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Qualitative data analysis contains some degree of error, and any research group that performs 

qualitative research should be aware of sources of bias. Our research group investigates 

computerized analysis of undergraduate students’ constructed responses to questions about 

science and statistical concepts. In our development of predictive computer models, increasing 

the number of human-coded responses enhances the accuracy of these models. One way to 

increase the number of coded responses is to verify computer-predicted codes for each 

response instead of coding the responses blindly and randomly. However, human coders are 

also subject to confirmation bias, in which prior knowledge and expectations can bias their 

coding. We tested whether having computer-predicted codes available to human coders (i.e., no 

blinding) and sorting the responses in the order of the computer codes (i.e., no random 

assortment) facilitated confirmation bias in human coding. In the initial investigation, one coder 

coded 2,000 responses, which had codes predicted by a computer scoring model, to a three-

part constructed response question and found an effect from both no blinding and no random 

assortment of the computer codes. To test whether this finding was a novel observation, three 

coders, including the initial coder, replicated the investigation with experimental improvements: 

we more clearly defined the coding rubric and we used a split-plot design instead of coding all 

responses for each treatment at one time. Another differing factor between the two 

investigations was that the coders were aware of the overall pattern of the initial coder’s findings 

that supported an effect of confirmation bias. During the second investigation- contrary to the 

results of the initial investigation- random assortment and blinding had little to no effect on bias 

across the three coders. The difference in the results of the two investigations may be due to 

any of the variations between the two investigations. In conclusion, blinding and random 

assortment may be effective methods for reducing the effects of confirmation bias in coding 

student responses but may be less important when other methodological aspects, such as 

rubric development, are rigorous. Moreover, knowing about one’s own bias may also reduce the 

effects of confirmation bias. In this poster, we will describe our methodological design in more 

detail and further discuss the implications of these results. 
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