Journal of

School

ii
k 8 Journal of School Psychology PSyChOIOgy
ER 45 (2007) 45-59 —_—

ELSEVI

Stereotype threat and test performance: A primer for
school psychologists

Alexander H. Jordan **, Benjamin J. Lovett "

* Department of Psychology, Stanford University, Jordan Hall, Bldg. 420, Stanford, CA 94305, United States
® Department of Psychology, Syracuse University, 430 Huntington Hall, Syracuse, NY 13244, United States

Received 9 March 2006; received in revised form 5 August 2006; accepted 5 September 2006

Abstract

Ethical guidelines require school psychologists to ensure that their assessment practices are
nondiscriminatory, but typical discussions on this topic neglect the possible discriminatory effects of
cultural stereotypes on assessment results. Recent research on stereotype threat shows that students’
knowledge of stereotype-based negative expectations about their test performance can depress their
actual test performance. This paper discusses the range of conditions that promote stereotype threat
and identifies important moderators and mediators of the phenomenon. Several practical suggestions
are offered for school psychologists to consider when interviewing students, interpreting assessment
results, and developing programs to increase schoolwide achievement.
© 2006 Society for the Study of School Psychology. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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For almost a century, critics have voiced concern about bias and discrimination in
psychological assessment, beginning with the administration of standardized cognitive
ability tests to immigrants who did not speak English and soldiers who could not read
(Zenderland, 1998). Persistent claims of bias in test questions and scoring procedures have
even led to occasional calls for the abandonment of all standardized testing (e.g., Williams,
1971). In response to such criticism, professional organizations have issued ethical
guidelines mandating that psychologists conduct assessments and interpret results in a fair
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and nondiscriminatory manner (e.g., American Psychological Association, 2002; National
Association of School Psychologists, 2000). These general prescriptions have led, in turn,
to articles, chapters, and entire books devoted to training psychologists in a variety of
specific nondiscriminatory assessment practices (e.g., Ortiz, 2002; Padilla, 2001; Valencia
& Suzuki, 2000).

Nearly absent from the growing literature on culturally sensitive assessment (e.g., Lopez &
Rogers, 2001) has been discussion of recent social psychological research on stereotype
threat. According to this research, largely conducted using college student samples, negative
cultural stereotypes about the performance of certain demographic groups can actually
depress the performance of examinees belonging to those groups. Despite the obvious
relevance of this phenomenon to nondiscriminatory assessment practices, only Frisby (1999)
has mentioned stereotype threat in a school psychology context. After providing a brief
critical discussion of a single empirical study (Steele & Aronson, 1995), Frisby (1999)
concluded that although the concept of stereotype threat was provocative, far more research
needed to be done before any broad implications for school psychologists could be deduced.

In the years since Frisby’s article, a large literature on stereotype threat has accumulated.
The goal of the present paper is to provide an up-to-date review of this literature and to
enumerate several implications for the practicing school psychologist. A working
knowledge of stereotype threat is especially important for school psychologists in today’s
assessment milieu, where standardized tests that were once viewed as context-free
measurements of students’ abilities, skills, and personalities are now recognized as limited
snapshots of individuals’ behaviors at a single point in time, susceptible to influence by
immediate and long-term environmental factors (see, e.g., the “intelligent testing”
philosophy, Kaufman, 1994, 2000; and the behavioral-systems approach, Mash & Terdal,
1997).

What is stereotype threat?

All people sometimes experience situations in which, according to cultural stereotypes,
their social identities augur poorly for their performance. Awareness of these negative
stereotypes may produce distracting thoughts about confirming group stereotypes, and
these anxieties, in turn, may lead to the very failure that is feared. For example, a girl who
tries out for an improvisational comedy troupe in high school, aware of a stereotype that
women do not make good comedians, may find herself flustered and unable to perform to
her potential. She may, furthermore, attribute her comedic stumbles to her femaleness and
become dejected in a way that male members of her troupe do not when they experience
frustration. According to the theory and terminology developed by social psychologist
Claude Steele (1997; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002), this girl’s experience exemplifies
stereotype threat.

Stereotype threat’s performance-depressing effects have been demonstrated in a variety
of domains. In one study, for example, White men performed poorly compared to Black
men when given a miniature golf task described as a test of natural athletic ability,
consistent with the stereotype that White individuals are poor natural athletes (Stone,
Lynch, Sjomeling, & Darley, 1999). When the same task was described as a test of
“sporting intelligence,” on the other hand, where the cultural stereotype is reversed, Black
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men’s performance suffered. More relevant to school psychologists, many well-designed
laboratory studies have shown stereotype threat effects on the academic test performance of
vulnerable demographic group members.

Stereotype threat and academic testing
Ethnic minority students and test performance

In the first empirical study examining stereotype threat, Steele and Aronson (1995)
administered difficult verbal GRE items to Black and White college students. Half of the
students were told that the test measured verbal ability, whereas the other half were told that
the test had nothing to do with ability. The experimenters hypothesized that the former
condition would induce stereotype threat in the Black students and hurt their performance,
given the cultural stereotype that Black individuals, relative to White individuals, lack
intellectual ability (e.g., Ashton & Esses, 1999). In the latter condition, on the other hand, it
was expected that this stereotype would not be salient to those taking the test, and
consequently Black and White students would do equally well.

The results of the study were consistent with the experimenters’ hypotheses. When told
that the test was diagnostic of verbal ability, Black students scored a full standard deviation
lower than the White students. But when the test was said to be nondiagnostic of ability, the
Black and White students performed equally well. It seemed, therefore, that the situational
relevance of a racial stereotype had a major impact on test performance. Indeed, in a second
study, a performance difference between Black and White students was produced simply by
having students specify their race on a demographics form before testing, even when the
test was represented as nondiagnostic of ability (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Similar effects
have been obtained using different university populations (e.g., Blascovich, Spencer,
Quinn, & Steele, 2001) and even when using the Raven Progressive Matrices, generally
considered to be a “culture free” measure of intelligence (McKay, Doverspike, Bowen-
Hilton, & Martin, 2002).

Two means of evoking cultural stereotypes, then, have been shown in laboratory studies
to produce stereotype-consistent subsequent test performance in Black college students: (1)
designating a test as diagnostic of intellectual ability, and (2) bringing attention to students’
ethnicities prior to testing. Similar patterns of results have been obtained for Latino college
students (e.g., Gonzales, Blanton, & Williams, 2002), who also suffer negative stereotypes
in the academic domain, as well as low-SES students, who are negatively stereotyped in
verbal fluency (Croizet & Claire, 1998).

Female students and test performance

Female students from elementary through graduate school are stereotyped as deficient in
mathematics (Swim, 1994). We might expect, therefore, that they would be vulnerable to
stereotype threat when completing mathematically intensive tasks. Indeed, in one study,
female college students performed worse than their male counterparts on a very difficult
math test, but this performance difference was eliminated when the test was represented to
the participants as not showing gender differences (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999).
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Presumably, this manipulation reduced stereotype threat by making the women’s gender
irrelevant to the task at hand—just as describing a test as nondiagnostic of ability can render
Blacks’ ethnicity irrelevant to the task at hand. Stereotype threat’s detrimental effects on
female students’ math performance have been demonstrated using several other distinct
methods to activate the relevant negative stereotypes (e.g., Brown & Josephs, 1999;
Cadinu, Maass, Rosabianca, & Kiesner, 2005; Davies, Spencer, Quinn, & Gerhardstein,
2002; Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000).

The mechanics of stereotype threat
Physiological arousal

Stereotype activation in the mind of the test-taker seems crucial to stereotype threat (e.g.,
Davies, Spencer, & Steele, 2005; Steele & Aronson, 1995), but it is unclear exactly how the
activation of self-relevant negative stereotypes affects test performance (see Major &
O’Brien, 2005, for a review). One of the most intuitively plausible mediators of stereotype
threat’s effects on test performance is anxiety, or physiological arousal more generally.
Although self-reports of anxiety level have failed to statistically mediate stereotype threat
effects (Aronson et al., 1999; Oswald & Harvey, 2001; Schmader, 2002), direct
physiological evidence suggests a role for arousal. In one study, for example, Black
participants’ blood pressure rose substantially in a stereotype threat condition, whereas the
blood pressure of Black participants in a non-stereotype threat testing condition actually
dropped from baseline (Blascovich et al., 2001). In other studies, decreased heart-rate
variability (Croizet et al., 2004) and estimates of participants’ anxiety (e.g., fidgeting) by
independent raters blind to experimental condition (Bosson, Haymovitz, & Pinel, 2004)
have statistically mediated stereotype threat effects.

Cognitive interference: Intrusive thoughts and thought suppression

Steele et al. (2002) suggested that stereotype threat may interfere with cognitive
performance because of intrusive worries about fulfilling the group stereotype or being
judged according to it; efforts to quell such intrusive thoughts may, in turn, simply
exacerbate the distraction, according to research on thought suppression (Wegner, 1994).
Empirical support for Steele et. al.’s (2002) hypothesis exists. In one study, stereotype
threat reduced participants’ working memory capacity, as measured by a task in which
women were asked to count vowels in sentences at the same time they memorized words
and then recall as many target words as possible. Impaired performance on this measure of
working memory capacity statistically mediated the women’s subsequent performance
decrements on a math test under stereotype threat conditions (Schmader & Johns, 2003). In
another study, women in a math testing situation were asked, between each math problem,
to write down whatever thoughts happened to come to mind. Participants in the stereotype
threat condition reported a greater number of negative math-related thoughts than did
participants in the control condition, and the quantity of these intrusive thoughts
significantly predicted test performance impairment (Cadinu et al., 2005). Performance in
the stereotype threat condition declined as the test went on, suggesting that a vicious cycle
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between negative thinking and poor performance may occur under conditions of stereotype
threat.

Beyond test performance decrements: Further damage from stereotype threat
Distancing oneself from a threatened identity

Even if the exact mechanisms of harm are not fully understood, stereotype threat clearly
can hurt academic test performance. Recent research suggests that stereotype threat may
also affect vulnerable individuals’ identities; specifically, in response to the activation of
negative stereotypes about a demographic group to which they belong, people may distance
themselves from the threatened identity. In one study, for example, Black students under the
threat of an academic ability test reported liking stereotypically African American items
such as hip-hop and basketball less than did Black students not under stereotype threat or
White students in either condition (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Over the long term, Black
students who persevere in their academic efforts may feel pressured to abandon their Black
social identity, while female students who focus on math may marginalize their feminine
identity insofar as it fits the stereotype concerning women’s mathematical abilities (see
Pronin, Steele, & Ross, 2004). Thus, long-term stereotype threat sequelae may help to
explain the greater levels of peer group ostracism that academically successful Black
students experience compared to their high-achieving White peers (Fryer, 2006; Zirkel,
2004).

Disengagement from a threatening domain

In addition to the abandonment of valued social identities, stereotype threat may
promote disengagement from threatening domains among stereotyped individuals (Steele,
1997; Steele et al., 2002). Not caring about academics is one way to avoid some of the
pernicious effects of stereotype threat, but performance under such circumstances is likely
to be even more depressed than it is under the load of stereotype threat when one cares
about the domain and puts forth effort. Supporting the idea of long-term academic
disengagement among Black students, Osborne (1997) found a weaker relationship
between academic performance and global self-esteem among Black students than among
White students. Black students, apparently, invest less of their self-worth in academic
performance than do White students, perhaps due partly to stereotype threat (see also Major,
Spencer, Schmader, Wolfe, & Crocker, 1998; Verkuyten & Brug, 2003).

Identifying moderators: What determines the strength of stereotype threat effects?
Test characteristics, real and purported

Researchers have identified several variables—some involving the test, some involving
the test-taker, and some involving the testing environment—that moderate stereotype threat

effects. For example, research suggests that more difficult tests produce greater stereotype
threat effects (Steele et al., 2002). Given the crucial role that performance anxiety may play
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in mediating stereotype threat, it is no surprise that frustratingly hard tests are most likely to
induce stereotype threat. Independent of the actual properties of a test, stereotype threat
effects can be exacerbated or attenuated by the representation of the test to examinees. As
noted previously, stereotyped groups show greater performance decrements when a test is
purported to show intergroup score differences or is represented as diagnostic of ability
(e.g., Steele & Aronson, 1995).

Beliefs about intelligence

Striving in every testing situation to represent the test as nondiagnostic of ability may
seem to be a daunting task. Fortunately, some research suggests that there may be ways to
change students’ chronic beliefs about the determinants of test performance and thereby
alleviate stereotype threat over the long haul. In one study, Black college students who were
persuaded to believe in the malleability of intelligence through effort performed better,
academically, throughout the subsequent term than did their peers in the control group
(Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002). Similarly, seventh-grade girls who were taught that
intelligence has more to do with one’s efforts than with one’s inherent, stable capacity did
better on math tests compared to girls in the control condition—and, indeed, performed as
well as the boys in their class (Good, Aronson, & Inzlicht, 2003).

Concerns about stereotypic evaluation by others

Stereotype threat may extend beyond self-doubt and involve concerns about other
people judging oneself in terms of prevailing stereotypes. For this reason, Steele et al.
(2002) argued that situations in which performance criteria are vague may promote
stereotype threat; such situations suggest that the examiner possesses latitude to evaluate
performance in terms of social stereotypes. A situation in which objective evaluation
criteria are specifically delineated, on the other hand, may help to reduce stereotype threat.
More generally, challenging students’ beliefs that teachers or other evaluators view them
through a stereotypic lens may be an effective means of alleviating stereotype threat. In one
study, researchers were able to produce greater levels of trust, effort, and performance
among Black students writing essays when the evaluators explicitly stated that they had
extremely high standards but believed that the students could meet those standards (Cohen,
Steele, & Ross, 1999). This kind of feedback—emphasizing high expectations—effectively
contradicts the idea that one is in danger of being judged in terms of the negative intellectual
stereotypes concerning one’s demographic group. At the same time, this behavior may
combat more general teacher expectancy effects that hurt stigmatized groups and help to
maintain the Black—White score gap (see Ferguson, 2003; Kuklinski & Weinstein, 2001;
McKown & Weinstin, 2002).

Social identity salience
A final moderator of stereotype threat strength is the salience of one’s social identity.

The more that a testing environment promotes awareness of one’s threatened social identity,
the greater the decrement in performance we can expect. In one study investigating this
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idea, women completed math tests in classrooms that contained (along with numerous men)
either zero, one, or two other female test-takers. Women performed worst when there were
no other women present in the testing setting, whereas they performed best when two other
women were present and there therefore was not as much attention called to their threatened
identity as a woman in a mathematical setting (Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2000).

This finding does not necessarily imply that testing environments should be segregated
by sex, ethnicity, or other social categories in order to minimize social identity salience. A
more ambitious long-term strategy might be reducing the threat posed by particular contexts
for particular social identities—that is, increasing “identity safety” (Markus, Steele, &
Steele, 2000; see also Cheryan, Plaut, Davies, & Steele, 2006) and reducing stigma. We
discuss strategies for creating identity-safe classrooms later in this document.

Limitations of stereotype threat research
Population age

While acknowledging the reality of stereotype threat effects in lab studies using college
samples, school psychologists may be skeptical about whether these effects generalize to
natural school settings. One concern is population age. We know that children can
discriminate gender by age 2 (Huston, 1987) and ethnicity by age 5 (Aboud, 1988; see also
Quintana, 1998), and that they gradually acquire knowledge of cultural stereotypes from 6
to 10 (McKown & Weinsterin, 2003; Ruble & Martin, 1998), but when exactly do they
become vulnerable to the effects of stereotype threat? Knowledge of group stereotypes by
itself may not be sufficient; a child may also have to understand the hierarchical nature of
social categories (see Brown & Bigler, 2005).

In the first study examining stereotype threat in a school-age sample, Ambady, Shih,
Kim, and Pittinsky (2001) found that girls as young as grades K—2 showed what the authors
called “implicit stereotype awareness”—a tendency to assume that a top math student is
male—even while they explicitly denied that girls and boys differed in math ability. These
young girls and their counterparts in grades 6—8 subsequently succumbed to typical
stereotype threat effects when gender was primed before test administration. Girls in grades
3-5, on the other hand, did not show implicit stereotype awareness and also did not show
depressed performance under stereotype threat conditions, underscoring the need for more
research examining this developmental period.

Whereas Ambady et al. (2001) directly activated children’s stereotypes by bringing
attention to gender, McKown and Weinstein (2003) used an indirect form of stereotype
induction, describing a test as either diagnostic or nondiagnostic of ability. In this study, too,
the performance of young children (ages 6—10) who were aware of cultural stereotypes was
impaired under stereotype threat conditions. Although more research using school-age
samples is warranted, the existing evidence suggests that children are prone to the same
stereotype threat effects as college students.

One unresolved question is whether high school students are as prone to stereotype
threat as are younger children and college students. No research, to our knowledge, has
addressed this issue, and it is possible that students who experience stereotype threat in their
younger years—especially the types of students referred to school psychologists for
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evaluation or intervention—may tend to disengage from the academic domain by high
school, such that they are no longer vulnerable to stereotype threat. College students, of
course, represent only those individuals who maintained some academic identification
throughout their schooling, so the existence of stereotype threat in this population does not
answer the question about high school students.

High-stakes versus laboratory testing

In real-world testing situations, where a single test score can determine whether one
passes a class or gets into a desired college, students may be much more motivated to
succeed than they are in lab settings where the chief motivation is to comply with the
experimenter’s instructions. It is unclear whether the higher stakes of real-world testing
would magnify or attenuate the stereotype threat effects found in the social psychological
laboratory. Unfortunately, this uncertainty creates an ethical quandary for researchers
interested in investigating these questions. Introducing major stereotype threat manipula-
tions into a high-stakes real-world test would mean potentially jeopardizing the academic
futures of those vulnerable students who were randomly assigned to the stereotype threat
condition. Nonetheless, Educational Testing Services researchers conducted one experi-
ment that tested a stereotype threat prediction (Stricker & Ward, 2004). During an actual
Advanced Placement (AP) Calculus examination, half of the students specified their
ethnicity and gender before taking the test, while the other half specified their ethnicity and
gender after completing the same test. The results did not support the predictions of
stereotype threat theory; girls, for example, did not do worse when asked to indicate their
gender before (rather than after) the test.

This study (Stricker & Ward, 2004), however, is a weak test of stereotype threat’s
relevance to the real world. Members of the negatively stereotyped groups in the study may
have had the relevant stereotypes so activated already that the manipulation of indicating
gender or ethnicity before taking the examination produced no additional change in
stereotype activation. In other words, participants in both conditions may have been under
substantial stereotype threat. This illustrates a more general problem with trying to
demonstrate stereotype threat effects outside the laboratory. Tests such as AP exams and the
SAT are so widely represented as diagnostic of ability—and gender and ethnic differences in
score distributions so widely known—that the typical laboratory manipulations to reduce
stereotype threat, such as labeling the test nondiagnostic, are unlikely to change students’
perceptions of the tests (Cullen, Hardison, & Sackett, 2004; Steele et al., 2002).

Given the challenges of stereotype threat experiments in natural settings, Cullen et al.
(2004) conducted a retrospective correlational analysis on real-world performance data.
Regression lines representing prediction of criterion measures (e.g., class grades) by
standardized tests did not show different slopes for different ethnic groups; the authors
judged these results to be inconsistent with stereotype threat theory. Unfortunately, studies
of this kind face a large hurdle: it is difficult to derive straightforward predictions about
patterns of real-world performance from stereotype threat theory. Some authors (e.g.,
Cohen & Sherman, 2005) have suggested that stereotype threat may help to explain the
well-known overprediction of college grades by SAT scores among Black students, but it is
hard to understand why SAT performance should be less affected by stereotype threat than
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college test performance, given that the SAT is difficult for the average student, is widely
perceived to be a test of intellectual ability, and is very similar in content to the tests used in
many laboratory-based stereotype threat studies. Indeed, given these facts, one might
hypothesize from stereotype threat theory that SAT scores would underpredict—rather than
overpredict—college grades for Black students. More thought needs to be given to the issue
of how criterion and predictor variables might be differentially affected by stereotype threat
if we wish for laboratory research to illuminate the causes of real-world performance
discrepancies across the schooling and cognitive testing spans.

In summary, age-related inconsistencies and a paucity of studies in field settings warrant
caution in the application of stereotype threat research to school psychological practice.
Stereotype threat investigators themselves have emphasized (e.g., Steele & Aronson, 2004)
that stereotype threat is not intended to provide a complete account of the test-score and
achievement discrepancies currently observed between demographic groups such as Black
and White students (e.g., Hyde, Fennema, & Lamon, 1990; Jencks & Phillips, 1998). To
demarcate the precise empirical boundaries of stereotype threat—and to thereby elucidate its
relevance to school psychological practice—future research must utilize well-validated
measures in rigorously controlled studies of school-age children and adolescents in
ecologically valid settings. In the meantime, despite the limitations of the extant stereotype
threat literature, we believe that it does yield several tentative but important implications for
school psychologists.

Implications for psychoeducational assessment

Based on stereotype threat research, we recommend five concrete changes to
psychoeducational assessment with few foreseeable downsides. First, during the rapport-
building period preceding test protocols (see Kamphaus, 1993; Sattler, 2001), psychologists
must be careful not to inadvertently induce stereotype threat by asking questions about
topics related to a student’s demographic group (e.g., music preferences). Such questions
may accidentally activate negative stereotypes about test performance or intellectual ability,
even when the psychologist’s assumptions about the student’s group affiliations,
knowledge, and interests are accurate. Second, and relatedly, measures of maximal
performance (e.g., ability and achievement tests) should be placed at the beginning of
assessments, before less formal self-report activities such as the clinical interview have a
chance to activate stereotypes by covering topics such as family background, current home
environment, preferred extracurricular activities, and self-perceptions of academic
functioning. Third, psychologists should not describe the tests they administer as
diagnostic of intellectual capacity or anything else, lest they promote test-takers’ concerns
about confirming group stereotypes of their abilities. Fourth, psychologists should consider
directly measuring mediators of stereotype threat to determine whether it likely affected test
performance. Measurement methods might range from informal interview questions to
standardized measures of cognitive interference, state anxiety, and test anxiety (e.g.,
Spielberger, 1980). Finally, aided by direct measurements of stereotype threat mediators,
psychologists must consider the possibility of stereotype threat when interpreting test
scores of vulnerable group members. This directive is in concordance with APA and NASP
guidelines for assessment, and, indeed, it helps to illustrate the critical distinction between
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psychological testing and psychological assessment (cf. Matarazzo, 1990); in the latter, a
trained psychologist interprets test scores or other information while considering the
context of the individual client.

Implications for general education programming

Stereotype threat effects may extend into the classroom settings that yield grades and
other information used by school psychologists to make decisions about students. Reforms
of general educational programming—guided by research on the moderators and
mechanisms of stereotype threat—may help to prevent stereotype threat from depressing
the classroom test scores of stigmatized groups. School psychologists are well trained to
take a leadership role in effecting changes in general education, and professional guidelines
encourage participation in educational reform at a systems level (National Association of
School Psychologists, 2000).

Knowledge of the stereotype threat literature and skills in applying this literature to
classroom situations are especially timely in the context of recent high-stakes testing
programs and educational accountability requirements now in effect for both general and
special education students. As Thomas (2005) reported, mandates included in the No Child
Left Behind Act and other legislation, such as requirements that school districts report
achievement data by ethnic group, have brought group differences in test performance into
bold relief and have increased general concern about reducing achievement gaps.
Moreover, the criterion-referenced nature of these tests has led to “failure” rates that often
vary across ethnic groups, prompting some community leaders to accuse school districts of
bias and discrimination. We agree with Braden (2002) that school psychologists have much
to contribute in this era of new educational accountability systems, and the stereotype
threat literature may help lead to reductions in achievement gaps, a key goal of these
systems.

Explaining standards

Drawing on the findings of Cohen et al. (1999) (see above), school psychologists might
ask teachers to ensure that minority students (here we include female students) do not
perceive poor grades to be due to their status as members of a group with a negative stigma
concerning achievement. Teachers should always explain their grading criteria as explicitly
as possible. Cohen et al.’s intervention—letting students know that challenging but
attainable standards are present—is perhaps most crucial in the lower grades, before students
have enough metacognitive awareness to judge their own competencies accurately. The
substantial educational psychology literature on the importance of high expectations (e.g.,
Weinstein, 2002) makes the point more generally that students who think others expect
them to do poorly are likely to perform in line with those perceived expectations.

With high-stakes standards-based assessments, especially, students should be given age-
appropriate information about the nature of the assessment instruments and the reliable,
objective methods with which they will be scored. Since some forms of these instruments
ask for test-takers’ gender and ethnicity, students should be assured that the scorers
typically will not have access to the examinees’ demographic characteristics. As a long-
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term goal, psychologists might lobby for test developers to move demographic questions to
the end of such examinations.

Teaching about stereotype threat

With older students, especially in schools with large minority populations, a frank
discussion of stereotype threat may help to ameliorate possible stereotype threat effects.
According to the research of Johns, Schmader, and Martens (2005), this educational
intervention gives students a source to which anxiety during a test can be attributed,
alleviating performance anxiety and partially preventing the depressed scores typical of
minority students under stereotype threat. When school psychologists are asked to
participate in or oversee high-stakes testing programs, in particular, they should consider
developing presentations about stereotype threat, to be delivered either directly to the
student body or through trained teachers.

Changing conceptions of intelligence

Intervention research demonstrating the moderation of stereotype threat effects by
students’ implicit theories of intelligence (Aronson et al., 2002; Good et al., 2003) suggests
another classroom teaching topic: the malleability of intelligence and the importance of
effort in producing academic achievement. Beyond its specific protective effects on
students at risk for experiencing stereotype threat, viewing intelligence as changeable
according to one’s efforts is associated more generally with high academic achievement
(e.g., Stipek & Gralinkski, 1996), making Aronson et al.’s interventions potentially helpful
for all students.

Identity-safe classrooms

The stereotype threat literature should lead teachers to create classrooms in which
students do not feel defined or limited by their demographic group membership. The
implications of this idea for multicultural education are complex and not always clear, since
teachers’ well-meaning efforts to respect students’ cultural backgrounds can sometimes
come across as ill-informed attempts to use students as “representatives” of their
demographic groups. However, teachers can take proactive steps to show that students
from all groups have the potential for academic excellence. Even brief interventions that
call attention to members of diverse demographic groups who have succeeded in
stereotypically “threatening” domains are sufficient to reduce performance anxiety and
intrusive worries and, in turn, produce better test performance (Mclntyre, Paulson, & Lord,
2003). Raising awareness of counterstereotypical exemplars of real-world achievement
should especially boost the performance expectations of minority students in high-stakes
assessment situations, where students may view the test as predictive of future life
outcomes.

A second important part of creating identity-safe classrooms involves keeping students
from having to choose between high academic achievement and peer acceptance.
Conscious identification with one’s ethnic group tends to be more central to the sense of self
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in minority students than in White students (Tatum, 1997), making peer pressure against
high achievement especially difficult for minority students to bear. Horvat and Lewis
(2003) found that academically successful minority students employed a complex set of
strategies to downplay their success around unsupportive peers, who might accuse them of
“acting White,” while openly sharing their success with supportive peers. To allow students
to perform at high levels without fear of reprisal by classmates, teachers and school
psychologists must make active attempts to encourage a peer culture of high achievement
by, for example, connecting academic success to powerful short- and long-term reinforcers
valued by a wide variety of students.

Conclusion

Stereotype threat research suggests the ease with which powerful cultural expectations
may be unintentionally conveyed during the course of a psychological assessment or a
classroom examination. Ignoring the effects of cultural stereotypes on students’ academic
functioning may compromise school psychologists’ competence to conduct nondiscrim-
inatory evaluations and to increase schoolwide achievement levels. School psychologists
and other educational officials therefore must attend to stereotype threat and its
implications. The existing literature on stereotype threat is robust enough to allow for
several recommendations to practitioners, but more research in real-world settings is
needed to ascertain the external validity of stereotype threat theory. School psychologists
can facilitate research in this area, and in doing so they may help their clients to achieve
more at school and in life.
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