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College professors require their students to follow a bunch of rules to write credible research papers. Besides adhering to style guides, citing sources properly, and writing in correct English, students must also be careful not to let their own opinions and biases creep into their writing. A research paper must convey the facts purely and truthfully, absent of the student's own feelings on the subject, so that readers can draw their own conclusions. Personal biases not only distort and corrupt the integrity of a research paper, but they also reduce the reliability of the student's research methods. Because personal opinions influence almost everything we do in life, it is challenging to eliminate bias in any type of writing.

Where Does Bias Come From?
Most of our biases come from things our parents had taught us, or based on our own negative or positive reactions to events and circumstances during our lives. Because our personal biases are the basis for our identity-and to our own understanding of how to cope with the world around us-it is easy to view all reality through the filter of these biases.

How Biased Thoughts Influence Our Writing
If you were bullied as a child, you may have an overly strong reaction to anything that you perceive as bullying. That bias could manifest itself in a variety of opinions that slip into your paper. For example, if you were to write a research paper on "the power of corporations over the individual," this could trigger a biased reaction on bullying in general. Or if you were to write a paper on the death penalty, your own biases on bullying may cause you to favor the death penalty, when, in fact, you are ethically neutral on the topic. Through no fault of your own, you might find yourself tweaking statistics, quotes, and data and slanting the facts in favor of your own biases.

My own biased view might come out like this: "Only unethical electors endorse lawmakers who allow capital punishment."

The way I worded the sentence makes it my opinion, not a fact based on research. I could reduce my bias by wording the sentence this way:

"According to a recent survey in USA Today, one in ten citizens feel that electing lawmakers who agree with capital punishment is unethical and morally-wrong, but the majority of Republicans (85%) view capital punishment as an inevitable deterrent."

Bias has its place in our lives because we have often learned it as a way to protect ourselves. Unfortunately, because it is so much a part of us, it is often difficult to write objectively, or to look at something from an unbiased point of view. When you embark on a research paper, your goal is not to support what you already know, but to look into some subject, and then draw basic conclusions from what you uncover from your research.

Reducing Bias in Your Paper
Albert Einstein, the brilliant inventor and researcher, said to his colleagues, "If we knew what we were doing, it would not be called research, would it?" So how can you embark on a research paper and avoid the pitfalls of bias?

First, and foremost, you can choose a topic you know little or nothing about. Poet Mason Williamshad a one-sentence poem which read, "Don't go down to the ocean with a notion of what you will find." The beauty of that idea is that if you have already decided on a topic based on preconceived notions, you might not appreciate and experience the topic as it is. By embracing an unknown topic, you start fresh without any preconceived prejudices to influence your writing.

Valid Research Can Improve Objectivity
Reviewing a few well-written books or papers on a specific topic and restating what you have learned does not constitute research. Research is looking everywhere so that you find not only the things which support your conclusions, but also the things which tend to disprove them, and to state those points objectively. You must strive to explain how you came to your conclusions based on your objective research. Additionally, you need to reveal specific and convincing reasons why the readers should discard or discount contradictory facts or opposing opinions.

Use Different Perspectives to Support Your Research
One reason why you want to include all perspectives in your paper is to deflect criticism, which in this case can manifest itself as a bad grade. Picture yourself as a defense attorney in a murder trial. If you know the prosecution has evidence which suggests your client may be guilty, you know you will have to deal with it with a convincing argument. The same could be said of your paper.

Anticipate any counterarguments and deal with them up front and objectively. A proven way to ensure that your prejudices have not influenced your writing is to have someone else review your work and get their reaction. Better yet, have a person educated on the topic read your paper and disagree with your conclusion. You can discover contrary opinions and deal with them this way.

Avoid Absolutes
Almost nothing in the world is absolute. Almost everything is shades of grey, or depends on many complex circumstances. For example, many of us would agree that stealing is wrong. Is stealing wrong if you are stealing food because your children are starving? We have now asked a question that involves situational ethics. Yes, stealing is still wrong, but letting your children starve is even worse. Avoid stating anything as absolute fact, unless you know you absolutely cannot disprove it.

Avoid Eyewitness Testimony as Absolute
In the preface to one history book, the author notes that four different eyewitnesses reported the number of enemy combatants killed in the battle as, "none," "about eight," "fifty," and "a good number." Just because someone "witnessed it" does not mean they were attentive or a good observer. View every "fact" in an eyewitness account as just another possible explanation.

Review Your Adjectives and Adverbs
Most nouns and verbs are neutral. What changes the entire meaning is the modifier which accompanies them. Keep all modifiers limited and objective. Also avoid sexist writing, sometimes called "gender-bias." For example, we don't write "policemen" to refer to an entire squad; instead, we use "police officers" because both men and women can work in this profession. We also don't use "man" or "mankind" when referring to all humans. We use the word "people," "our," "we," "us," or equivalent words to include both genders.

Do Not Let Experts Intimidate You
Just because a respected authority says so, doesn't make it so. Keep your conclusions based on the facts only, not on opinions, guess-work, gossip, or hearsay from so-called or self-proclaimed experts.

Learning what causes bias can help you eliminate it from other forms of writing, especially in journalism, medical or scientific writing, news reporting, or writing on religion. Different style guides for writers and students can advise you on using the right words and phrases to refer to a person, place, or piece of information neutrally.

For further learning, I invite you to read my article on "Banned Words that Every Journalist Must Know" to learn about gender-sensitive words.

I welcome your comments, thoughts, or corrections.

