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Stereotype threat 

• Concern that one could be seen or  
    judged stereotypically 

 



 
Stereotype threat can cause stress, which can 
undermine performance and well-being. 



 
Stereotype threat is something we all 
experience.  
 
 



 
Stereotype threat is something we all 
experience.  
 
But in school it can be a chronic concern for 
females in math and science, and for minority 
students more generally. 
 



 



 
For some reason I didn’t do well on tests. I’d 
get stuck on a problem, feel the time 
pressure.  Then I would think, Oh gosh, 
everyone else knows what they’re doing. 
Then I  would tell myself, “I’m a blonde 
female athlete and I’m not supposed to be 
doing well in physics.” I knew it was just a 
stereotype but that didn’t help. 
 
 -A female engineering graduate student 



“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 



“My experiences [in college] have made me far 
more aware of my “Blackness” than ever 
before . . . [N]o matter how liberal and open-
minded some of my White professors and 
classmates try to be toward me, I sometimes 
feel like a visitor on campus; as if I really don’t 
belong . . . .” 
  
  

 



“My experiences [in college] have made me far 
more aware of my “Blackness” than ever 
before . . . [N]o matter how liberal and open-
minded some of my White professors and 
classmates try to be toward me, I sometimes 
feel like a visitor on campus; as if I really don’t 
belong . . . .” 
  
 -Michelle Robinson (Obama), 1985 

 



Stereotype threat can occur regardless of the 
actual level of bias. 

 



Stereotype threat experiment: 
When White men can’t jump 

 



Stereotype threat experiment: 
When White men can’t jump 
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Stereotype Threat Experiment 

 
•  Male and female college students “identified”  
      with math 

 
•  Completed difficult intellectual test 
 

Stereotype-Relevant Group 
 
“This is a test of your math 
ability.“ 
 

Stereotype-Irrelevant Group 
 
“This math test is gender fair.” 
 
 



The same test-taking situation can be different for men and women 
 

Math Performance Among Men and Women 
(Number Correct) 
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Field Experiment: Women in the Science 
Pipeline 

Highest Level Calculus Students 



Highest Level College Calculus Students 
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Field Study: Women in the Science Pipeline 



Advanced Level Women Outperform Advanced Men 
in Calculus When Threat Reduced 
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Stereotype-threatening cues can also lessen 
women’s career ambitions in math and science. 
 



Conclusions from many studies 
• Stereotype threat can be experienced collectively 

 
• Stereotype threat most affects people who care about 

performing well. 
 
• Stereotype threat emerges as early as elementary school. 

 
• Need not believe stereotype to experience  
    stereotype threat. 

 
• Subtle cues can “flick the switch” on stereotype threat 



 
 
In school, the switch can be continually “on.” 



 



Two broad intervention strategies 

 
Fostering an optimistic narrative of adversity 
 Wise criticism, a growth mindset, 
 Shoring up belonging 
 
Fostering an optimistic narrative of self 
 Values affirmation 



 



 
 
 

Wise criticism 





 
 
Study with male and female science majors 
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Wise criticism works with other 
underrepresented groups. 
 
Middle school study with ethnic minorities. 



“Wise feedback” group: 
I’m giving you these 
comments because I have 
high standards and I 
know that you can meet 
them. 



Control group: 
I’m giving you 
these comments 
so you have 
feedback on your 
essay. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Just one interaction – assume it happens over and over and over – less mysterious why and how trust leads to accumulating consequences



Wise Criticism:  Two Pilot Studies 
Teacher writes reassuring note 
Percentage of students revising their essay: 
 

• White students:        75% 
• Black students, control:    17% 
• Black students, intervention:   71% 

 



 



7 years later, more minority students in the wise 
criticism condition attending a 4 year college. 



 



 
Teaching students to interpret criticism optimistically 

[Treatment message given to students] 
 
 "I don't always get helpful feedback on my papers. My parents used to tell 

me that every criticism is like a treasure, and my teachers taught me 
the same thing.  Where I come from, it’s important for kids to learn 
and improve if they’re going to make something of themselves.  The 
teachers who give me feedback that corrects my mistakes are the ones 
who really care.  They take you seriously, like a good coach does.  You 
might not get good criticism like that all the time in school.  But when 
you do get it, it’s like gold.", 

 
 
“… Teachers give critical feedback … to students that they believe in.  It’s a 

hard lesson.  But I’ve come to learn that criticism doesn’t mean my 
teacher sees me as dumb.  It means they think their students can reach 
that high standard…. I like it because it gives me the chance to make 
my work and myself better." 

  
 

 
 
“… Sometimes people think that all the red ink on your paper happens for 

some other reason, like maybe the teacher is biased.  But think of pro 
athletes or baseball teams that make it to the World Series.  Just like in 
sports, you need that critical feedback to get excellent…. It’s a sign that 
the teacher believes in your ability to be really good some day." 
 

“Here’s what students said about the feedback they get in school:” 



Wise Criticism:  Two Pilot Studies 
 
Students taught to reinterpret criticism 
Percentage of courses failed: 
 

•   White students:    14% 
•   Black students, control:   43% 
•   Black students, intervention:       23% 



Wise Criticism:  Two Pilot Studies 
 
Students taught to reinterpret criticism 
Percentage of courses failed: 
 

•   White students:    14% 
•   Black students, control:   43% 
•   Black students, intervention:       23% 
 

Intervention also boosted female students’ 
math grades. 

 



 



 
 

Growth Mindset 



Teaching students that 
intelligence is changeable—
teaching a “growth mindset” 

 
Carol Dweck, Professor, Stanford University 

Joshua Aronson, Professor, New York University 



A Mindset Workshop 
• Minority middle-school students in disadvantaged urban setting  

 
• Middle school seems to be a fork in the road 
 
• Control Group: 8 sessions of great study skills. 

 
• Growth Mindset Group: 8 sessions of great study skills + the growth 

mindset.   
– Discuss scientific article on brain’s capacity to grow (“learning makes 

you smarter”) 
– Discuss how mistakes are necessary for learning, how even “geniuses” 

weren’t always geniuses (“10K hours of practice to become an expert”) 
– Write letters and discuss personal experiences that reinforce the growth 

mindset 
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Shoring up belonging 



 



Daily threats to belonging 

Everyone is going out without me, and they 
didn’t consider me when making their plans. 

-Black female college student 



Daily threats to belonging 

Everyone is going out without me, and they 
didn’t consider me when making their plans.  
At times like this I feel like I don’t belong here 
and that I’m alienated. 

-Black female college student 



 



Written response of student who 
received intervention 

“The primary uncertainty was social and 
personal vulnerability, and when classes 
were challenging.... I felt like I was always 
the one without the answer.... But now, I 
realize that there are indeed some people 
who always know the answer but I do–
often–know the answer. Not knowing has 
ceased to be a reflection of vulnerability 
but has become a completely normal part 
of going to college.” 



Shoring up belonging: 
College grade point average by year  

Intervention 

Walton & Cohen (2011, Science) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
White students showed the same pattern throughout. In terms of raw means, the treatment reduced the race gap in GPA over this period by 63%. Pause Beyond the main effect, there are four interesting patterns here.First, in the control condition, minority students show a long slump in performance through sophomore and junior year.  They may be experiencing a recursive cycle – or an exacerbation cycle – whereby feelings of non-belonging lead to negative interactions with peers and teachers, reifying these feelings of non-belonging and undermining performance over time.2.  Second, the treatment seems to interrupt this pattern leading to a linear increase in performance.3.  Third, White students are stable over time.4.  And fourth, towards the end of their college careers, the control condition seems to recover.  This kind of analysis illustrates one value of field research.  If you only study these interventions in the laboratory or at a single point in time, you may only capture the initial stage of a process that unfolds over time
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At key transitions, these interventions can set 
students on a positive trajectory. 
 
Technology can help reach more students (Yeager, 
Walton, Brady, Duckworth, Paunesku, Dweck, Cohen et al.) 

 
 Study with college freshman class 
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The intervention effects are not magic (Yeager & 
Walton, 2011). 

 



The intervention effects are not magic (Yeager & 
Walton, 2011). 

 
They work when they set in motion cumulative 
and catalytic consequences, or “cycles of 
adaptive potential” (Cohen & Sherman, 2014) 



Social Integration on Campus 
Optional fall survey, N=41 
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Treatment vs. control: b = .74, t(50) = 3.05, p = .005 Yeager & Walton (in prep) 





 
 
 

Values affirmation 



 
Middle school study. 



Excerpts from affirmation exercise 
“Dance is … is my passion, my life. My second home is the dance 
studio, my second family is my dance team.  My family and friends 
are so important to me, even more than dance. My family, I can’t 
live without them. My friends, I am my real self around them (and 
my sister). I can be silly, goofy, and weird and they don't care, 
they accept me for who I am….” 
 
 
“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.”  

 



Values Affirmation 
 
Percentage of students failing course: 

 

• White students:       6% 
• Black students, control:  20% 
• Black students, affirmed:     9% 

 
 
Percentage of low-performing students placed in 
remedial track or retained in grade: 

 

• White students:       3% 
• Black students, control:  18% 
• Black students, affirmed:     5% 

 
 



 
Does affirmation help close the gender gap  
in science? 



Affirmation in Physics: 
Average Exam Score 

Miyake, Kost-Smith, Finkelstein, Pollock, Cohen, & Ito, 2010, Science 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The effect was present even in the first exam, though the effect was not as robustThis effect was maintained throughout the course of the semester (until the final exam)
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• Same benefits of affirmation found for: 
– Latino American middle school students 

(Sherman et al., 2013)  

– Poor first-generation college students 
(Harackiewicz et al. 2014). 

– Minority adolescents in Wisconsin school 
district (Hanselman et al., in press) 



The benefits of an intervention can 
be remarkably persistent.  

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The lifespace becomes the lifecourse.



 
The outcomes of one transition can affect the outcomes of 
later transitions even after many years.  They do so when 
they set in motion accumulating consequences. 
 
 -Glen Elder 
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The lifespace becomes the lifecourse.



Values Affirmation 
 
Percentage of students enrolled in college 7 years later: 

 

• White students:      80% 
• Black students, control:   76% 
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• Black students, control:   76% 
• Black students, affirmed:   87%* 
 

 
 



Values Affirmation 
 
Percentage of students enrolled in college 7 years later: 

 

• Male students:      80% 
• Female students, control:  76% 
 

 
 



Values Affirmation 
 
Percentage of students enrolled in college 7 years later: 

 

• Male students:      77% 
• Female students, control:  78% 
• Female students, affirmed:   91%* 
 

 
 



 



 
 

Implications 



 
 
Stereotype threat can help explain when and 
why people from many walks of life perform 
below their potential. 



 
 
Stereotype threat may be especially pernicious 
for underrepresented groups in school and work 
settings. 



Social psychological interventions and 
experiences 



Social psychological interventions and 
experiences can bring about lasting 
consequences 



Social psychological interventions and 
experiences can bring about lasting 
consequences for good or ill 



Social psychological interventions and 
experiences can bring about lasting 
consequences for good or ill under certain 
circumstances. 



Social psychological interventions and 
experiences can bring about lasting 
consequences for good or ill under certain 
circumstances. 
 
Wise interventions do in a small way what 
successful educators do. 



 
THANK YOU! 
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