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Abstract
Education policy research aimed at eliminating racism necessitates methodological 
innovation that fosters both racial equity–centered approaches and robust empirical 
analysis of the systemic and structural nature of racism. Most quantitative research in 
educational psychology does not account for racism in its modeling, thereby obscuring 
the racialized environments in which students learn (DeCuir-Gunby & Schutz, 2014; 
Strunk & Andrzejewski, 2023). Drawing from Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems 
theory and the ethos of QuantCrit, this study evaluates various scales to highlight 
gaps and challenges in measuring racism within school settings. This review aims to 
uplift measures for researchers to use in their work and advocate for more targeted 
resources and reparations. Reviewing 66 studies and 50 unique scales, key findings 
include the overreliance on scales designed to measure racial discrimination at the 
intrapersonal level, while systemic and structural factors are often overlooked. Most 
measures were self-report surveys for older students developed more than 15 years 
ago. The results demonstrate the need to move beyond measures of intrapersonal 
racism to more up-to-date, multidimensional tools. The study’s findings also 
underscore the necessity of constant reevaluation of the tools so they keep pace 
with the shifting cultural realities of how racism operates, and the specific ways it 
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impacts racially minoritized communities. As racism continues to evolve, so too must 
the methods by which it is measured.
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diversity, validity/reliability, race, ethnicity, equity, psychometrics, survey research, 
measurements, racism, race, ethnicity, discrimination, systemic, structural, institutional, 
interpersonal, intrapersonal, survey

Introduction

Racism, not race, is a root cause of inequities in educational and life outcomes. These 
inequities stem from an egregious history of colonization, disenfranchisement, dehu-
manization, forced removal, genocide, and enslavement (Bailey et al., 2017) and have 
been well-documented (c.f. Harber et al., 2012; Kozol, 1991; Nicholson-Crotty et al., 
2016; Okonofua & Eberhart, 2015; U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2023). 
Furthermore, the presence of racism heavily shapes the K–12 educational experiences 
of all students, negatively impacting racially minoritized students (Bridgeforth, 2025; 
Kohli et al., 2017; Oto et al., 2023). Nonetheless, the majority of quantitative research 
in educational psychology fails to consider the pervasive racism students in K–12 
education experience (DeCuir-Gunby & Schutz, 2014; Strunk & Andrzejewski, 2023). 
When racism is not explicitly considered, researchers, and by extension, the policy-
makers and practitioners who rely on their findings, often associate racial disparities 
with individual or cultural deficits rather than structural conditions. This misinterpre-
tation leads to statistical modeling by researchers that appears neutral when in reality 
it reproduces racial inequities by reinforcing existing unjust structures and systems. 
Thus, the omission of racism results in flawed methodology and risks causing further 
harm by legitimizing and perpetuating existing structural inequities, which further 
demonstrates a need for measures of racism, not only race.

Education policy research aimed at eliminating racism in the educational environ-
ment necessitates methodological innovation that fosters both racial equity–centered 
approaches and robust empirical analysis of the systemic and structural nature of racism. 
Mitigating and eliminating racism will be a multifaceted effort. One approach is to move 
away from the status quo of using racial and ethnic identity as a control for racism and 
instead directly attempt to estimate the impact of racism (Castillo & Strunk, 2024). 
Reviews of quantitative measures of racism exist in other sectors, such as health (Atkins, 
2014; Furtado et al., 2023; Groos et al., 2018; Hardeman et al., 2022) and psychology 
(Schooley et al., 2019), but none to date have been completed in education. Though 
education researchers can and should use these existing measures (when appropriate) to 
understand racism, many of the measures do not ask questions explicitly related to expe-
riences in schools. This void leaves the field lacking comprehensive measures to accu-
rately assess the racism students encounter in educational environments.

Because operationalization determines what is measured and what remains invisi-
ble (regardless of whether it is a qualitative or quantitative measure), any measure of 



Castillo et al.	 3

racism in schools requires conceptual clarity on how racism manifests at the individual 
level and within the schooling systems. Different measurement choices will illuminate 
or obscure dynamics at play at different levels (e.g., classroom norms, school norms, 
district norms, student–student, teacher–student, etc.). This study therefore examines 
not only what measures exist, but also how their operationalizations reflect (or fail to 
reflect) contemporary understandings of racism’s multilevel nature.

This review directly addresses these gaps with the goal of identifying and advanc-
ing tools for researchers to use in their work and advocating for more targeted resources 
and reparations. Specifically, research questions include: 1) What are features of the 
survey measures, both descriptive and psychometric, used to measure racism in educa-
tion? 2) What was the purpose of using racism-related surveys, and who was the 
intended population? 3) How do these measures operationalize racism and take into 
account (or fail to account for) the multiple contexts of education?

Significance

The murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery sparked a resur-
gence of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement during the global pandemic 
(Kolluri et al., 2023). Their unjust deaths brought race and racism to the forefront of 
American consciousness, along with increased acknowledgment that racism and 
white1 supremacy were still alive and well. In the summer of 2020, polling found that 
76% of Americans stated racism was a problem compared to 53% in 2015 (Monmouth 
University, 2020). Yet, America’s pandemic-era racial reckoning was short-lived. A 
year later, 90% of the $50 billion pledged from corporations to racial equity organiza-
tions and causes had yet to actually materialize (Jung, 2021), and public support for 
the BLM movement dropped 20 percentage points, returning to prepandemic levels 
(Chudy & Jefferson, 2021). This rapid shift underscores the urgency of developing 
better tools to measure racism: failure to do so enables denial of the existence of rac-
ism and hinders advocacy for resources aimed at eliminating racism. Furthermore, if 
quantitative researchers are not encouraged to measure racism, the field risks main-
taining the status quo by studying “race” without ever examining the impact of racism 
on racial disparities in education (Harper, 2012).

Common adages say, “what gets measured, gets managed” and “what gets mea-
sured, gets done.” If we measure racism, we can attempt to: 1) manage and address it 
effectively with data-informed interventions and policies; 2) track our progress as a 
society in combating it; and 3) raise awareness in those who may not believe they are 
directly affected (positively or negatively) by it. An example of the impact of measure-
ment on contextual and relational dimensions of schooling, such as belonging and 
self-efficacy, can be seen in the expansion of social–emotional learning (SEL) assess-
ment over the last decade (CASEL, n.d.). Though practitioners and communities knew 
from their cultural intuition (Bernal, 2016) that social–emotional learning (SEL) mat-
tered for students’ well-being and academic success, it was not until researchers devel-
oped reliable and valid measures of SEL-related constructs that they were able to 
systematically demonstrate the effect of SEL on student outcomes (See Cipriano et al., 
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2023; Durlak et al., 2011, 2022) and cost savings (Belfield et al., 2015). Today at least 
19 large districts, including Austin, Atlanta, Boston, Baltimore, Chicago, Cleveland, 
Denver, Minneapolis, Nashville, Oakland, Sacramento, and Tulsa, now track SEL 
indicators (Committee for Children, 2019). The American Teacher and School Leader 
Panel Survey found that in the 2023–24 school year, 83% of districts used an SEL 
program or curriculum, up from 66% two years prior (Skoog-Hoffman et al., 2024). 
And in 2019, Congress passed a bill allocating 123 million in federal funding for SEL 
(Stringer, 2019).

At the same time, recent scholarship has raised important concerns about the het-
erogeneity of SEL programs across racial and ethnic groups and the extent to which 
many measures sufficiently attend to race (Jones et al., 2026). These debates exem-
plify that measurement does not merely document phenomena. Measurement can 
shape how constructs are defined, whose experiences are centered, and how findings 
are used. As Ho (2022) argues in specifying “who uses which scores for what pur-
pose,” educational measurement always carries social consequences that depend on its 
use and interpretation. In this sense, measurement can function both as a bridge, trans-
lating practitioner insight into policy investment, and as a boundary, reflecting the 
assumptions embedded within design. This dual role motivates our examination of 
how racism is conceptualized, operationalized, and reported in contemporary educa-
tional measurement.

A similar case can be made for the measurement of racism: When constructs are 
defined, operationalized, and measured, they become visible and actionable for poli-
cymakers and practitioners. Nonetheless, given the current political climate and recent 
executive orders restricting funding for diversity, equity, and inclusion research, gov-
ernment support to measure racism in schools will be an uphill challenge. Yet, some 
states have refused to back down. Arizona, California, Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, 
Maine, Maryland, Minnesota, Nevada, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Rhode Island, 
and Vermont have all signed a letter by their attorneys general expressing their support 
for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) employment initiatives (Massachusetts 
Attorney General’s Office, 2025). In our current context, partnerships with supportive 
states, community-based organizations, and private philanthropy will be essential as 
they can advance racially oriented measurement and data collection efforts that are 
insulated from federal political constraints. In this paper, we document the prevalence 
of these efforts from the individual to larger societal/governmental levels within the 
bioecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) to provide opportunities wher-
ever efforts can take root.

In advocating for the quantitative measurement of racism, it is important to first 
acknowledge and reckon with the eugenic roots of statistics and psychometrics meth-
ods. Frequently used statistical concepts, such as the F-test, regression, and correla-
tion, were developed by known eugenicists Ronald Fisher, Francis Galton, and Karl 
Pearson, respectively, to give scientific backing to racist concepts of the genetic supe-
riority of white people and the intellectual inferiority of Black people (Evans, 2020; 
Weiss, 2010; Zuberi, 2001). Pioneers in the field of psychometrics were also known 
eugenicists. Edward Thorndike and Robert Yerkes, creators of early intelligence and 
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mass testing, asserted that innate differences in intelligence were directly related to 
racial hierarchy. Yerkes developed the Army Alpha aptitude test that was used specifi-
cally to exclude Black men from officer rankings in the military (Castillo & Strunk, 
2024). That same framework was used to design the SAT (formerly known as the 
Scholastic Aptitude Test), which is still used today as a college entrance exam 
(Lemann, 1999). “Racism is, so to speak, baked into the bread” (Castillo & Strunk, 
2024, p. 3) because performing well on many aptitude tests (including the SAT) and 
other standardized assessments relies on understanding vocabulary and culturally spe-
cific associations that reflect predominantly white, middle-class norms (Au, 2020; 
Gillborn, 2016; Modaffari & Jimenez, 2021). It logically follows that racially minori-
tized students score poorly on assessments that do not reflect their background and 
culture, reinforcing a deficit narrative about their abilities that detracts stakeholders 
from addressing the cumulative impacts of systemic and structural racism (Harper & 
Davis, 2012; Howard et al., 2016; Noguera, 2003; Randall, 2021). These tests’ racist 
legacies continue to permeate modern educational practices and assessments, to the 
detriment of progress and to sustain the status quo (white supremacy).

The roots of quantitative methods are not just historical. Although eugenics fell out 
of favor post–World War II, eugenicist statisticians continued publishing racist ideas 
in scholarly research throughout the 60s and 70s (c.f. Cattell, 1965; Jencks, 1972; 
Terman, 1961). As recently as the ’90s, Charles Murray and Hernstein published The 
Bell Curve (1994), attributing racial and gender differences to genetics, not systemic 
discrimination. These methods are still deployed today to justify and explain societal 
stratification, rationalize under-funding of schools for racially minoritized students, 
and place the blame on communities of Color for educational and other life outcome 
disparities (Allen et al., 2008; P. L. Carter, 2005; Strunk & Andrzejewski, 2023). For 
instance, the frequently repeated (but false) claim that racially minoritized students are 
less motivated or lack work ethic compared to white students is a socially created 
rather than a biological explanation for educational disparities. This argument persists 
in some educational research, despite the fact that it has been thoroughly debunked by 
rigorous, racially conscious scholars (e.g., Castillo, 2020; Harper & Davis, 2012), fur-
ther emphasizing the need for changes in quantitative methods.

Many frameworks have attempted to “flip the script” and use data for justice, 
including data feminism (D’Ignazio & Klein, 2020), QuantCrit (Gillborn et al., 2018), 
and critical quantitative inquiry (Stage, 2007). This study is primarily driven by three 
tenets of QuantCrit. This study first and foremost applies the first tenet of QuantCrit 
by centering on the realities of racism and advocating for its measurement (Gillborn 
et  al., 2018). Aligned with another tenet of QuantCrit, “Data is not neutral,” we 
acknowledge that data and assessments created by mostly white researchers have been 
used to legitimize racial inequities (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). The 
last tenet of QuantCrit, “a social justice and equity orientation,” is also applied, as this 
study’s purpose is to both uplift tools and call for the creation of new tools to more 
accurately measure racism with the intention of using data to advocate for resources 
and reparations for oppressed communities. Although we apply QuantCrit, our study 
relied on traditional systematic review methods (for article and scale selection) to 
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guide the process. In the implications section, we outline what a QuantCrit-informed 
systematic review would entail and discuss possibilities for strengthening future criti-
cal quantitative methodologies.

A promising practice of QuantCrit is to provide a positionality statement wherein 
all authors explore their positions in society and potential biases (Boveda et al., 2023; 
Castillo & Strunk, 2024; Fong & Irizaary, 2025; Randall, 2021). For brevity, and given 
space constraints, we have provided a team positionality statement:

We are a racially diverse team composed of two Latinas, two Black women, one Latino, and one 
white woman. We hold many intersectional identities including but not limited to being a mem-
ber of the LGBTQ community, 1st or 2nd generation immigrants in this country, parents, mem-
bers of the working/lower class, English Learners, disabled, and first-generation college 
students. Everyone on the team acknowledges that they have been positively (white author) and 
negatively (authors of Color) impacted by racism in their schooling. Specifically, team members 
can recall teachers holding lower expectations for students of Color, tracking, and/or attending 
segregated, dilapidated public schools. All of us have been trained in traditional statistics and/or 
psychometric methods, and most at elite universities. Every day we work to unlearn these 
approaches and relearn statistics with an eye for racial equity. Many, but not all of us, continue 
to be affiliated with prestigious universities. We recognize the privileges and credibility that are 
automatically assumed because of where we trained and who we trained with. We pledge to use 
this amplified credibility for justice for Black and Brown communities. We also are upfront and 
transparent about using our cultural intuition (Pérez Huber et al., 2018), which stems from our 
backgrounds and experiences as a source of knowledge to contribute to this study.

Theoretical Framework

According to Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecology of human development, humans inter-
act with experiences within their environments to grow and progress. Said differently, 
individuals exist within systems with which they interact. These systems are in turn 
nested within each other. Bronfenbrenner, in his bioecological systems theory, pro-
poses four levels, moving outward: microsystems, mesosystems (spans between 
microsystems), exosystems, and macrosystems. In later conceptions of the model, 
Bronfenbrenner stressed that these systems change throughout the lifespan and depend 
on a person’s personal characteristics, such as race and gender (Bronfenbrenner, 1988; 
Rosa & Tudge, 2013), yet still did not explicitly consider racism.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) bioecological systems theory has been criticized by racial 
equity scholars for its neutral stance on race and failing to take into account the inter-
locking systems of racism that individuals experience (Crawford et al., 2020; Paat, 
2013; Skinner-Dorkenoo et al., 2023; Stern et al., 2022), particularly in the ways Black 
and Brown individuals experience overlapping systems of overt and covert layers of 
oppression in both racial, gender, and other types of discrimination. Recently, racial 
equity scholars have reclaimed the theory by explicitly reconceptualizing 
Bronfenbrenner’s model to study race and racism; the adapted model provides an apt 
framework for understanding racism as it occurs at each of these levels and is per-
ceived by an individual differently throughout their lifetime. For example, Stern et al. 
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(2022) applied it to study Black youth, Crawford et al. (2020) to study underrepre-
sented populations in gifted education, and Paat (2013) to study immigrant families. 
Each example provided the team with historical context for marginalized populations, 
added examples of racism in each level of the Bronfenbrenner model, and thus sup-
ported the definitions used for coding (see coding section).

We follow previous scholarship and also adapt Bronfenbrenner’s model to under-
stand the measurement of racism (Crawford et al., 2020; Paat, 2013; Peterson, 2014; 
Skinner-Dorkenoo et  al., 2023; Stern et  al., 2022). We closely follow Skinner-
Dorkenoo et  al.’s (2023) contemporary and relevant approach to using models of 
nested influence to understand race relations (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Peterson, 2014). 
In our study, racism can be behaviors (e.g., discrimination), beliefs (e.g., perceptions, 
attitudes, cultural norms), or structures/policies (e.g., access to high-speed internet, 
school-district policy, federal policy, historical legacy). The specific form it takes 
depends on the microsystem in which it occurs. We have adapted Skinner-Dorkenoo 
et  al.’s model of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory as visualized in Figure 1, with 
Skinner-Dorkenoo’s on the left and this study’s adaptation on the right.

Defining Levels of Racism

We define the multiple levels of racism following Banaji et al.’s (2021) definition, 
which builds on Jones’s (1971) and Fiske’s (1993) prior work. The levels used by 
Banaji et al. (2021) also map onto Bronfenbrenner’s and Skinner-Dorkenoo et al.’s 
(2023) model. These definitions and adaptations provided examples and guidance 
across various educational contexts for the coding aspect of the project (see Method).

Like Banaji et al. (2021), we define systemic racism as the most encompassing and 
expansive form of racism that permeates our society. Systemic racism, analogous to 

Figure 1.  Adaptation of Skinner-Dorkenoo and Bronfenbrenner model.
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Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem and Skinner-Dorkenoo’s (2023) temporal level, cap-
tures the social norms and policies that shape how the education system produces 
unequal outcomes. Systemic racism focuses on how changes over time (both personal 
and societal) affect development. It considers the timing, duration, and sequence of 
these changes.

The next level is structural racism, which is also part of Banaji et al.’s (2021) 
definition, equivalent to Bronfenbrenner’s macrosystem and Skinner-Dorkenoo 
et al.’s (2023) cultural level. This type of racism occurs when interconnected sys-
tems work together over time to produce racial inequities. Structural racism does not 
relate to a person’s specific environment; rather, it revolves around the cultural 
norms and guidelines that shape smaller settings. These guidelines may be formal, 
such as the rules that dictate the number of students and resources available in public 
school classrooms. These guidelines may also be informal or unwritten, such as 
society’s expectations regarding discipline or performance. At this level, racism 
exists as both beliefs and structures. While systemic and structural are considered 
similar and at times overlapping concepts, some scholars view them as distinct 
(Hicken et al., 2018).

Like Banaji et al. (2021) and Skinner-Dorkenoo et al. (2023), we call the next level 
institutional racism, akin to Bronfenbrenner’s exosystem. This type of racism occurs 
at the community level and varies for subgroups in society based on race. At this level, 
racism manifests as structural or local policies, practices, or climates. In education, 
this could be at the school or district level.

Analogous to Bronfenbrenner’s mesosystem, we use the term interpersonal racism 
to refer to racism that is relational and enacted between individuals. Beyond a single 
person, Bronfenbrenner (1977) called the mesosystem “a system of microsystems” (p. 
515), referring to sets of interactions between people and the immediate settings at a 
particular age. For example, students interact with their families or guardians, while 
said families or guardians also have relationships with school staff. At this level, rac-
ism is a behavior. Skinner-Dorkenoo et al. (2023) refer to this level as the organiza-
tional/institutional/community level, which involves larger structures that directly 
impact students. Banaji et al. (2021) refer to this type of racism as everyday interaction 
patterns, describing habits and norms. Such larger structures may include government 
agencies, the media, social services, and extended social networks. Specifically, in 
everyday schooling, it is the internet services or transportation infrastructure in the 
student’s environment that would impact the student’s ability to interact with the 
smaller systems of school or work.

We define the most micro-level, the individual level, as intrapersonal racism, 
which is a person’s internal perceptions of self and/or groups based on race or eth-
nicity. At this level, racism is a belief. It is equivalent to Banaji et al.’s (2021) defini-
tion of the individual and mental structures level that encompasses learning, memory, 
attitudes, beliefs, and values. Interpersonal racism maps onto Skinner-Dorkenoo 
et al.’s (2023) individual racist bias and Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem level, which 
involves an individual’s immediate surroundings, such as the home, work, or educa-
tional setting.
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Literature on Prior Measurement of Racism

The direct measurement of racism is critical to understanding its far-reaching 
impacts on individuals and society. Historically, researchers have often relied on 
proxy variables, such as race, to infer the presence of racism, interpreting differ-
ences in outcomes between racial groups as potentially driven by individual, struc-
tural, or systemic racism (Castillo & Gillborn, 2022). However, this approach has 
limitations. As a quantitative variable in education, race is commonly self-reported 
based on the five common census categories (white, Black, Asian, Hawaiian Native/
Pacific Islander, Native American/Alaskan Native) (D. J. Baker et al., 2024). Relying 
solely on race to stand in for racism oversimplifies the nuanced and dynamic ways 
racism operates. Racism is not experienced uniformly by all members of a racial 
group; rather, it is a fluid and complex system that manifests differently depending 
on the context, moment, and individual (Bonilla-Silva, 2021). This complexity high-
lights the necessity for researchers to move toward more direct measures of racism 
that can capture its variability and provide a clearer understanding of how it shapes 
life chances and outcomes.

Survey-based measures remain one of the most prevalent methods for directly 
assessing individual experiences of racism, particularly among people of Color. 
These measures aim to capture both overt and subtle forms of discrimination and, 
therefore, are the focus of our review. For instance, the Adolescent Discrimination 
Distress Scale includes items such as “You were discouraged from joining an 
advanced level class,” focusing on more explicit forms of racial discrimination in 
schooling (Fisher et  al., 2000). Similarly, the Perceived Racism Scale includes 
questions about experiences like exclusion from study groups or discomfort in the 
classroom based on race (McNeilly et  al., 1996). These instruments have been 
foundational in capturing the everyday realities of racial discrimination, though 
they are not without limitations. The challenge lies in the fact that racism is con-
stantly evolving, and these measures must be regularly reassessed to ensure they 
remain relevant and accurate in capturing contemporary forms of racism (Domínguez 
& Embrick, 2020).

The measurement of microaggressions, a more subtle form of individual-level rac-
ism, has also gained traction in recent years. Microaggressions refer to slight, often 
unconscious comments or behaviors that convey negative racial attitudes (Sue et al., 
2007). Instruments like the Racial and Ethnic Microaggressions Scale aim to capture 
these daily slights, with items such as “Someone assumed that I would have a lower 
education because of my race” and “Someone avoided eye contact with me because of 
my race” (Nadal, 2011). However, measuring microaggressions presents distinct chal-
lenges. Microaggressions are often subtle and ambiguous, making it difficult for indi-
viduals to definitively label their experiences as racially motivated, a phenomenon 
referred to as racial gaslighting (Sue et al., 2007). This ambiguity can result in under-
reporting or misinterpretation of experiences, complicating the survey process. Thus, 
while scales measuring microaggressions provide valuable insights into everyday rac-
ism, they also require careful consideration of the subtlety of these interactions 
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(Domínguez & Embrick, 2020). We therefore include measures that look beyond indi-
viduals and extend to institutions and structures to understand the strengths and limita-
tions of measurement of racism at all levels.

We acknowledge the limitations associated with surveys based on self-reports, par-
ticularly to measure racist beliefs and attitudes (West et al., 2016). White respondents 
often deny harboring racist beliefs and/or, due to social desirability bias. Survey takers 
(students, teachers, parents) may respond to an item in a manner that they believe will 
please or avoid hurting others, making self-report measures unreliable (Bonilla-Silva, 
2021; Paulhus, 2002). Self-report scales are also vulnerable to reference bias, which is 
the idea that students respond in reference to their classmates, school, peer group, fam-
ily, and/or community (West et al., 2016). For example, one among many potential 
sources of reference bias is differences in the characteristics of the schools that have 
high concentrations of racially minoritized students compared to those that have low 
concentrations (Reardon et al., 2013; West et al., 2016). Majority white students are 
more likely to attend high-resourced schools (Reardon et al., 2013) and, as a result, 
students from varying racial groups will experience different points of reference for 
gauging what it means to “have teachers who look like you” or “feel like you belong.”

Overall, while survey-based measures are not without challenges, they also provide 
an essential framework for directly measuring racism and have advantages over other 
types of quantitative measurement. For large-scale data collection, researchers and 
practitioners can quickly, easily, and cheaply administer self-report scales to thousands 
of students (West et al., 2016). Additionally, self-report scales can be tailored to ask 
questions about specific experiences, while an observation tool can capture only what 
the researcher observed at one point in time (West et al., 2016). The complexity of rac-
ism, especially as it morphs over time and operates differently at individual, interper-
sonal, institutional, systemic, and structural levels, necessitates ongoing evaluation of 
existing tools and the development of new, more nuanced measures. Researchers must 
carefully and continually refine their instruments to ensure they align with contempo-
rary understandings of racism, recognizing that the ways racism is experienced and 
expressed are subject to ongoing change (Sue et al., 2007; D. R. Williams et al., 1997).

Methods

Systematic reviews can place a concept like the measurement of racism in education 
“into the broader framework of research areas in a scholarly discipline, [build] upon the 
body of knowledge in that area and [identify] gaps in the literature” (Zawacki-Richter, 
2020, p. v). To answer our research questions, we followed systematic review protocols 
and practices within educational research (e.g., Polanin et al., 2019). We also incorpo-
rated emerging systematic review guidelines on centering DEI in synthesis work, such 
as creating research questions that challenge the status quo and center specific groups, 
forming a team that reflects the populations of focus in the studies, encouraging full 
participation of team members in refining the training to reduce power dynamics and 
create clarity, and extracting data regarding specific subgroups in the studies (i.e., racial 
and ethnic proportions) (Polanin et al., 2024).
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Search

We searched for peer-reviewed articles published 2003–2023 because, as previously 
stated, it is important to use the most up-to-date measures as society is constantly shift-
ing and cultural realities are shaping how racism operates and the specific ways it 
impacts marginalized communities. We searched within the academic databases of 
ERIC, Education Research Complete, PsycInfo, and PsycArticles. We searched article 
abstracts for key terms of quantitative measures (e.g., “survey”) on race and racism 
(e.g., “prejudice”) within systems and structures (e.g., “institutional”) specifically in 
K–12 educational settings (e.g., “middle school”). Our initial results revealed an over-
representation of high school and elementary school measures. To ensure that middle 
schools were adequately represented, we explicitly added this term to our search. See 
Table 1 for initial search terms. To reduce the number of irrelevant articles, we also 
chose NOT to include settings outside of the United States (e.g., “Canada”) and in 
irrelevant contexts (e.g., “dental”) that appeared in initial searches.

Inclusion Criteria and Screening.  To be included in the review, the study had to include 
a quantitative measure whether it was from a quantitative or mixed-methods study. 
Measures for the purposes of this study included questionnaires, surveys, subscales, or 
individual closed-ended items that were completed by students, parents, teachers, or 
other school staff. We excluded experimental tools (e.g., picture judgments), proxy 
variables created to measure racism in other ways (e.g., housing discrimination), and 
open-ended survey items because these comparisons would require different analytic 
approaches and would not allow for a meaningful, “apples-to-apples” analysis. Pre-K 
and early childhood articles and articles that did not include data collection in the 
United States were excluded. Higher education articles were only included if the focus 
was on pre-service or in-service educators or educational staff (e.g., school counsel-
ors) who we assumed would soon work in K–12 settings.

Articles were excluded if they measured racism generally (including discrimination 
based on race/ethnicity) and did not explicitly connect racism to K–12 educational 
settings (e.g., diversity not explicitly about race, discrimination occurring in non-
school settings, culturally responsive pedagogy scales that do not mention race). 
Because racism unfolds and operates distinctly based on location and history, we also 

Table 1.  List of Search Terms.

race OR racial OR racism OR discriminat* OR prejudic*
interpersonal OR intrapersonal OR systemic OR institutional OR Internalized OR structural 

OR belief*
educat* OR K-12 OR higher education OR college OR postsecondary OR student* OR 

teacher* OR instruct* OR professor* OR educator* OR primary OR elementary OR 
secondary OR “middle school” OR youth OR young OR child*

survey* OR outcome* OR instrument* OR scale* OR tool* OR validation OR reliability OR 
measur* OR questionnaire OR assess*
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excluded studies conducted outside the United States. To be included, studies needed 
to contain at least one item addressing institutional or structural racism, schooling 
experiences of racism, perceptions of racism in school, or racist attitudes and beliefs 
about schooling. When reviewing scales, items that referenced racism but did not 
specify educational racism were excluded from our item-level analysis, although the 
full scales were still retained. Examples of excluded items included questions to par-
ents about their beliefs regarding racism in society, items capturing trauma or discrimi-
nation unrelated to educational experiences, and health-focused measures for 
school-age children that assessed discrimination broadly rather than within school 
contexts. In addition, two commonly used measures, the Multigroup Ethnic Identity 
Measure–Revised (Phinney & Ong, 2007) and the Multidimensional Inventory of 
Black Identity (Sellers et al., 2006), were intentionally excluded because their items 
address racial identity or racism generally rather than racism in schooling.

We included other forms of educational discrimination, namely characteristics that 
racialized ethnic individuals experience, such as discrimination based on language, 
immigration status, and religion. While not all races and ethnicities experience racism 
due to their language, religion, and/or immigration status, many researchers have 
noted high rates of discrimination based on these characteristics. Thus, we sought to 
be as inclusive as possible in understanding how racism might be measured (Cano 
et al., 2021; Cobb et al., 2019; Gong et al., 2016; Sugarman et al., 2018).

We exported the initial search to Rayyan, an online collaborative systematic review 
site, for removing duplicates and screening. Rayyan has been increasingly popular in 
systematic reviews because of the search innovation features that allow screeners to 
“triage” articles more quickly, such as search bars and highlights of key inclusion/
exclusion criteria (Harrison et al., 2020; Olofsson et al., 2017). Three of the six authors 
screened the studies for inclusion. During both title/abstract and full-text screening, to 
improve screening reliability, team members screened 10 random articles at a time and 
conferred on the inclusion/exclusion of articles following each batch until agreement 
reached 90%. After reaching 90%, the screeners independently screened and marked 
“maybe” or “unsure” articles for discussion in screening meetings. All “unsure” arti-
cles were discussed by the screening team until full consensus was achieved.

Data Extraction.  With the final set of articles, we extracted bibliographic information, 
sample information (e.g., respondent type [student, parent, teacher, other school staff, 
other], racial groups), and measure information (e.g., name, year created, number of 
items, number of scales). If authors did not provide the year that the scale, subscale, or 
item was created, we inferred it was the year the data was collected; if no information 
was included about the year the data was collected, we used the year of publication as 
an approximation. We noted the extent to which authors of the articles included the 
items (none, some, all). If some or none of the items were available in the article and 
if the authors cited another article for the scale they used, we located the original 
article and searched for the items. Also, if authors cited other scales that fit our criteria 
and were not already in our review, we located those articles to screen the full text and 
determine inclusion. Articles used for extracting item details but not included as part 
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of the full analysis included Augoustinos and Rosewarne (2001), Bogardus (1933), 
Brigham (1993), Devine (1989), J. A. Eccles (1997), Fisher et al. (2000), Kulis et al. 
(2009), Landrine and Klonoff (1996), Neville et al. (2000), Nadal (2011), Vinokurov 
et  al. (2002), Pohan and Aguilar (1994, 2001), Phinney et  al. (1998), Seaton et  al. 
(2008), Utsey et al. (2013) and Torres et al. (2010). Lastly, we selected a random 10% 
of the articles to check references (i.e., backward citation tracking) and add additional 
articles that met our inclusion criteria. See Figure 2 for the full inclusion process.

Analysis

Features and Description of Measures

Using extracted data, the team used quantitative and qualitative analytical methods to 
answer the research questions. We calculated descriptive statistics to understand the 
most frequent measures and their features, such as who completed the measure (par-
ent, teacher, student, or other school staff), demographics of students, setting, and year 
it was developed versus year it was used. We also calculated descriptive statistics to 
understand the proportion of scales that aligned within each area of the bioecological 
systems theory to understand where focus was concentrated in the field. Many scales 
were used multiple times (across multiple articles), which complicates the descriptive 
statistics regarding the scale characteristics. To focus on the scale characteristics rather 
than individual study characteristics, we calculated the characteristics below based on 
scales. For example, when three studies used the same scale, we counted the unique 
characteristics of participant, age, etc., only once. Additionally, coding allowed “select 
all” for scale characteristics.

In the first coding cycle, we qualitatively coded each of the measures using attri-
bute coding (Saldaña, 2018). Attribute codes included why authors used the scale and 
the types of racism present in each of the scales and whether they are part of individual 
beliefs and perceptions (intrapersonal), microsystem (interpersonal), exosystem 
including course curricula (institutional), macrosystem such as larger cultural stereo-
types (systemic), or chronosystem such as racism through the intersection of systems 
in alignment with bioecological theory adapted for discussions of racism (e.g., 
Peterson, 2014; Race Forward, 2023; Stern et al., 2022). We did not include anti-rac-
ism as it reflects another construct, a proactive charge to undo educational racism at 
any of the levels (e.g., B. Alvarez, 2024; Smithsonian, n.d.). This was beyond the 
scope of this project but should be reviewed in future research and will be a follow-up 
study of this current project.

Some forms of racism can map onto multiple levels of the theoretical model, as 
systems often overlap. Therefore, scales could receive more than one coding label 
(e.g., “interpersonal and institutional”). If authors specified they attempted to measure 
a type of racism, we used the study authors’ classification. If it differed from our cod-
ing, we had multiple labels for the scale. For example, Oberoi and Trickett (2018) 
attempted to measure “Muslim School Discrimination.” Some of the questions pre-
sented scenarios about school experiences, such as “A school administrator treated 
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you unfairly because you are Muslim” and “You got in trouble in school because you 
did not understand how the school rules work,” which we labeled as attempting to 
measure institutional racism. However, others were presented, such as “An American 

Figure 2.  Inclusion and exclusion process.



Castillo et al.	 15

student treated you in some way because you are Muslim,” which we labeled as inter-
personal racism because it occurred during student-to-student interactions. There were 
also other statements about teacher-to-student discrimination, like “A teacher treated 
you unfairly because you are Muslim,” which could be coded as both interpersonal 
and potentially institutional racism. Some teachers, particularly in smaller schools, 
had more autonomy to dictate students’ disciplinary actions, which would take place 
in the microsystem. Still, most disciplinary actions happened at the school or district 
leadership level, which would place them in the exosystem (i.e., institution). Because 
these items cut across multiple ecological levels, this scale, and others with similar 
overlap, received all applicable coding labels.

If a scale had a question about a student’s perceptions/awareness, we labeled these 
scales as individual/intrapersonal rather than systemic because they were happening 
within the person’s thoughts and did not directly measure systemic racism. For exam-
ple, Seider et al. (2018) used the Awareness of Structural Racism scale to ask students 
about statements such as “Racism in the educational system limits the success of 
Blacks, Latinos, and other racial minorities.” We concluded that this question did not 
measure structural racism but measured a student’s perception and awareness of it. We 
applied this concept of measuring perceived racism or attitudes/beliefs/endorsement 
of racism as intrapersonal.

We found only two surveys that attempted to measure structural racism per our defi-
nition of racism through the intersection of multiple systems and institutions. Bañales 
et  al.’s (2019) Critical Reflection Achievement Gap Attributions scale attempted to 
measure structural racism with the following prompt: “There are many theories about 
why Black students do less well than Whites in school. Indicate how much you think 
these differences are caused by each of the following: Individual attributions, structural 
attributions.” Although the scale references structural explanations, we also coded it as 
intrapersonal because these items ultimately assess a respondent’s beliefs and attribu-
tions about the causes of the gap rather than directly measuring structural racism itself. 
The other instance we found of structural racism was in Landrine and Klonoff’s (1996) 
Schedule of Racist Events, where they asked “How many times have you been treated 
unfairly by institutions (schools, universities, law firms, the police, the courts, the 
Department of Social Services, the Unemployment Office, and others) because you are 
Black?” Although this item references institutional and structural domains, the scale 
also includes interpersonal items, such as “How many times have you been treated 
unfairly by teachers and professors because you are Black?” Because unfair treatment 
by teachers can reflect both interpersonal racism (individual educator bias) and institu-
tional racism (school or district policies that shape disciplinary or evaluative practices), 
we coded this scale as interpersonal, institutional, and structural.

See Table 2 for example codes across each level. To ensure adequate reliability 
between coders, the coding team collectively reviewed the extraction form and coded 
five articles together for practice before refining the extraction form. The coding team 
then independently coded five articles at a time, engaged in coding discussions, and 
came to an agreement on extraction and codes. Coding meetings occurred as needed to 
discuss coding issues, and all disagreements were resolved via 100% consensus.
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Psychometric Examination

We employ the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (American 
Educational Research Association [AERA], American Psychological Association 
[APA], and National Council on Measurement in Education [NCME], 2014) to assess 
psychometric properties. Primarily, we focus on validity, which the Standards define 
as “the degree to which evidence and theory support the interpretations of test scores 
for proposed uses of tests” (AERA, APA, & NCME, 2014). The Standards define 
sources for validity evidence as (1) test content, (2) response processes, (3) internal 
structure, (4) relation to other variables, and (5) consequences of testing. We will 
emphasize numbers (3) and (4), as these are often the most used sources of evidence 
when designing an instrument. The evidence from test content will not be systemati-
cally evaluated, as it is contingent on the purpose the authors assign to each instru-
ment. The exception in which content will be reviewed is when authors assess 
dimensionality. Authors should provide qualitative evidence or draw from theory if 
their instrument is unidimensional or multidimensional. Nevertheless, we present 
qualitative codes for the type(s) of racism each scale is assessing (see Appendix Table 
A.1). Similarly, many scales do not provide evidence for (2) response processes and 
(5) consequences of testing. Furthermore, evidence for the consequences of testing 
generally requires causal relationships, which are frequently out of scope for many 
initial validation studies.

One form of internal consistency we reviewed was reliability, which refers to the 
consistency, stability, and repeatability of scores across different contexts (Cronbach, 
1951). When examining reliability, we expected to see at least two estimates and not 
complete reliance on one Cronbach’s alpha, which has been documented as problem-
atic (Cortina, 1993; Yang & Green, 2011). These estimates could be item-total correla-
tions, Omega, Kuder-Richardson Formula 20 (KR-20), test-retest correlations, 
intraclass correlations, generalizability coefficients, or another critical/new estimate. 
Authors that do not indicate the magnitude they expected to achieve will be evaluated 
against the conventional approach of categorizing values greater than .70 as accept-
able (Dunn et al., 2014; Nunnally, 1978).

For validity, we used both construct validity and convergent validity. Scales that are 
described to measure a multidimensional attribute should provide dimensionality 
reduction estimates from either a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) or an exploratory 
factor analysis (EFA). For CFA approaches, the fit was assessed through the root mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA), the standardized root means square residual 
(SRMR), the comparative fit index (CFI), and the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI). An 
RMSEA <.06 indicates an excellent fit, and an SRMR <.08 indicates a good fit to the 
data (Hu & Bentler, 1999). However, an RMSEA <.08 will be considered an adequate 
fit to the data (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). The CFI and the TLI should be over .90 for 
an adequate fit and over .95 for an excellent fit (Bentler & Bonett, 1980; Schumacker 
& Lomax, 2010). An acceptable fitting model is defined when three of these four statis-
tics are at least adequate (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Otherwise, an EFA is expected to 
address content dimensionality. If authors opted to provide dimensionality estimates for 
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their instrument through a full-information Item-Response Theory factor-analytical 
approach, proper explication of the parameters should have been addressed. Authors 
need to explain the usage of a one- vs a two-parameter model whenever appropriate for 
dichotomous items, especially considering parsimony ( F. B. Baker & Kim, 2004). For 
polytomous items, we looked for the employment of the Generalized Partial Credit 
Model, the Testlet Model, or the Graded Response Model, depending on the number of 
categories for each item and the aims described by the authors (F. B. Baker & Kim, 
2004). Additionally, if authors aim to create population-invariant parameters, they 
should employ an IRT framework. This is because item-total correlations, CFA, and 
EFA are population-dependent (Novick, 1966). On the other hand, IRT posits that the 
properties of each item remain constant regardless of the sample, the time of measure-
ment, or the presence of other items on the instrument (Brennan et al., 2006).

To evaluate the appropriateness of scales, we have designed and coded four catego-
ries incorporating the previously mentioned information. These categories are 
“R” = Recommendations Met, “M” = Meets Most Recommendations, “N” = Needs 
More Evidence to Meet Recommendations, and “E” = Evidence Absent. For a detailed 
description of these categories, see Table 3.

Results

Of the 3,813 imported references, 1,501 were duplicates, and 66 articles aligned with 
the inclusion criteria. Authors of these articles mostly used different scales; a total of 
50 unique scales, subscales, or items were extracted from the articles, and five of the 
66 articles used more than one measure. The following scales were the most com-
monly used (each by at least three articles) listed from highest to lowest frequency: 
Critical Consciousness Scale (CCS) (Diemer et  al., 2017), Index of Race-Related 
Stress (Seaton, 2003), Everyday Discrimination Scale (Seaton et al., 2008), Schedule 
of Racist Events (Landrine & Klonoff, 1996), School Climate for Diversity Scale—
Secondary (Byrd, 2017), and Color-Blind Racial Attitudes Scale (CoBRAS) (Neville 
et al., 2000). Table 4 lists all the scales/subscales, the type of coded racism (e.g., intra-
personal, interpersonal, institutional, systemic or structural), author(s) who developed 
it, author(s) who applied it, and who it was designed for (student, parent, teacher, or 
other school staff). For more detailed information with relevant education-related 
items, see Appendix Table A.1 and A.2.

Descriptive Features of Measures on Racism

Of the 50 measures/scales/subscales/items that explicitly asked questions about racism 
in schools, only 11 explicitly operationalized racism and even fewer (n = 2) met both 
psychometric recommendations (R) per our coding criteria for reliability and validity 
estimates. The scales used in this study were developed, on average, in 2008. However, 
the year of scale development ranged from 1972 to 2023. The mean year of scale usage 
was 2015, while usage ranged from 2001 to 2023. Most of the scales were used in stu-
dent settings, with 58% of respondents being students. Teachers were the second largest 
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group to be surveyed at 34%. Both parents and other school staff were surveyed at a 
lower rate. Additionally, 64% of the scales assessed racism at the individual/intraper-
sonal level. Both interpersonal and institutional racism were measured at comparable 
rates, 50% and 44%, respectively. Finally, structural and systemic racism were the least 
captured, at just 4% and 6%, respectively. See Tables 4 and 5 for more descriptive details.

Of the 50 scales, 30 were used in student settings. Table 5 shows that just over half 
of the student sample consists primarily of Black students, while white, Latine, and 
mixed settings, with no single group forming a majority, are represented at similar 
rates. Indigenous and Asian populations were surveyed the least frequently, if at all. In 
addition, most of the sample consisted of students from urban areas, while students 
from rural areas were least represented. We know that different racialized groups, and 

Table 4.  Descriptive Statistics for Scale Characteristics.

Average year developed 2008
Average year used 2015
% Answered by students 58%
% Answered by parents 16%
% Answered by teacher 34%
% Answered by other school staff 2%
% Measured systemic racism 6%
% Measured structural racism 4%
% Measured institutional racism 44%
% Measured interpersonal racism 50%
% Measured individual/intrapersonal racism 64%
  n = 50

Table 5.  Descriptive Statistics for Scale Characteristics of Student Scales.

% Demographic measured was mostly Asian 3.3%
% Demographic measured was mostly Black 53.3%
% Demographic measured was mostly Indigenous 0%
% Demographic measured was mostly Latine 33.3%
% Demographic measured was a mix 33.3%
% Demographic measured was mostly people of Color 10%
% Demographic measured was mostly white 33.3%
% Measured in urban areas 72.7%
% Measured in suburban areas 50%
% Measured in rural areas 20%
% Area not stated 23.3%
% Elementary age 16.7%
% Middle school age 56.7%
% High school age 66.7%
  n = 30
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individuals for that matter, interpret racism differently (E. R. Carter & Murphy, 2015). 
Thus, the overrepresentation of Black students and the limited inclusion of Asian, 
Indigenous, and rural students raise concerns about whether existing measures capture 
within-group heterogeneity and whether perceptions of racism are being interpreted 
through measures normed on one group’s lived experience.

Table 5 also shows that middle-school-aged and high-school-aged students are sur-
veyed more frequently and at similar rates compared to elementary school students. 
Most scales that sampled elementary students included older students (e.g., 10 years 
old, upper elementary). Only two scales, Black/White Evaluative Trait Scale (Hughes 
et al., 2007) and the Social Distance Scale (A. D. Williams et al., 2023), asked younger 
elementary students about their attitudes toward individuals of varying races and eth-
nicities. Perhaps researchers intentionally select older students because they assume 
older students have the developmental awareness to identify racism in school. While 
teacher demographics are not specified in Table 5, most teachers that were surveyed 
identified as white, matching the national demographics of the teaching labor force 
(USAFacts Team, 2025). This pattern is not observed among parents, as their sample 
is more racially diverse.

Psychometric Evaluation

Overall, the review revealed substantial gaps in the reporting and quality of psychomet-
ric evidence across the included assessments. Generally, reliability estimates were 
either missing or entirely reliant on Cronbach’s alpha, a statistic criticized for its misuse 
and misunderstanding (Cortina, 1993). More notable is that a fifth of all assessments 
did not report a single reliability estimate, and 14% of the time, the reliability estimates 
from the scores needed more evidence to align with our recommendations outlined in 
Table 3. While evidence for relations to other variables (correlational validity) was 
most infrequently classified as Evidence Absent (E), 72% of the assessments under 
consideration did not provide a single estimate. Similarly, we find that 70% of scales 
did not address dimensionality (i.e., factor analysis or mentioning the scale must be 
unidimensional). More so, 20% of authors estimating internal consistency via dimen-
sionality reduction did not meet most of our outlined recommendations. Generally, 39 
out of the 50 scales reviewed provided a Cronbach’s alpha and three provided intraclass 
correlations. Exploratory factor analysis (N = 6) and confirmatory factor analysis 
(N = 11) were employed the most to assess dimensionality. External correlations (N = 11) 
and structural equation models (N = 2) were most often used to assess evidence for rela-
tions to other variables. The aforementioned descriptive results are in Table 6; for a 
detailed coding of each measure, see Table A.2 in the Appendix.

When findings are disaggregated by type of racism (individual/intrapersonal, insti-
tutional, interpersonal, structural, and systemic), reporting patterns are broadly consis-
tent across the types (see Table 7). Across all conceptualizations, the most frequently 
observed classification was Meets Most Recommendations (M), whereas 
Recommendations Met (R) was less common across categories. For measures assess-
ing institutional and interpersonal racism, most were coded as Meets Most 
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Recommendations, with smaller proportions falling into other categories. Among 
measures assessing structural (N = 2) and systemic (N = 3) racism, all were coded as 
Meets Most Recommendations. Overall, the distribution of classifications suggests 
that patterns of psychometric reporting are relatively similar across types of racism 
rather than concentrated within any single conceptualization.

Why Authors Measured Racism

A majority of the purposes for scale use were tied to interpersonal, intrapersonal, or 
individual levels of racism and discrimination, with some studies also connecting 
these personal experiences to broader systemic, structural, or institutional forms of 
racism. Across the reviewed articles, four primary reasons emerged for why authors 
used these scales: (a) to examine socio-emotional and psychosocial processes, (b) to 
assess ideologies and beliefs, (c) to explore environmental or contextual factors, and 
(d) to support measurement development. First, several researchers studied well-
being, stress, self-compassion, psychological adjustment, and empathy to specifically 

Table 6.  Overview of Psychometric Evaluation of Measures.

Quality Coded Classification

Evidence for 
internal structure: 
reliability

Evidence for 
internal structure: 
dimensionality

Evidence for 
relations to other 
variables

Percent

Recommendations met (R)   4%   4% 22%
Meets most 

recommendations (M)
62% 20%   4%

Needs more evidence to 
meet recommendations (N)

14%   6%   2%

Evidence absent (E) 20% 70% 72%
N = 50

Table 7.  Overview of Psychometric Evaluation of Measures by Type of Racism.

Type of racism E N M R Total*

Individual/Intrapersonal 19% 10%   65% 6% 31
Institutional 20% 10%   70% 0% 20
Interpersonal 16% 12%   72% 0% 25
Structural 0% 0% 100% 0% 2
Systemic 0% 0% 100% 0% 3

Note. E = Evidence Absent, M = Meets Most Recommendations, N = Needs More Evidence to Meet 
Recommendations, R = Recommendations Met.
*The percentages are calculated based on the total number of times each type of racism was observed in 
the sample, rather than on the total number of scales.
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understand how those emotional and psychosocial experiences were related to or 
caused by racism, discrimination, and segregation. Second, others used the scales to 
examine group-based ideologies and beliefs, including language use, attitudes toward 
diversity, awareness of racism, racial stereotypes, and social distancing. A couple of 
researchers explored how scales, such as Teaching About Race/Racism (Brooks & 
Martin, 2023) and Middle School Social Distance Scale (Brandwein & Donoghue, 
2011), helped examine race and racism through programmatic and workshop efforts 
and how teacher ideologies may influence students’ learning on these issues.

Third, a smaller subset of the scales was used to measure environmental factors that 
relate to racism and discrimination. Most of these scales, such as the School 
Discrimination (Bennett et  al., 2020) and the Teacher Discrimination Scale (Kyere 
et al., 2023), focused on school climate around race and diversity, school-based dis-
crimination, and exclusionary practices within school settings. One scale, Policy 
Endorsements: School Desegregation and Affirmative Action (Hughes & Bigler, 
2011), was more intentional in measuring how systemic-level policies like affirmative 
action relate to interpersonal and institutional beliefs about policy impact. Similarly, 
the Race, Racial Attitudes, and School Segregation Survey (Billingham & Hunt, 2016) 
and the Perceived Discrimination Scale (Faircloth & Hamm, 2005) linked systemic or 
institutional inequities with interpersonal and intrapersonal experiences. Lastly, 
researchers’ intentional use of six scales was to either develop more accurate assess-
ments of race and racism concepts or to validate the scale (Aldana et al., 2019; Brand 
et al., 2003; Diemer et al., 2017; Jacobson et al., 2022; Legette et al., 2021; Pieterse 
et al., 2016). Although specific intentions for scale use varied, researchers explored all 
levels of racism through their scholarship using selected scales.

How Authors Operationalize Racism

We also found that the majority of tools focused on one type of discrimination, racial/
ethnic, rather than examining discrimination through an intersectional lens that 
included other forms of oppression (intersectionality of sexism, homophobia, etc.). 
Eleven discussions using these scales provided more concrete operationalizations of 
racism specifically. The Index of Race-Related Stress (Seaton, 2003), Awareness of 
Structural Racism (Seider et  al., 2018), and Critical Reflection Achievement Gap 
Attributions (Bañales et al., 2019) scales were used. Authors using the aforementioned 
scales discussed multiple levels of racism, including individual, interpersonal, institu-
tional, and structural racism. Other scales were used to examine more systemic or 
institutional dimensions of racism. For example, the Racism and Inequity Beliefs 
Questionnaire (Legette et al., 2023) draws on critical race theory to explore beliefs 
about school-based racial inequities, while the Teaching About Race/Racism Scale 
(Brooks & Martin, 2023) captures how educators address history and white supremacy 
in their instruction. Authors discussed historical representations of racism and race-
related concepts for the Cognitive and Reflective Responses to Lessons Scale (Hughes 
et al., 2007) but did not state or explicitly define racism. Relevant discussions about 
race-conscious policies and color-blind racism for the Policy Endorsements: School 
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Desegregation and Affirmative Action Scale (Hughes & Bigler, 2011), Teachers Race 
Talk Survey (A. Alvarez & Milner IV, 2018), and CoBRAS (W. Wang et al., 2023) 
Scales; racial segregation for the Race, Racial Attitudes, and School Segregation 
Survey (Billingham & Hunt, 2016); and structural dominance with the Teacher 
Candidates’ Perceptions About Adolescents Based on the Adolescents’ Physical 
Characteristics scale (DeCastro-Ambrosetti & Cho, 2011).

Seventeen scales either focused on concepts of discrimination (e.g., racial/ethnic, 
gender, and/or religion) or contextualized race through discriminatory practices and 
experiences, which tended to be more focused on the institutional, interpersonal, and 
intrapersonal. Authors using the Everyday Discrimination Scale (Saleem et al., 2022), 
Perceived Discrimination based on ethnic group membership (Faircloth & Hamm, 
2005), School-Based Racial Discrimination (J. S. Eccles et  al., 2006), Perceived 
Institutional Discrimination (Hope & Jagers, 2014), Perceived Discrimination Scale 
(Karcher et al., 2022), and the Perceived Ethnic Discrimination (Nieri et al., 2022) 
Scales focused discussions on how race-based discrimination is related to negative 
experiences. Other scales, such as the Students’ Awareness and Endorsement of 
Cultural Stereotypes About Race and Math (Cvencek et  al., 2015), Experiences of 
Discrimination Based on Gender or Race (Copur-Gencturk et  al., 2023), and Bias-
based Bullying (Vigna et al., 2018), had discussions around biases and stereotypes to 
frame the development and use of the scale. Lastly, some researchers using the School 
Discrimination (Bennett et  al., 2020), Teacher Discrimination Scale (Kyere et  al., 
2023), and Acculturative Hassles adapted (Oberoi & Trickett, 2018) focused more on 
structural, school-based discrimination to discuss scales. The other 15 scales either 
explained their scale through anti-racism efforts, critical reflection practices, general 
belief systems and ideologies, and the importance of diversity and multiculturalism, or 
did not have context provided for the exploration of race and racism. 

Promising Examples.  Based on our review, we wanted to highlight promising examples for 
the field. We chose measures based on the following criteria: created within the last 
10 years (to account for the ever-evolving nature of racism research) and have at least one 
reliability AND validity estimate from the scores that Met Most Recommendations (M). 
Some scales were designed to allow multiple stakeholders to take them, including stu-
dents, teachers, parents, and/or other school staff. The teacher scales that met (M) criteria 
(see Appendix B) were: Attributions of Mathematical Excellence Construct (Jacobson 
et al., 2022), Racism and Inequity Beliefs (RIB) Questionnaire (Legette et al., 2023), and 
School/Teacher Racial Encounter Stress Scale (STRESS) (Bentley-Edwards et al., 2020). 
The student scales that met those criteria were: School Climate for Diversity Scale—Sec-
ondary (Byrd, 2017) and School Racial Threat adapted (Bentley-Edwards et al., 2020). 
Some scales were designed to allow multiple stakeholders to take them, including stu-
dents, teachers, parents, and/or other school staff. The scales that had multiple audiences 
and met the criteria were: Critical Consciousness Scale (CCS) (Diemer et al., 2017) and 
Critical Reflection Achievement Gap Attributions (Bañales et al., 2019).

Of the teacher scales, RIB (Legette et al., 2023) was the only scale to explicitly 
define racism and also measure systemic factors. RIB drew on critical race theory 
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(CRT) to incorporate definitions of racism (cultural, systemic, individual), cultural 
deficit, and color-evasiveness. We attributed the type of racism the scale attempted to 
measure as systemic and intrapersonal/individual racism. Omega was used as a reli-
ability measure (.7 and above for all subscales) and CFA was conducted for validation. 
The scale sampled a predominantly white teacher population with both rural and urban 
representation in a Southeastern state. The scale consists of items designed to capture 
causes of racial inequity that aligned with individualistic, post-racial, deficit, and sys-
temic beliefs, including “In general, racial/ethnic minorities do not work as hard in 
school as white children,” “In general, teachers treat students differently based on 
race,” and “In general, racial/ethnic discrimination is a factor in Black kids’ suspen-
sions.” For a larger list of the items, see Appendix Table A.1.

The Critical Reflection Achievement Gap Attributions (Bañales et  al., 2019) is 
another promising example that was administered to students, parents, and school staff 
that explicitly defined racism as structural versus individual: “Structural attributions 
point to institutional racism, discrimination, and other systemic impediments to suc-
cess as causes of social inequities. . . . In contrast, individual attributions are causal 
explanations that credit people’s work ethic, attitudes, and merit as the causes of 
achievement gaps.” We coded the type of racism they attempted to measure as intrap-
ersonal/individual and systemic. Authors included Cronbach’s alpha estimates (.8 and 
above for all subscales) for reliability, and CFA was conducted for validation. The 
scale was used in a study for urban, mostly Black high school students in a Southeastern 
region of the United States. To measure structural attributions, the scales indicated 
“White students usually go to schools with more resources than Black students,” and 
to measure individual attributions, the scales indicated “Black students don’t work as 
hard as white students regarding the Black/white academic achievement gap.” 
Additionally, these items were asked with the following prompt: “There are many 
theories about why Black students do less well than whites in school. Indicate how 
much you think these differences are caused by each of the following: individual attri-
butions, structural attributions.” These promising examples can provide a foundation 
for measuring various facets of racism in educational settings because their items offer 
specific ways to ask about different aspects of systemic and individual racism and how 
they manifest within school environments.

Discussion

Although we know the way individuals experience racism changes as our society 
changes over time, the field of measurement has not kept up, as the average year of 
development for these measures was 16 years ago (2008). This constant evolution 
underscores the need for researchers to remain vigilant in ensuring that their instru-
ments accurately reflect current racial dynamics. A majority of the scales centered on 
personal and individual-based racial discriminatory practices and experiences, but a 
much smaller subset focused on how those concepts connect to systemic and institu-
tional inequities or were able to tie their scale use to an explicit definition of how they 
operationalized racism. While beliefs are just one part of structural change, they are 
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essential in shifting attitudes, though this alone does not equate to structural change (it 
might over time). This finding indicates a conceptual and methodological gap between 
how racism operates according to our adapted ecological systems theory, and how it is 
currently measured. This misalignment reinforces the QuantCrit premise that data are 
not neutral; what researchers choose to measure reflects prevailing assumptions about 
where racism lives and how it should be understood.

Our review found a focus on capturing whether respondents experienced or witnessed 
overt acts of discrimination (e.g., interpersonal and intrapersonal emotions and feelings), 
but instruments were limiting in three ways: 1) surveys did not ask individuals about 
potential racist actions they committed; 2) intersectionality was not addressed, and 3) the 
cumulative effects of microaggressions were not assessed. For the interpersonal level of 
racism, only one survey asked the respondent to identify if they had demonstrated racist 
conduct: the Middle School Social Distance Scale (Brandwein & Donoghue, 2011). 
While most scales made statements about others engaging in racist acts like “Teachers 
grade you harder because of your race or gender” (Butler-Barnes et al., 2022; Kyere 
et  al., 2023) or responding to statements like “Students of different races/ethnicities 
work together in class” (Byrd, 2017), the Middle School Social Distance Scale 
(Brandwein & Donoghue, 2011) asks specifically about the willingness of middle 
schoolers to accept members of various ethnic groups as friends. Participants indicate 
the closest level of relationship they would be willing to have with each target group by 
selecting a number from 1 to 7: 1 = best friends, 2 = eat lunch with, 3 = sit beside in class, 
4 = say hi only, 5 = member of homeroom only, 6 = member of school only, and 7 = exclude 
them. Nonetheless, it is about a hypothetical situation versus an after-the-fact interaction, 
highlighting the urgent need to develop surveys about self-reflection and real 
interactions.

Similar to discrimination being analyzed mostly through an “experiencing” versus 
“committing” lens, surveys only analyzed racism through one dimension, ignoring 
gender, LGBTQIA, disability, religion, immigration, and other forms of marginalized 
intersectional identities. There were no scales that asked about students’ experiences 
with disabilities as people of Color. Only one scale asked about being bullied because 
they were part of the LGBTQIA community, but it was not within the context of being 
a student of Color (Vigna et al., 2018). Both the Teacher Discrimination Scale (J. A. 
Eccles, 1997) and the Experiences of Discrimination Based on Gender or Race adapted 
by Copur-Gencturk et al. (2023) asked about gender; however, this was separate, not 
in addition to race/ethnicity. The Acculturative Hassles adapted (Vinokurov et  al., 
2002) did ask specific questions for Muslim students and serves as an example of what 
a scale tailored toward Islamic students can entail, asking questions such as “An 
American student treated you in some way because you are Muslim” and “You saw 
another Muslim student treated badly or discriminated against.” Despite the fact that 
many students of Color navigate these identities simultaneously, all surveys only cap-
tured one dimension of racial discrimination.

Microaggressions are a complex experience that can be defined as being stereo-
typed, invalidated, or excluded in academic and social settings (Sue et  al., 2007). 
Measuring microaggressions can serve as a bridge between interpersonal experiences 



Castillo et al.	 27

and the institutional practices that reproduce inequities over time, since they can also 
include environmental factors that uphold racist practices and policies. Unfortunately, 
our study only found one survey that reliably measured microaggressions (Nadal, 
2011) but did not have adequate correlational or construct validity evidence from the 
scores. This may reflect the reality that many of the reviewed measures were devel-
oped around 2008 before microaggressions became widely recognized within educa-
tional and public discourse. Yet because these subtle forms of racism are often 
dismissed as benign, their measurement is critical to understanding how racism per-
sists in “race-neutral” educational environments. If we want to change systems, we 
need to measure more than student peer interactions, the intersectional aspect of dis-
crimination, and track the cumulative effects and progress over time.

These scales analyzed in this review unveil important patterns on how racism is 
operationalized (or not) in quantitative K–12 education research. Most measures 
equate racism with discriminatory events they witnessed from their peers or school 
staff and ignore asking about their own engagement in such acts, thereby privileging 
interpersonal manifestations they witness while leaving institutional and structural 
mechanisms as well as their own acts of racism largely unmeasured. As a result, the 
field lacks tools that capture racism embedded in policies (e.g., discipline infraction 
codes, gifted identification procedures, special education identification procedures), 
resource distribution, and/or historical and political forces shaping school contexts. 
They also lack survey instruments that would allow respondents to self-reflect and 
take accountability for their actions. When measures define racism primarily as per-
sonal experience and omit asking individuals about their own actions, they risk (in)
advertently hiding the larger systems that are a result of those experiences. More 
explicit and expansive operationalizations of racism, such as those measuring policy 
beliefs, structural attributions, or institutional practices, demonstrate that it is possible 
to design tools that capture racism beyond the interpersonal, but these remain the 
exception rather than the norm.

While we support the use of high-quality psychometric tools to ensure they are 
applied appropriately within communities, we also recognize that excessively high 
standards can reinforce systemic and structural inequities, presenting a complex bal-
ance between traditional rigor and equity. For example, we would not want a racism 
measure validated in a Latino population in Chicago used to measure racism for Black 
students in the South. At the same time, we acknowledge that access to the knowledge, 
skills, funding, and large sample sizes needed to validate scales is often limited to 
prestigious institutions, whose scholars are usually well-funded, predominantly white 
individuals. Our review carefully analyzed reliability and validity estimates in accor-
dance with the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (2014). However, 
we aimed to critically assess potential biases that could perpetuate dominant norms in 
psychometrics. To avoid reinforcing the “status quo” (i.e., white norms), we reported 
the psychometric evidence available for each measure (see Appendix Table A.2). 
Using any scale should be accompanied by both quantitative evidence and clearly 
articulated qualitative definitions. We recognize that traditional metrics, such as 
Cronbach’s alpha, potentially provide only a partial view of a measure’s 
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appropriateness and may reflect normative assumptions that do not generalize across 
diverse populations. Considering these limitations and the specific constructs each 
measure was designed to assess is critical when interpreting psychometric evidence 
and selecting measures for research. Ultimately, prioritizing qualitative evidence in 
item design aligns with recommended measurement practices (Ho, 2024) and supports 
more equitable and culturally responsive approaches to assessing racism.

Implications and Future Research

We see this review as a start to raising awareness and increasing research around the 
extent and forms of racism within education. We call for researchers to discontinue 
the practice of using race/ethnicity as a default control for racism and instead opera-
tionalize and define race and racism. Secondly, systematic research should consider 
adopting QuantCrit as a guiding framework. Applying QuantCrit in this review 
allowed us to center racism, challenge traditional psychometric properties, and 
acknowledge the systemic and complicated nature of racism. Infusing a QuantCrit 
framework more thoroughly may involve incorporating all tenets at every stage of 
the review process. For example, rather than relying on traditional screening prac-
tices that privilege peer-reviewed articles, reviewers might adopt an intentional 
approach that includes community-facing reports and briefs. The future of QuantCrit-
informed reviews will also require developing new approaches and methodologies 
for conducting literature reviews, potentially including community-based participa-
tory elements, as aligned with the fourth QuantCrit tenet, Voice and insight: Data 
cannot speak for itself.

Thirdly, we seek to advance more robust and rigorous measures of systemic racism 
in education, incorporating mixed-methods, longitudinal data, and contextually 
grounded tools that capture not just attitudes but also structural, systemic, institutional, 
interpersonal, and intrapersonal aspects of racism. This review demonstrates that 
respondents’ racial identities shape how they perceive and experience racism, under-
scoring the need for more systemic measures and for tools that capture the complexity 
of racism across different racial groups. We also caveat that this is a limitation of all 
measurements, as no one measure can 100% accurately represent an entire group of 
people; however, more nuance and specificity for particular groups is warranted for 
future research. We uncovered the necessity to create more measures for rural, Asian, 
and Indigenous students. Only six scales surveyed a rural student population, only one 
used a majority Asian student sample, and none used a majority Indigenous sample. 
We acknowledge that a limitation of this study is its focus on K–12 studies, despite 
evidence that racism begins early and persists throughout the lifespan. We understand 
the need to study this, especially given not only the additional considerations in sur-
veying or assessing young children, but also the reality of adult implicit bias toward 
young children in disciplinary, observational, assessment data among others (Blackson 
et  al., 2022; Gilliam et  al., 2016; Giordano et  al., 2021; Meek & Gilliam, 2016). 
Nonetheless, future research should examine how to measure racism to understand the 
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nuances and needs of early age groups, potentially through instruments that assess 
early educators’ or parents’ critical consciousness (e.g., Vesely et al., 2023). 

We also acknowledge that survey instruments measuring racist attitudes must adapt 
continuously to reflect evolving forms of racial bias and exclusion. Given the evolving 
nature of racism, we recommend a combination of both in-the-moment surveys and 
retrospective surveys after students have graduated. In-the-moment surveys would 
provide immediate insights into students’ experiences of racism within the current 
educational environment, while post-graduation surveys allow for a reflective view of 
how racism and bias may have impacted them over time. Additionally, future measure-
ments of racism should include historical, geographical, political, and theoretical 
aspects to capture its multifaceted, systemic, and structural properties.

It is crucial to create multidimensional measures that go beyond individual scales 
and self-report surveys by using innovative quantitative and qualitative components to 
capture a broader spectrum of experiences. According to Ho (2024), “Measurement 
must be qualitative, then quantitative, then qualitative again.” Building on this perspec-
tive, we emphasize the importance of using mixed methods in survey development to 
capture the complex and evolving nature of racism more effectively, as well as how 
these phenomena vary across different populations over time. For instance, employing 
an exploratory sequential design (Creswell, 2022) enables researchers first to gather 
qualitative data to identify key factors shaping perceptions of racism, which can then 
inform the development of targeted quantitative survey instruments. Respondents, 
especially youth or individuals with internalized racism, might lack the terminology or 
awareness to recognize structural forces, leading to systematic underreporting in sur-
vey-based measures of systemic racism. Therefore, we advise researchers to incorpo-
rate qualitative data within an explanatory mixed-methods approach to contextualize 
and interpret the survey results (Creswell, 2022). This enables us to understand how 
institutional policies and systemic forces influence the patterns seen in the survey data. 
This approach ensures that the resulting measures are not only relevant but also 
grounded in the lived experiences of the population being studied. Given the multidi-
mensional and shifting nature of racism, survey developers should also integrate quali-
tative methods, such as interviews, ethnographic studies, and observational research, to 
capture both overt and subtle forms of racial discrimination. By including these diverse 
data sources, researchers can create more comprehensive and nuanced surveys that 
provide deeper insights into how racism is experienced and perceived.

To address the drawback of survey measures, researchers have developed promis-
ing examples. While not the primary focus of this paper, we note the presence of 
anti-racist measures and tools that hold potential for advancing this work further, 
particularly to encourage future research and highlight innovative work. We want to 
warn that despite these innovative approaches, these tools remain controversial, with 
some scholars questioning their reliability and validity (Schimmack, 2021b). The 
Implicit Association Test (IAT) attempts to assess unconscious biases by measuring 
reaction times when participants (usually young pre-school-aged) are asked to associ-
ate positive or negative attributes with racial groups (Greenwald et al., 1998). Recent 
research has documented the need to understand both implicit and explicit bias in 
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educators using either the Child Race IAT or Adult Race IAT, as self-report measures 
differ vastly from implicit measures (Blackson et al., 2022). The authors recommend 
expanding the work into early childhood and early school settings, as early discrimi-
natory experiences can have long-lasting effects on children (Blackson et al., 2022). 
Nevertheless, recent critiques suggest that the IAT may exhibit poor internal consis-
tency and construct validity evidence (Schimmack, 2021a, 2021b). We advise using 
this tool carefully and following the recommended practices outlined by Greenwald 
et al. (2022). 

Another innovative approach to measuring school segregation, which can be (not 
always) examples of institutional and systemic racism, is Fiel’s (2013) study. Fiel 
(2013) used a decomposition approach to assess the relative contributions of distribu-
tive processes and compositional changes to the observed resegregation of schools 
between 1993 and 2010. Other proxies that researchers have used to measure school 
segregation include the Index of Dissimilarity (D), which is frequently used for mea-
suring residential segregation (Frankel & Volij, 2011; Frankenberg, 2013). D is a two-
group measure that assesses the degree to which groups are evenly distributed across 
geographical areas, and education scholars have used D to measure within-district 
segregation in racially isolated districts (Frankenberg, 2013). Lastly, Polos et  al. 
(2022) measured school-level structural racism by analyzing a combination of student 
demographics, sense of connectedness, perceived life opportunities, school discipline 
records, and attendance data. While these alternatives exist, it is crucial to sift through 
research goals before using any of these measures. As recommended, use qualitative 
definitions and see whether they fit the aims of each scale, aligning with measurement 
best practices (Ho, 2024).

Although we can attempt to quantitatively measure racism, this is not the same as 
actively working toward reducing and eliminating the interconnected systems that per-
petuate racism and other forms of oppression. This work will not be done overnight 
and requires deconstructing and rebuilding across all sectors, including public and 
private educational institutions. The process of quantifying racism in education will be 
iterative and aspirational in nature (O. Johnson Jr., personal communication, June 
2024). Quantitative methods will eventually reach their limits, and we may never be 
able to unpack the complexity and layers of systemic and structural racism. However, 
we remain committed to trying to measure it as best we can, with the understanding 
that better data can lead to more resources for racially minoritized students and the 
development of anti-racist programs and policies. We aim to inspire ongoing research 
and action toward racial justice, understanding that this work requires the constant 
reevaluation of our measures and methods to match the shifting cultural realities of 
how racism operates, and the specific ways it impacts marginalized communities. As 
racism continues to evolve, so too must the methods by which it is measured, and 
given today’s political environment, this work is even more important.
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