
 

 

BIAS CRITIQUE.  Here is my critique of the bias in the biology instructional 

materials  

 

                 I used close reading to analyze a typical text book based lesson 

used to teach the high school biology topic of enzymes which includes a 

beginning paragraph designed to hook the reader with a real world example 

having to do with the enzyme lactase, and then the rest of the lesson was on 

enzymes and how they work with no mention to any context. Typically this is 

how a biology teacher would conduct this lesson, teaching about enzymes 

and how they work with a few examples thrown in about the real world from 

the point of the dominant European American culture.  The textbook example 

illustrates the kind of bias that you typically see in how lactose intolerance is 

portrayed in this society.   It is presented as an abnormal medical condition or 

disorder that must be treated in order for someone to be able to live a healthy 

life.  The majority of European Americans have a lactase persistence mutation 

and so that is viewed as the norm, even though those with this mutation are in 

the minority in the world.   

 

             Another major issue with how this lesson (and many lessons) in 

Biology are taught   It leaves out information for students to be able to make 

informed decisions on how they may choose to live in a dairy rich world; for 

example the fact that many foods provide the same nutrients in milk and are 

better absorbed is never part of the lesson. It exaggerates the importance of 

milk in the diet, an idea very strongly advertised by the dairy industry 

throughout our society. However it leaves out information about cultures 

where milk is not a part of the diet after a child is weaned and where people 

without the lactase enzymes do just fine.   

 

             I thought it would be a good exercise for my students to look at this 

topic critically and learn more about it than is usually taught, and connect it to 

subjects they would learn in the traditional biology curriculum, but in a way 

that would equip them with a new perspective.   I want my students to ask 

questions and find out the answers to how the information that is 

presented/was discovered and chosen to be presented in this biased fashion 

and to ask what is true and what is not and what is implied? I want students 

to reflect on whether dairy foods are central to their own particular 

cultures and family traditions and diets; why milk is pushed so much in 



this country; how the unique nutritional needs of the 70% of lactose 

intolerant people, who are mostly Latinos, Asian, Native American, and 

African Americans are ignored and downplayed.   

 

                 After this exploration the students could be asked what they would 

do about this text book.  Perhaps the would come up with the idea to rewrite 

this paragraph or they may suggest they rewrite it to present the information 

from their own point of view. It would be even better if they rewrote the entire 

chapter to embed their context and in the process learn the 

biology.  Publishing it would be an act of social justice. They could interact 

with their science mentors beforehand for feedback.   

                               However, if I were in a school environment that permitted 

teachers to work together across subject areas this could be a launch pad for 

a powerful type of critical pedagogy that would extend beyond the walls of the 

classroom into the students’ communities.    I would want this to open the door 

for them to start looking at their own lives related to this topic, for example the 

fact that the only beverage they are served in their lunch program is milk and 

what that means.  I would encourage them to take on a civic engagement 

project that would enable them to exercise their power to make changes in 

their lives based on equipping themselves with scientific knowledge and how 

decisions are made the society they live in.    This form of research, known as 

youth participatory action research YPAR would take my students on a 

journey of even greater meaning for them.  An ideal way to make this possible 

would be to team up with a social studies or language arts teacher to permit 

the students the instructional time to do the research, writing and presenting 

that this type of project would entail.   

 

            Most of texts and lessons science teachers use do not in include a 

social context.  What they teach they consider to be“objective” scientific facts. 

Many people in science communities elevate the false idea of objectivity, 

while closing off the power and wonder to many young minds.   In the way 

science is presented to children, if there is a real life example, it is fragmented 

into its own separate paragraph, rather than embedded into the unit of 

learning.  I know of many teachers who instruct their students to skip that real 

world example paragraph and get right into the “real science”.  Often they do 

this because the example given is not relevant to their particular students but 

they also do not understand the power of a relevant context.  Therefore, 

science is often not presented as a human endeavor or something all students 



do in their lives.  The invisibility/absence of all social context means that 

science is disconnected from students’ lives.    It’s no wonder many students 

can’t really imagine themselves as scientists.  In order to become scientists 

they must memorize a lot of information that does not show them how it is 

relevant.  Another barrier to African American and Latino students is the 

absence of role model scientists and engineers. This unit shows how science 

teachers, instead of skipping over the context, can really how students what 

science is all about, which is asking questions about what they are reading, 

seeing and learning and then investigating them through inquiry.  (Ck-12.com, 

2013). 


