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Under-Performance of Black and
Latino Students

Blacks and Latinos overrepresented in US Prisons;Blacks and Latinos overrepresented in US Prisons;
clear link to underperformance in schoolclear link to underperformance in school

College: Blacks and Latinos roughly1/2 as likely toCollege: Blacks and Latinos roughly1/2 as likely to
go; about 2x as likely to drop out if they dogo; about 2x as likely to drop out if they do

High School: high drop out rates; worseHigh School: high drop out rates; worse
since No Child Left Behindsince No Child Left Behind

K-12: Lower standardized test scores and grades;K-12: Lower standardized test scores and grades;
gap widens as students move through schoolgap widens as students move through school



Common Explanations
1. Lower innate intelligence (The Bell Curve)

2. Effects of Poverty (lower skills and preparation)

3. Culture that discourages academic success

“acting white”



Puzzling Evidence

Blacks’ college achievement is worse than whites...

1. even when they are matched on standardized test scores

2. even when they come from equivalent schools

3. even when they are matched on income level, valuing of

education, parent education
Thus, genetics, income, culture, and other background factors

cannot explain all of the gap.  They leave an important part
unexplained.



   “Human intelligence is among the most
fragile things in nature.  It doesn’t take
much to distract it, suppress it, or even
annihilate it.”

--Neil Postman



Some social factors:

• Interpersonal Intimidation
• Belongingness (Baumeister, 2002)
• Stereotype Threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995)

The Fragility of Intelligence



Apprehension arising from the awareness of a
negative  stereotype  or personal reputation in a
situation where the stereotype is relevant, and
thus confirmable

– everyone experiences this in some form
“Meta-stereotypes” of African Americans

Stereotype Threat



When the ability is personally important, the
apprehension can be disruptive; it can lead to
distraction and anxiety, which interfere with
intellectual performance, short term memory,
etc.  Over time, it can undermine motivation.

General Hypothesis



Stereotype Threat
Anecdotal Evidence

“When I talk in class, I feel as though I’m totally on stage, like
everyone’s thinking, ‘oh what’s the Black girl going to say?’ ”

             —Stanford Undergraduate

“I knew I was just as intelligent as everyone else... but 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.”

          —Black State Senator, Rodney Ellis (TX)



George W. Bush

“Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me”



James Fallows in the Atlantic Monthly, after reviewing tape of 1994James Fallows in the Atlantic Monthly, after reviewing tape of 1994
debates with Ann Richards:debates with Ann Richards:

  ÒThe Bush on this [1994] tape was almost unrecognizableÑand not
just because he looked different from the figure we are accustomed to in the
White House.... This Bush was eloquent. He spoke quickly and easily. He
rattled off complicated sentences and brought them to the right grammatical
conclusions. He mishandled fewer words than most people would in an
hour's debate. More striking, he did not pause before forcing out big words,
as he so often does now, or invent mangled new ones.

My own research shows that media rumors of his stupidity started toMy own research shows that media rumors of his stupidity started to
circulate much more widely in the years following 1994 suggestingcirculate much more widely in the years following 1994 suggesting
that they may have contributed to his apparent intellectual decline.that they may have contributed to his apparent intellectual decline.

Yet, it was not ever thus…



““TheyThey misunderestimated  misunderestimated meme””
--G.W. Bush, Nov 6, 2000--G.W. Bush, Nov 6, 2000

Average estimate = 1030 Bush’s Actual Score = 1330
Estimate Bush’s SAT Score



Stereotype Threat:
Social Science Evidence
• Laboratory Experiments
• Field Surveys
• Interventions



Reducing apprehension by making the
stereotype less relevant should improve
performance

Experimental Hypothesis



Steele & Aronson (1995)

• Method: Reducing Evaluative Scrutiny

• Measure: Blacks’ and Whites’ GRE  Test Performance

Laboratory Experiment
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Experiment 2

Steele & Aronson (1995)

Method: Inducing the Relevance of Race

Measure: Blacks’ and Whites’ GRE  Test Performance



Verbal Test Performance
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Additional Experiments Finding Performance Effects
Over 100 Published Replications of the Effect

• Women taking math tests

• Latinos taking verbal tests

• Elderly taking short-term memory tests

• Low SES Students taking verbal tests

• Blacks and Miniature Golf

• Black students and IQ tests (Raven’s)

• White Males Taking Math Tests



Some General Conclusions From Lots of Studies

• One need not believe the stereotype is true to feel the
pressure to disprove it, but believing appears to increase ST

• ST can affect even those students with lots of ability and
lots of confidence in their abilities, but self-doubts magnify
effects

• Stereotype threat can arise as a function of grouping alone
(Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev; Inzlicht & Aronson)



– Acceptance of the stereotype

– Expectations of prejudice

– Belief that tests are biased against minorities;
mistrust

– High levels of academic identification--Caring

• e.g., Cedric Jennings

– Self-doubt

Stereotype Vulnerability:
Risk Factors for Underperformance



– Cognitive Load

– Elevated Blood Pressure

– Negative Thoughts

– Anxiety

– Effort Withdrawal??

Known Mediators of ST Effects:



Aronson/Steele:

ST Cue -> Anxiety-> lower score than would be

obtained if not threatened.

Paul Sackett et al.:

 ST Cue -> Disengagement/Low Effort -> lower

score than would be obtained if engaged.

– Sackett: ST effects are thus irrelevant to real standardized
test performance because the Lab Studies are low stakes.
Under high stakes (i.e., “real world”), people wouldn’t
disengage and thus ST would not affect scores.

Competing Mediational Stories



Laboratory Experiment:

Aronson & Salinas (2005)

Created low stakes vs. high stakes Stereotype Threat
Experiment:

2 (White or Latino) X 2 (ST vs. No ST) X 2 (High stakes vs. Low
Stakes)

Low stakes were like past experiments
Hi Stakes: 30 minutes vs. 3 hours of testing

Competing Mediational Stories



Latino Verbal Test Performance
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Why are Women Underrepresented in
Science and Engineering Jobs?



• Larry Summers’ hypothesis:
– Women lack the brain power to do highly advanced

work in hard math and science fields
• Solid research shows that:

– Women’s and men’s brains are different
– Higher levels of testosterone associated with better

spatial skills
– But does this fully explain the differences?
– Does this mean that anatomy is destiny?
– I think not…

Why are Women Underrepresented in
Science and Engineering Jobs?



Established Effects of Stereotype
Threat on Females in Math

• Girls choose easier math problems when being evaluated;
less confidence

• Priming “female” social identity lowers performance
• Lower standardized test performance-due to anxiety
• Presence of males disrupts performance
• Psychological (anxiety reducing) interventions close the

gender gap



Identity Salience Influences Women’s Mental
Rotation Test Performance
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Longitudinal Studies

Method: Measure Individual Differences in Stereotype Vulnerability
(SV) and Predict College GPA

• Stereotype Vulnerability contributes significantly to performance gap
in college (Massey et al., 2003). Controlling for SV and SES
eliminated grade gap between Latinos, Blacks, and Whites.

• Brown & Lee (2005) found that high SV Blacks and Latinos earned
lower grades (M = 3.4) than low vulnerability counterparts (M = 3.6).
SV was negatively correlated with GPA (r = -.30) for Blacks but not
Whites (r = .05)



How can we make people’s competence
less fragile and improve their outcomes?

 Stress the expandable nature of intellectual
competence

•  Stereotypes promote a fixed view of intelligence, an-IQ-is-
everything way of thinking about ability among both targets and
perceivers

• It creates a mindset where  looking and feeling smart become more
important than getting smart, and this creates problems of its own. It
makes evaluation stressful and problematic; it makes poor
performance demoralizing



Question:

What if you believed ability is malleable?  Would it reduce effects
of stereotype threat?

Method: Framing test as a measure of a fixed or a malleable ability

Measure: Blacks’ and Whites’ Test Performance

Experiment
Aronson (2000)



Conceptions of Ability and Test
Performance
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Conceptions of Ability and Test
Performance
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Conceptions of Ability and Test
Performance
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Other benefits of stressing the
expandable nature of intelligence

Thinking of ability as malleable...

• reduces maladaptive responses to failure

• Promotes a mastery orientation, increases
risk taking, enjoyment of learning, appetite
for challenge



Interventions

Method:
Teach attitudes that theoretically should help

students cope with ST and/or its attendant
anxieties. Compare test scores and GPAs of

intervention groups vs. controls.



College Intervention

Question: can getting people to believe in
expandable intelligence reduce effects of
stereotype threat?

• Method: Attitude change
• Measure: End of year GPA



Year End Follow-Up:

GPA



Middle School Intervention

Question: Can teaching the malleable view raise test scores of
minority students?

• Method: similar to previous study
• Conditions:

– Malleability of intelligence
– Attribution intervention--stressing the normality of difficulty
– Control (drug abuse message)

• Measure: Texas statewide test (TAAS)



7th Grade Reading TAAS--Latinos
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7th Grade Girls’ Math TAAS
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How can we make people’s competence
less fragile and improve their outcomes?

Teach students about stereotype threat



Question:
Can awareness of the process reduce effects of

stereotype threat?

Method: Forewarning about ST or Test Anxiety

Measure: Blacks’ Test Performance a few days later

Experiment

Aronson & Williams (2004)



African American’s Test Performance
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Conclusions

•Intelligence, Competence and Motivation, fragile things because they
are affected by social forces-- relationships between people that are
shaped by culture and social context

•Many ways exist to intervene, including changing the the situations in
classrooms and changing the way we think about intelligence—making
people aware that their abilities are less stable and fixed than they think.



Please send me questions and
comments:

joshua.aronson@nyu.edu



Verbal Test Performance
 White Students
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