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Background
Problem of underperformance

Social psychological perspective

How students are affected when an identity they hold is under 
threat in the classroom



“I simply decided it would be better not to [mention my 
Jewish background].  There was no obvious reason for 
being cagey.  In my short time at the school, I’d seen no 
bullying or manifest contempt of that kind, and never did.  

“Yet it seemed to me that the Jewish boys, even the 
popular ones, even the athletes, had a subtly charged field 
around them, an air of apartness . . . . [T]his apartness did 
not emanate from any quality or wish of their own, but from 
the school—as if some guardian spirit, indifferent to their 
personal worth, had risen from the fields and walkways and 
weathered stone and breathed that apartness upon them.”

T. Wolff,  Old School
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Stereotype Threat

Fear of confirming a negative stereotype 
about one’s group

Examples—
College transfer student
Female science student
New teacher



Stereotype threat can cause stress, self-
doubt, mistrust

Undermine performance



Stereotype Threat

May be experienced by African Americans, Latino       
Americans, and Native Americans in school.

Can occur regardless of the actual level of
prejudice  in the environment.



“I knew I was just as intelligent as 
everyone else . . . .  For some reason I 
didn’t score well on tests.  Maybe I was 
just nervous.  There’s a lot of pressure 
on you, knowing that if you fail, you fail 
your race.”

-Rodney Ellis, African American 
State Senator (Texas), 1997
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Stereotype Threat Experiment
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Stereotype Threat Experiment

African American students and White students

Completed difficult GRE test

Ability Diagnostic Condition

“Test tells us something
meaningful about

your ability.”

Non-Diagnostic Condition

“Test is a just an exercise
to help us.”
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Some Conclusions 
(from many studies)
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who care about performance domain.

It emerges about grade 6.

Need not believe stereotype to experience 
stereotype threat. 

Subtle events can trigger stereotype threat.
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Lessons

Identity threat can undermine performance, 
regardless of actual level of prejudice.

Like any stressor, it makes performance less 
reflective of potential.

It can be lessened through sometimes subtle 
changes in the educational situation, with 
sometimes large benefits for performance.



Stereotype Threat

Affects test performance

Does it affect feedback interaction?

And, what can be done to lessen it?





Mentor’s Dilemma

How do we provide critical feedback without 
undermining students’ motivation?

This dilemma may be especially acute across 
lines of difference.



How can teachers and mentors provide 
effective feedback across racial lines?
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How can teachers and mentors provide 
effective feedback across racial lines?

Intuitive strategies can backfire 
Superfluous positive feedback (Lepper)
Praising students’ ability (Dweck)



Successful Mentors and Interventions

Emphasize high standards
Assure students of their capacity to reach those standards

Examples
-Treisman’s Calculus Workshops
-Xavier University
-Kay Toliver
-Jaime Escalante
-Lepper’s Expert Tutors
-Levin’s Accelerated Schools
-Georgia Tech’s Engineering Curriculum
-Steele’s 21st Century Program



Student essays about favorite teachers suggest 
importance of high standards and assurance
“[My teacher] taught me to believe in doing the little things 
right to make something big in the future.  A couple of 
months ago, I asked him why he did so much for me in high 
school, his response was "I always go to bat for the kids I 
believe in."  [My teacher] has always believed in me and 
taught me to believe in myself.”



Building trust in the feedback interaction: 
Study Procedure

Black college students and White college 
students wrote essay.

Photo attached to essay.

Received critical feedback from White professor 
under three different conditions.
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The same processes occur for other 
negatively stereotyped groups

Women in science 
White men in sports 



Does wise feedback work in an actual classroom?

Field experiment in middle school

We created collaborative curriculum module with teachers.  
In class, children discussed meaning of hero 
Wrote essay about personal hero
Received structured critical feedback from their teacher
A random half of students received the message of high 
standards and assurance
All students asked to revise essay
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Feedback intervention:  Summary

Race and gender can create mistrust in teacher- 
student interaction.

Intuitive strategies can backfire.

Theory-driven strategies can help resolve 
ambiguity and improve motivation.



Stereotype Threat

Consequences for:

Test performance

Learning from feedback



How can we intervene to 
lessen

stereotype threat?



Positive forces in student and
academic environment

School performance
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Helping students contend with threat: 
Strategies

Wise feedback

Expert tutors

Education about stereotype threat

Teaching people that intelligence is changeable

Buttressing a sense of belonging

Self-affirmation
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Expert tutors

Education about stereotype threat

Teaching people that intelligence is changeable

Buttressing a sense of belonging

*Values affirmation*



Reducing Threat: 
Values Affirmation Intervention

Values affirmation

Reminder of source of self-integrity, such as writing 
about important value

Values affirmation reduces psychological threat 
and stress

Uses expressive writing



Exceptional mentors sometimes encourage 
students to reflect on important values

Erin Gruwell: Freedom Writers.

Student essays about favorite teachers:
“I can remember the first day of practice when [my coach] held up

 
his 

hand, fingers spread wide, and said, ‘I start every season by going 
over the list of five.’

 
This list was not any sort of defensive formation 

or practice structure, it was a ranking system he used for his life.  
The list of five were God, family/friends, health, academics, and 
athletics.  If any problem or conflict arose, he would simply ask, 
‘where is it on your list?’”



Values Affirmation Field Experiment

Middle school sites

Middle school seems to be a developmental fork 
in the road

African American and Latino American students 
may be at relatively greater risk partly because



Values Affirmation Field Experiments

Randomized, double-blind experiments

Tailored and personalized structured writing exercises, 
integrated into middle-school classroom over 1-2 
years.  Developed with teachers at school site.  

Administered several times, at periods of high stress.



Values Affirmation Field Experiment

Two experimental conditions

Affirmation condition 
Students wrote about important value

Control condition
Students wrote about unimportant value or 
or neutral topic



[Affirmation Condition Worksheet:] 

WHAT ARE YOUR PERSONAL VALUES?

The most important values to me are: (circle two or three)

Athletic Ability

Being Good at Art

Creativity

Independence

Living in the Moment

Membership in A Social Group 
(such as your community, racial group, or school club)

Music

Politics

Relationships with Friends or Family

Religious Values

Sense of Humor



Excerpts from affirmation exercise

“[Art] is important to me because it makes me 
feel calm.  When I'm very upset, like I'm going 
to cry I sit down and start listening to music or 
start drawing a picture.”

“If I didn't have creativity, I'd be bored out of 
my mind.”

“If I didn't have my family, I [wouldn’t] be raised 
right and if I didn't have my friends I would be 
a boring person.  If I didn't have my religion, I 
wouldn't know what to do, I would be lost.



RESULTS

Official school records:  Grade Point Average
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Values affirmations: 
Some conclusions (from several studies)

Benefits persist for at least two years. 

Benefits concentrated among most marginalized: low-performing 
minority students.

Benefits on state achievement test

At other developmental stages, other groups benefit, such as girls 
in 6th grade and female students in advanced science courses.

How does the affirmation work?
Through feedback loops
By changing subjective perceptions



Values affirmations: 
Some conclusions (from several studies)

Values affirmations: 
Some conclusions (from several studies)

Psychological and structural approaches complement 
one another
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Take home messages
Racial inequalities in school performance are due not only to structural 
factors, and are not due to fixed differences between groups, but arise partly 
from dynamic social-psychological factors. 

Stereotype threat can prevent students from performing up to their abilities 
and seizing opportunities.  This can occur regardless of the actual level of 
prejudice in a classroom

Understanding the effects of threat and stress help explain when and why 
people from “all walks of life” perform below their potential, and how and 
when educators can help.

The interventions may seem brief and easy, but they are not.

Partnerships between practitioners and researchers can help create 
equitable classrooms that promote the achievement of all students.



THANK YOU
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