work and analyses are inextricably bound by the sociopolitical context in which I must 
conduct it. The rise in anti-Black racism realized through, for example, police brutality/murder, school 
disciplinary policies (so-called zero tolerance), and the seemingly increasing instances of the weaponiza-
tion of white tears (see Hamad, 2020), inform and influence my position/engagement with these topics. 
Indeed, it was my dismay with the current sociopolitical context that drove me to this work. I rely on and 
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build upon the previous labor of other Black scholars who – over twenty years ago – posited the need for 
a shift in our assessment practices to be more culturally responsive (e.g., Lee, 1998; Qualls, 1998).

Guiding principles/recommendations

Within an CRT and CWT context, here I recommend a series of general principles for immediate 
changes/revisions to sensitivity guidelines for assessment developers to consider that reflect a justice- 
orientation. Rawls (1999) argued that equality of opportunity should be “to the greatest benefit of the 
least advantaged members of society” (p.35). He writes, with respect to justice:

Laws and institutions no matter how efficient and well-arranged must be reformed or abolished if they are 
unjust . . . justice denies that loss of freedom for some is made right by a greater good shared by others. It does not 
allow that the sacrifices imposed on a few are outweighed by the larger sum of advantages enjoyed by many. 
(Rawls, 1999, p. 3)

Mills (1999, 2013) critiqued and extended Rawls’ framework to include racial justice specifically 
(defined by Mills as corrective measures to rectify injustices that have already occurred). Mills points 
out a flaw in Rawls’ assumption of an ideal well-ordered society (where his principles of distributive 
justice reside) in that it fails to provide a pathway to transition our current ill-ordered [white 
supremacist] society into a well-ordered one. And with this omission, one cannot account for the 
need for rectificatory justice, the correction of the past. In other words, Mills argued that one cannot 
merely focus on the conditions of an ideal world; but must also acknowledge the long history of 
oppressive practices/injustices that has led to the existence of the current ill-ordered world.4 To limit 
one’s focus ignores the injustices of the current society treating these injustices as incidental rather 
than structural.

I argue that a justice-orientation within the test-development process broadly, and the bias and 
sensitivity review process specifically, will require a willingness to reconsider our well-arranged 
processes and guidelines designed to protect the many (and typically the most powerful) and embrace 
processes that center the most marginalized populations (and the long history of that marginalization) 
in our decision-making. With Rawls (1999) conceptualization, and Mills (2013)much needed exten-
sion, of justice in mind, I recommend (1) a shift from a fear-oriented to a justice-oriented perspective 
in the development of guidelines; (2) a re-envisioning of what is meant by barriers and construct 
irrelevant variance; and finally (3) the need to facilitate the development of the collective critical 
consciousness of assessment developers and reviewers.

Shift from fear-orientation to justice-orientation

First, the entire assessment design process – but particularly bias and sensitivity review process- must 
shift from a fear-orientation to a justice orientation. Even a cursory review of most sensitivity and bias 
guidelines suggests that these guidelines are written – nearly exclusively – from a place of fear and not 
from a place of justice. Without question, assessment developers must satisfy multiple stakeholders 
(e.g., local education agencies, state legislators) throughout the assessment development process. To be 
sure, any assessment that does not meet the approval of its most powerful stakeholders is subject to 
replacement by an assessment that does. I argue that this reality has led to an assessment process – 
particularly with respect to bias and sensitivity guidelines – that prioritizes not offending or upsetting 
stakeholders for fear of losing contracts due to negative reactions (e.g., making the news, or being the 
subject of a viral blog post). It is this concern of offending, encountering criticism/pushback, and 
potentially losing contracts that position test developers to operate from a position of fear. This 
orientation (toward undoubtedly safe and unremarkable content), however, is often in conflict with 

4I have argued elsewhere (Randall, 2022) that equity-based approaches to fairness fail to take into account the long history of (and 
current) oppressive, unjust barriers/practices; whereas justice-oriented approaches to fairness seek to make amends/reparations 
for those barriers ever having existed.
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a justice-oriented assessment process. Not only does this fear-based approach to fairness result in the 
development of assessments that have been described as irrelevant, de-motivating, and/or anxiety- 
provoking by many students (Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Au, 2011; Rhone, 2006), such fearfulness limits 
the potential of what assessments can do for learning and in pursuit of social change. Elliot (2016) has 
defined fairness in assessment as “the identification of opportunity structures created through max-
imum construct representation under conditions of constraint – and the toleration of constraint only 
to the extent to which benefits are realized for the least advantaged – expressed in terms of its tradition, 
boundary, order and foundation” (p. 1). Currently, however, fairness in most guidelines is defined in 
terms of offending the fewest number of people – if any – at the cost of engagement, comprehensive 
truthfulness, and equity. In the text below, I provide some examples of this fear-oriented approach and 
suggest modifications that move us closer to a justice-oriented approach.

Experimentation on People/Animals. Smarter Balanced, for example, notes that experimentation 
on people or animals that is dangerous or painful as an example of an upsetting topic to be avoided. 
Indeed, experimentation on people or animals that is dangerous or painful may initially – through an 
uncritical lens – seem inappropriate for a large-scale assessment. A critical lens, however, recognizes 
that the inability to address this content prevents the comprehensive inclusion, or mention, of many 
critically important world events that shape current policies and practices. For example, the Tuskegee 
and/or Guatemalan syphilis experiments can be directly linked to current practices requiring experi-
mental review boards and it should be wholly appropriate to include these events on a secondary social 
studies or science exam. Similarly, J. Marion Sims’ painful gynecological experiments on Black slaves 
provides the historical basis for many false/racist beliefs held by medical professionals about Black 
patients today (e.g., Black people feel less physical pain). Furthermore, a comprehensive and accurate 
depiction of the Holocaust would be impossible in any context without a discussion of internment 
camp experiments. Consequently, assessments should be free to include corresponding content. 
I propose that instead of a sweeping prohibition of the inclusion of this type of content, bias and 
sensitivity standards should caution against the gratuitous use of content that focuses on experimenta-
tion and focus on deliberate and intentional references to animal and human experimentation that serve 
a larger commitment to name injustice and the current consequences – both good and bad – of those 
injustices.

Pregnancy. The pregnancy of human beings is also included as a topic to be avoided (Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium, 2021). This type of erasure feeds into the false narrative that 
pregnancy is a disease and that pregnant women should isolate themselves from society until the 
disease has passed. Adding pregnancy to the list of unallowable topics means that students will never 
see representations of pregnant women running a business meeting, standing in line in a coffee shop, 
speaking with friends in a park (i.e., doing the things that humans do) on their assessments. Given 86% 
of the women between the ages 40 and 44 have given birth (Livingston, 2018), I find it difficult to 
excuse such a blatant and intentional exclusion of an entire class of humans as if their behavior (i.e., 
being pregnant) is inappropriate, hurtful, shameful, or wrong. A more appropriate justice-oriented 
approach would (a) remove pregnant women from the list of topics to avoid completely and (b) 
encourage assessment developers to include representations of pregnant women engaged in a variety of 
activities to the extent to which they are represented (across all racial and ethnic groups) in the 
communities the assessments are intended to serve.

Genocide. Genocide has also been identified as an emotionally charged subject that should be 
avoided or included only when directly related to the curriculum (see Educational Testing Service,  
2016, p. 22). One could easily argue that it is simply impossible to address accurately any content 
standard related to the history of indigenous peoples in the world without explicitly mentioning 
genocide. Moreover, this history of the world – which includes colonialism and imperialism – includes 
meaningful, and most importantly, relevant examples of genocide. Yet, within our social institutions 
including the school system, curriculum offerings, and content standards, the orientation of the 
indigenous people to the world continues to be redefined and excluded (Smith, 1999). Thus, avoiding 
historical events such as genocide within the context of an assessment perpetuates another false 
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narrative of the world’s history and present which is, at its core, white supremacist and relies on the 
devaluation of indigenous people. What is more, the impact of genocide does not simply reside in 
history curricula, and this guideline – seemingly – discourages item writers to go beyond the most 
strict and obvious mentions of the content. Antiracist frameworks acknowledge that the historical 
impact of genocide of North American indigenous peoples reverberates into multiple content areas 
and contexts and should be represented in assessment content accordingly. For example, the topic of 
genocide would be appropriate in the context of any human geography assessment (e.g., the forced 
migrations of people) as well as secondary math assessments (e.g., calculating the negative economic 
impact/wealth loss due to indigenous land seizures by the government from 1865 to 1965 based on 
current market values) and/or science assessments (e.g., the impact of land seizures and development 
on habitats). Indeed, because the white dominant culture may be uncomfortable acknowledging the 
impact of white supremacist practices beyond the narrowly defined time frame in which the initial 
oppressive practice was sanctioned, sensitivity guidelines encourage test developers to avoid this 
acknowledgment. A justice-oriented guideline would not only remove the restrictive boundaries 
excluding content related to genocide, but also encourage test developers to include content that 
acknowledges the long-term consequences and interconnectedness of genocidal practices/policies (both 
domestic and abroad) on multiple sectors. In other words, topics such as genocide could serve as 
opportunities to use assessment for learning and not simply of learning.

Slavery. Similarly, to the topic of genocide, American chattel slavery greatly defined hundreds of 
years of the United States’ history. Still, bias and sensitivity guidelines typically restrict the discussion 
of this topic to specific contexts (see Data Recognition Corporation, 2003; Educational Testing Service,  
2016; Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, 2021). For example, the Florida Department of 
Education (2012) standards note that “This topic may be included in historical or literary documents. 
A focus on graphic, upsetting aspects of enslaving people should be avoided” (p.17). To limit the 
discussion of chattel slavery to American history and literature assessments, while also simultaneously 
warning assessment developers to avoid any “upsetting aspects of enslaving people” is an egregiously 
white supremacist practice. An antiracist approach to assessment requires developers to provide 
complete and accurate historical perspectives that go beyond celebrating and/or protecting whiteness. 
Any treatment of the narrative(s) of enslaved peoples should represent the truth of those people (and 
note that white people should never be the arbitrators of that particular truth). Indeed, to apply this 
limitation under the guise of protecting children from upset is a blatant manifestation of white 
supremacy. The legacy of the complete history of enslavement permeates every aspect of American 
society and should be addressed – and not ignored – in both curriculum and assessments across 
multiple content areas (e.g., history, music, literature, science, and mathematics). Instead of limiting 
the discussion of American slavery to specific contexts, I recommend these guidelines encourage the 
accurate depiction of slave conditions, honor the dignity and humanity of enslaved persons, and 
demand/require the critical interrogation of the legacy of slavery within current contexts.

Historical and Contemporary Biographies. Bias and sensitivity guidelines routinely caution 
against the use of (a) historical biographical passages that acknowledge known prior bad behavior 
and (b) contemporary biographical passages for fear that bad behavior may be revealed. In fact, the 
Smarter Balanced guidelines note “Narratives related to historical figures that explicitly or implicitly 
point to those figures’ involvement in negative contexts such as criminal activity or racism, for 
example, should be treated with care. This is also applicable to historical events and places and 
warrants additional attention to the extent to which those events or places detail controversial content 
and appropriateness of the content in general” (p.18). Similarly, Educational Testing Service (2016) 
writes, “It is generally best to avoid passages that focus on individuals who are readily associated with 
offensive or controversial topics, unless important for valid measurement. It is prudent to avoid 
biographical passages that focus on celebrities who are still living; their future actions are unpredict-
able and may result in fairness problems.” (p.21). Moreover, Data Recognition Corporation (2003) 
lists “biographies of controversial figures whether or not they are still alive” (p.12) as a topic to be 
generally avoided. These types of standards unapologetically demand that whiteness be protected. To 
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encourage assessment developers to avoid the narratives of these figures that include reference to racist 
or criminal behavior is simply another way to say that the white supremacist hegemony must be 
maintained through/within our assessments. Such standards do not even allow for the accurate and 
comprehensive presentation of the world’s history; and, instead, encourage a “white-washing” to 
protect and preserve whiteness. Moreover, the inability to share the narratives and counternarratives 
of contemporary marginalized persons (a critical tenet of CRT) makes it considerably more difficult to 
disrupt widely held racist logics about these communities and their experiences.

Adichie (2009) warned about the danger of a single story: . . . “that is how to create a single story, 
show a people as one thing, as only one thing, over and over again, and that is what they become.” No 
history/person is all positive or all negative, yet assessments routinely identify white historical figures 
as near-flawless heroes (e.g., Thomas Jefferson, George Washington), indigenous persons as savages 
(e.g., narratives of scalping), and enslaved Africans as weak, powerless, and oppressed. Bias and 
sensitivity guidelines must shift away from encouraging the dangerous single story through assess-
ments and instead encourage assessment developers to include a wide range of biographies (contempor-
ary and historical) that provide comprehensive and truthful stories and perspectives.

Racial Justice and Social Problems. Both ETS and Smarter Balanced caution assessment devel-
opers/item writers about the inclusion of items that address racial injustice or social problems. For 
example, Smarter Balanced writes “content related to racial injustice, pandemics, or natural disasters 
needs to undergo thorough reviews to ensure that those topics do not provoke any feelings that have 
the potential to traumatize students” (Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, 2021, p. 12). 
Although the apparent intent of such guidelines is to protect students from experiencing trauma, 
I maintain there are several issues with this guideline and similar guidelines. First, the very notion that 
an item/task addressing racial violence would be traumatizing for students should actually be inter-
rogated. Assessment developers caution that these types of items should go through thorough review, 
but then fail to engage in an active research and development process to confirm/disconfirm their 
fears. Instead, item writers are directed to simply avoid the content and make assumptions about 
students based on the fears of assessment developers and not any actual empirical evidence. In fact, 
I posit that the trauma was in the event; and that further trauma is imposed through the erasure and 
dehumanization of ignoring the event. Second, I argue that the expression potential to traumatize 
students is coded language for potential to upset parents and other adult stakeholders. Although there is 
a dearth of evidence suggesting that items addressing social injustices are traumatizing to students, the 
assessment community has considerable anecdotal evidence that some parents/adults are opposed to 
engaging students in any critical thinking around issues of justice (e.g., racial, economic). In fact, one 
set of guidelines states explicitly “It is important to avoid including items that would be deemed 
inappropriate by parents and other citizens” (emphasis added; Florida Department of Education,  
2012, p. 4).

To be clear, I am not suggesting that the assessment field move forward with reckless abandon. I am 
suggesting, however, that (1) we actually investigate the impact of these types of items for students (not 
their parents) and not simply make assumptions based on fear; (2) agree as a field that, when the 
research does not yet exist, to lean into the content that is justice-oriented, and not fear-oriented, in 
the interim; and (3) acknowledge and prepare ourselves for remarkable and extensive resistance from 
stakeholders who would choose – at all costs – to uphold white supremacist logics in our schools and 
through our assessments.

To be sure, with an uncritical eye, avoiding topics such as racial injustice and social problems may 
appear to be a reasonable approach to protecting children. I argue, however, that this kind of erasure is 
simply racism disingenuously cloaked as a concern for the emotional well-being of students; and 
encourage assessment developers to reconsider excluding these topics by placing them on restricted 
lists. In fact, we must reconceptualize our fear-based framing of burdening students with stories of 
oppression and injustice and recognize/accept that minoritized students are already burdened. 
Antiracist assessments, then, hold the potential to lighten that burden by instead of rendering the 
experiences of minoritized students as invisible, non-existent, or imagined, acknowledging and 
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facilitating the right-making process. Through this process (of highlighting sociopolitical injustices 
and, importantly, empowering students to enact change), those have benefited from the long history of 
injustice can actively engage in facilitating the un-doing, or the healing process, and those who have 
endured the injustice can feel themselves seen. We know that assessments have the potential to 
influence and, in many cases, drive instruction. Instead of designing our assessments in such a way 
that they uphold the unjust status quo, they can serve as powerful levers of disruption.

In short, I propose that instead of simply warning item writers to handle important topics with care 
(a fear-based approach) that they be provided real guidelines about how to develop assessment tasks 
that are antiracist and justice-oriented. For example, the criteria could be does the task (1) empower 
students – through agency and/or allyship – to address a real issue of justice?; (2) present information/ 
data that are accurate and comprehensive?; (3) disrupt a negative and/or false stereotype about 
a minoritized group?; (4) address some community-based, authentic need? (Lee, 1998); (5) draw on 
culturally based funds of knowledge (Lee, 1998)?; or (6) elevate a minoritized group – affirming their 
values, hopes, and understandings of the world? And, if an item does not meet one of these criteria, 
then reviewers could/should be encouraged (and trained how) to identify opportunities to integrate 
them.

Re-envisioning/defining what is meant by barriers and construct irrelevance

A consistent theme throughout sensitivity guidelines is the need to remove any barriers that might 
impede student success on an assessment; and these barriers can generally be classified as barriers 
related to (a) upsetting content and (b) construct irrelevant variance. I argue that, as a field, we need to 
re-envision/re-define what we consider barriers and construct irrelevance from an antiracist lens. The 
reader is encouraged to refer to Randall (2021) for a more comprehensive treatment of the inherent 
issues with current conceptualizations of construct irrelevance as it relates to a justice-oriented, 
antiracist approach to assessment broadly; and to Qualls (1998) for a discussion of construct under-
representation (as it relates to issues with culturally responsive assessment). Here, I argue that for any 
justice-oriented assessment system, antiracism should be considered a central and integral component 
of the entire design process. As such, antiracist content (however uncomfortable) would not, in and of 
itself, automatically be considered a barrier or construct irrelevant.

For example, language- and the restrictions typical bias and sensitivity guidelines (as well as the 
Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, AERA, APA, NCME, 2014) place on the 
acceptable language use through arguments of construct irrelevance – serves as an important example 
of why we must reconceptualize what we mean by/understand to be barriers – especially when 
considering racially minoritized students. Language is vital to a community’s definition and under-
standing of their experiences in relation to their environments – both natural and social; and the entire 
universe (Wa Thiong’o, 1986). One’s language represents so much of one’s self and culture (Gelman & 
Roberts, 2017; Shashkevich, 2019), and assessments that choose to ignore the language formations of 
certain sociocultural identities in favor of elevating the language formations of the dominant (read: 
white) sociocultural identity (often referred to as formal due to white supremacist logics) is, without 
question, racist. Yet, for example, Smarter Balanced warns developers to “avoid language that is mainly 
used among people who know each other well or is more appropriate for relaxed and unofficial 
contexts. This includes slang (e.g., frenemy, brb), colloquialisms (e.g., gonna, sorta), [and] dialectal 
language (e.g., y’all, you betcha). Some ELA literary texts may include instances of formal language as 
measured by the corresponding standards’’ (p.13). Similarly, Florida Department of Education (2012) 
requires assessment designers to “Use vocabulary in test items that is widely accessible to all students 
and avoid unfamiliar vocabulary that is not directly related to the construct” (p.20).

This type of language commonly found in bias and sensitivity guidelines represents a white 
supremacist perspective to/ideology about language. It assumes (within the white supremacist hege-
mony) that there is one formal language and this language is standard edited American English (i.e., 
white mainstream English) despite linguists’ assertions (Green, 2000; Rickford, 1999) that other 
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linguistic formations, such as African American English (AAE) are rule-based, complicated, linguistic 
systems and there is nothing inherently superior in WME. Such guidelines, however, in an effort to 
remove construct irrelevant variance related to language, in fact, establish barriers for students who do 
not represent whiteness. In other words, these guidelines imply that everything but “whiteness” should 
be considered a barrier, thereby marginalizing what whiteness has deemed as “other” – in this case, 
anything other than white mainstream English. In reconceptualizing what we mean by barriers with 
respect to language, we must interrogate our assumptions for evidence of white supremacist logics. An 
antiracist approach would acknowledge the multiple linguistic systems (especially those employed in 
racially minoritized communities) and afford them equal value to linguistic systems valued/employed 
via whiteness. Such an approach for evaluating the language used on an assessment would require that 
all test-takers’ linguistic systems be respected and valued maintaining that care should be taken to 
ensure that the language used in any assessment reflects the linguistic formations of the intended 
population. In cases in which multiple linguistic formations are represented within a population, 
assessment developers should work to ensure that no one linguistic system is privileged over another; 
but rather multiple systems are acknowledged, included, and affirmed.

The uncritical restriction of the use of illustrations/artwork on assessments serves as another 
example of how the use of concerns about construct-irrelevance perpetuates, unintentionally, the 
white supremacist hegemony. Although this restriction is commonly articulated as a way to avoid 
distracting the test taker, I argue this logic supports and enables a white supremacist approach to test 
review and should be more critically interrogated. As Randall (2021) noted a context-free item is, 
typically, a white-centered item. When test developers opt not to show representations of people of 
color in conjunction with the item – even if the representation is not considered critically necessary to 
respond to the item – the implied representation will always be whiteness. In other words, each time an 
item refers to a person/group of people and no illustration accompanies this text, the assumption is the 
item is referring to a white person/people. Moreover, I argue that – when used – illustrations should be 
employed to disrupt – and not merely perpetuate – stereotypes and biases regardless of context. For 
example, Educational Testing Service (2016) writes, when referring to international assessments, 
“Illustrations that are intended to aid understanding may be a source of construct-irrelevant difficulty 
if the depictions of the people do not meet the cultural expectations of test takers in countries other 
than the United States. People intended to be professors, for example, should look older than the 
students depicted and should be dressed conservatively” (p.19). I maintain that illustrations should be 
used to rupture white supremacist, paternalistic logics (disguised as traditional or conservative) and 
bias and sensitivity guidelines should not be encouraging assessment developers to reinforce them. 
A guideline with respect to illustrations framed in antiracist logics would instead encourage test 
developers to employ the liberal use of illustrations to rupture negative stereotypes, increase representa-
tion of historically minoritized persons, and rupture notions of whiteness as neutral and/or superior. In 
fact, in an effort to combat (compensate for) the long history of inaccurate or nonexistent depictions of 
historically minoritized persons, the assessment industry should consider employing the use of 
illustrations in a manner that overrepresents these previously marginalized sociocultural identities 
(see prior text referring to Mills (2013) rectificatory justice).

As a final example, I refer to a more subtle employment of the concept of construct irrelevance to 
further marginalize sociocultural identities that have been othered. Smarter Balanced cautions: “refer to 
people by orientation only when it is relevant to the construct being measured while using widely- 
accepted inclusive terminology and allowing room for self-identification wherever possible” (p.18). 
A cursory read of this guideline might suggest that is simply seeking to remove a [supposed] barrier, 
or distraction; however, a more critical review recognizes that heteronormativity requires that the default 
assumption one makes about orientation will always be straight and cis-gendered – and that assumption 
is rarely relevant to the construct being measured, but is allowed to exist. That lesbian, gay, or queer 
identities are allowed to “exist” on an assessment only when the identity is directly related to a construct 
(likely defined with heteronormative ideals at the center) is an example of the assessment field’s 
inherently problematic approach to defining what constitutes (or does not) a barrier. Representations 
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of white, cisgendered, heterosexual men are rarely, if ever, considered to be a barrier on assessments; yet 
every other sociocultural identity must be immediately scrutinized for degree of possible distraction 
during the item development/review process. The issue here goes beyond the acceptance and inclusion of 
LGBTQ+ content – relevant or irrelevant – on an assessment. The broader problem is bias and sensitivity 
guidelines leveraging construct irrelevance as a tool of erasure. Because racism (Bell, CRT) and the 
supremacy of whiteness (Frankenberg, CWT) is so deeply embedded in our thinking, practices, policies 
and norms, a shift toward antiracist assessment will require a comprehensive revision/shift in the ways in 
which the field evaluates and interrogates its assessments (i.e., Freire’s (1973) critical consciousness) for 
oppressive content. To be sure, in any justice-oriented assessment system rooted in an antiracist lens, we 
cannot continue to marginalize (or create barriers for) certain sociocultural identities in favor of not 
upsetting, confusing, and/or discomforting dominant sociocultural identities. With a justice-oriented, 
antiracist lens, we would concern ourselves with barriers that (a) result from an underlying construct that 
is, in and of itself, racist and white supremacist; (b) present content that is white-washed, incomplete, 
and/or skewed in an effort to protect whiteness; and (c) focuses on surface-level, meaningless depictions 
of marginalized groups failing to capture the complexities and inherent value of these groups.

The broader point I am making here requires us to hold three truths articulated in prior scholarship 
elsewhere in mind: (1) Field (or context)-independent approaches to learning (and subsequently 
assessment design) represent Eurocentric conceptualizations (see Shade, 1982; Willis, 1989 for 
a broader discussion); (2) Racially minoritized students must be allowed to engage with learning 
and assessments that are socially situated and that address the needs of their communities (see Lee,  
1998); and (3) The struggle against race-based oppression is a shared struggle (Hooks & West, 2016) 
that must acknowledge and disrupt all systems of oppression. Given these truths, any assessment 
review process that attempts to strip away all context, ignoring the sociopolitical realities in which the 
learning and the assessment take place, is, by definition reinforcing a barrier for the most marginalized 
students and inadvertently privileging whiteness.

Professional development of critical consciousness

Within the context of educational testing, ultimately, what Critical Race Theory, Critical Whiteness 
Theory, and justice-based, antiracist framings demand is the need for a shift in – or development of – 
the critical consciousness of assessment developers and reviewers. Freire (1973) described critical 
consciousness as the process of recognizing, or uncovering, systemic inequities persistently perpetu-
ated through the processes, procedures, guidelines, and policies found in our institutions. This 
uncovering is then followed by action against the oppressive elements that allow these inequities to 
exist/thrive. Such a shift in the critical consciousness of assessment professionals would require a new 
approach to the assessment design cycle that decenters whiteness, encourages us to think critically 
about the ways in which the values and ways of knowing of minoritized students are represented (or 
not represented) in assessments, and actively rupture processes and procedures that are inherently 
racist and oppressive.

Ladson-Billings (2000) wrote the issue is “not merely to ‘color’ the scholarship. It is to 
challenge the hegemonic structures (and symbols) that keep injustice and inequity in place. 
The work is not about dismissing the work of European-American scholars. Rather, it is about 
defining the limits of such scholarship” (p. 217). I make a similar argument with respect to 
the selection and use of sensitivity reviewers, because packing the review panels with Black, 
Brown, and Indigenous reviewers is not sufficient. Indeed, as argued earlier in this paper, 
white supremacy is so deeply rooted into American culture that the presence of diversity alone 
cannot stomp it out. Nonetheless, the assessment industry has relied heavily on this approach 
(i.e., racial representation) as the equitable solution to the problems identified in this paper. In 
her review of the sensitivity practices of several assessment development companies, 
Golubovich, Grand, Ryan, Schmitt, and Schmitt (2014) found that ethnic minorities and 
women were more likely than white and male reviewers to attribute their selection as 
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a reviewer to these demographic characteristics. Indeed, the inclusion of minoritized identities 
in the review process has been long recommended (see Camilli, 1993; Hood & Parker, 1989), 
but the presence of a Black body on such a panel does not guarantee the presence of a white 
supremacy disruptor. Rogers and Mosley (2006) explain that “Tools such as language, symbol 
systems, nonverbal gestures, art, and media all work to construct and represent whiteness as 
normalized and privileged. Competing values are seen as deviant. Through our tools for sense 
making, whiteness is normalized and the associated privileges are made invisible” (p.467). 
Consequently, whiteness and white supremacist logics are often difficult to recognize – even 
within communities of color – which allow for its continued perpetuation. To be sure, the 
ways in which educators/scholars of color have unintentionally served as agents of white 
supremacist logics has been documented (see, for example, Randall, Poe, Poe, & Slomp,  
2021; Zuberi & Bonilla-Silva, 2008). A justice-oriented, antiracist review process requires 
assessment companies to commit to the ongoing and consistent (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, 
& Gardner, 2017; Doppelt et al., 2009; Penuel, Gallagher, & Moorthy, 2011; Yoon, Duncan, 
Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007) professional development required to raise the critical con-
sciousness of all reviewers (white and minoritized).

Here, I refer to the 2019 10th grade English-Language Arts MCAS exam that received national 
attention as an example of this point. The students were asked to write a journal entry from the 
perspective of a character (Ethel from the novel The Underground Railroad) who was openly racist. 
Although the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) announced that the question 
would not be scored and removed from all future exams, several organizations (e.g., the Massachusetts 
Teachers Association (MTA), the Massachusetts Education Justice Alliance, and the New England 
Conference of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) all demanded that 
the entire exam (and scores) be pulled due to the harm the question caused some students (Lisinki, 2019). 
The state education commissioner responded by noting: “The Department has a thorough process for 
vetting test questions that includes review by educators, review by a committee that looks at possible 
biases, and field tests of all questions before they are used toward students’ scores.” In fact, the bias and 
sensitivity review committee was composed of 14 members − 9 were African-American, Asian, or 
Hispanic. My point here is twofold: (1) Within an antiracist framework, students would not have been 
asked to represent the point of view of an obviously racist person. In this case, however, instead of 
empowering students to – through agency or allyship – address a racial injustice, they were asked to read 
about an injustice and give reasons for upholding it. (2) The review committee was reportedly quite 
diverse with respect to race and diversity, but the state of Massachusetts provided no evidence that the 
reviewers received any professional development to increase their critical consciousness. I maintain that 
(a) had the review committee been working from a set of antiracist criteria and (b) received training that 
focused on developing their critical consciousness (and not simply identifying obviously racist or sexist 
tasks), the outcome may have been different. It is not enough for our assessment processes and tasks to be 
not-racist, they must be antiracist. Similarly, it is not enough for those involved in the assessment 
development process to represent racially minoritized identities, they must be critical and committed to 
identifying and disrupting white supremacist logics.

The task of disrupting this deeply embedded white supremacist hegemony, however, is no easy/ 
small one, particularly when identifying subject matter experts/reviewers for bias and sensitivity 
review boards. This re-orientation will require the assessment field to engage in intentional 
partnerships with existing justice-oriented organizations/networks (e.g., Abolitionist Teaching 
Network) to identify professionals who hold both the requisite content knowledge and a critical 
perspective. I ask that the profession also consider, at least in the interim as it builds the pool of 
critical reviewers, relying on the expertise of stakeholders who are not necessarily content experts 
to interrogate the context (and sub-context) of the assessment experience for evidence of white 
supremacist logics. Again, such an approach would require the field to engage in partnerships with 
non-assessments organizations (e.g., Village of Wisdom, Center for Racial Justice & Engaged 
Youth) to provide the necessary expertise currently lacking in assessment spaces. Such 
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partnerships, over time, will help to build the capacity of the assessment field to re-orient its work/ 
practices toward justice.

Conclusion

It is important to keep in mind that the intent of bias and sensitivity review guidelines “is to remove 
unnecessary barriers to the success of diverse groups of test takers” (Smarter Balanced, p.24). The 
inclusion of antiracist content on an assessment may mistakenly be seen as an unnecessary barrier for 
students who are accustomed to having whiteness both placed at the center and protected in large- 
scale assessment. I argue, however, that if the barrier exists (and I do not concede that it does) then it 
is, indeed, a necessary barrier in the same way that difficult words and language (e.g., the inclusion of 
old/middle English or advanced vocabulary words) on an Advanced Placement Literature exam would 
be considered a necessary barrier. The shift to a justice-oriented approach to assessment requires us to 
acknowledge, value, and meaningfully include the sociocultural identities of all students. Such 
practices go beyond simply highlighting holidays, shading the skin tone of white characters, replacing 
the names John and Mary with Juan and Maria, and describing so-called ethnic foods in reading 
passages. Meaningful representation will require the inclusion of content that elevates the real 
contributions of marginalized populations (including their historical and contemporary efforts to 
resist oppressive systems of injustice), draws on their cultural funds of knowledge (Lee, 1998), and 
employs their linguistic systems (in the same way/to the same degree as white-centric linguistic 
systems are employed).

By focusing on the uncritical elimination any possible affective/emotional barriers, the assessment 
industry has, in essence, made the assessment itself a barrier for many students. James Baldwin 
articulated in his (1963) A Talk to Teachers: “If, for example, one managed to change the curriculum 
in all the schools so that Negroes learned more about themselves and their real contributions to this 
culture, you would be liberating not only Negroes, you’d be liberating white people who know nothing 
about their own history.” I, of course, argue his words apply when considering the assessment 
development process. In an effort to sanitize our assessments through the use of stringent, Draconian- 
like bias and sensitivity guidelines, we rob all students of meaningful, impactful assessment experi-
ences in favor of a so-assumed safe assessment experience. In other words, sensitivity guidelines 
developed from an antiracist lens are liberatory for all students, not just students from marginalized 
populations.
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