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S T E R E O T Y P E  T H R E A T  I N  E D U C A T I O N
How does  s te reo type th rea t  con t r ibu te  to  academic  underper fo rmance fo r  m ino r i t i es?
Lay l a  So l a t an 1,  Ca the r i ne  C r ys t a l  Fos te r 2

Pa lo  A l t o  H igh  Schoo l 1,  Wes t l y  Founda t i on 2

what is stereotype threat?

B A C K G R O U N D &
S I G N I F I C A N C E

Percent of Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics

in the United States who have received

an Associate’s Degree or higher.

White BlackHispanic

Census

42.8%

32.4%

22.7%

R E S E A R C H  M E T H O D O L O G Y

M A T E R I A L S

f ic t ional  student ’s math work
one w i th  m in ima l  m is takes ,  
one  w i th  numerous  m is takes

5-quest ion pract ice quiz
mul t ip le  cho ice

P A R T I C I P A N T S

mathemat ics c lass
I n t roduc t ion  to  Ana l ys i s  and 
Ca lcu lus ,  Pa lo  A l to  H igh  
Schoo l

1. Hand out copy of f ictional student’s math free response work with student ’s name that is 

commonly perceived as Lat inx—Maria Sanchez.

2. Teacher discreet ly br ings attention to the name ,  reci t ing, “Apologies, we didn’t  remove the 

name on th is student ’s work since i t ’s f rom eight years ago.”

3. Teacher assigns students to review the free response and correct mistakes.

- Class A receives work with numerous mistakes.

- Class B  receives work with minimal mistakes.

4. Students return f ree response to teacher.

5. Students take a mathemat ics pract ice quiz with quest ions re levant to their  course.

6. Students answer survey giv ing their  gender ident i ty and ethnicity as wel l  as what score they 

thought they received .

P R O C E D U R E

D A T A  A N A L Y S I S &   R E S U L T S

*note: no conclusions or calculat ions could be made
between ethnic minor i t ies and major i t ies due to lack of
minor i ty subjects.

since p = .027884 which is less than α = .05, we reject Ho

there is statistically significant evidence that the class who received the student’s work 

with minimal errors performed better. 

H Y P O T H E S I S

Ho = M1 = M2

Ha = M1 ≠ M2

P A R A M E T E R
M1 = mean score on practice quiz after receiving f ictional student’s work 

with numerous errors

M2 = mean score on practice quiz after receiving f ictional student’s work 

with minimal errors

since p = .584871 which is more than α = .05, we cannot reject Ho

there is not stat ist ical ly signif icant evidence that the class who received the student’s 

work with minimal errors reported higher self-confidence on performance.

H Y P O T H E S I S

Ho = M1 = M2

Ha = M1 ≠ M2

P A R A M E T E R
M1 = mean predicted score on practice quiz after receiving f ictional student’s work 

with numerous errors

M2 = mean predicted score on practice quiz after receiving f ictional student’s work 

with minimal errors

A S S U M P T I O N S
n1 + n2 ≥ 30

randomness questionable — proceed with caution

C O N C L U S I O N
After exposing students to a student who performed very wel l on an mathemat ics pract ice

worksheet—whose name is general ly perceived as Lat inx—students performed better than their

peers who had been exposed to a low-performing student of the same name . Whi le the

populat ion was largely non-minor i ty and they may not be vict ims of stereotype threat in th is regard,

they are st i l l in f luenced by its effects. This being said, minor i t ies are more suscept ib le and thus,

more pl iant. This would suggest that minor i t ies would benef i t to an even greater degree i f th is

exper iment were to have a more minor i ty-heavy sample. For future studies around the possibi l i t ies in

combat ing stereotype threat in educat ional environments or repl icat ion study of th is one, i t ’s

recommended to seek a more random sample with greater diversi ty. However, the results of this

experiment should encourage educators, parents and guardians, and even students, to seek

representation and uncover the unnoticed potential of students that may not appear on test

scores or other standardized forms of performance evaluation.

Stereotype threat refers to “being at r isk of

confirming, as a self-characterist ic, a

negative stereotype about one’s [social]

group,” (Steele & Aronson, 1995). For

minorit ies, their performance isn’t always

representat ive of their true abi l i t ies. Using

the understandings of crit ical mass effect—

the idea that in-group representat ion

enhances performance for the numerical

minority—further experimentat ion with

representat ion can be done (Bok, Bowen,

2000).
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