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Shielding
Students From

Stereotype
Threat:

izzy performs poorly in math. John does not do well

on the SAT exam. Jennifer consistently achieves

below-average scores on subject-area tests.! The per-

formance of these students may be influenced by

their own perceptions and awareness of stereotypes
about what is expected of them. For example, they may have
been told, “Girls are not as good as boys in mathematics,”
or “African-American students do not do well on standard-
ized tests.” In reality, these students are likely affected by a
phenomenon known as “stereotype threat.”

Stereotype threat is driven by the conviction that aca-
demic performance may be judged or evaluated on the basis
of culturally driven false beliefs or preconceived notions
about the academic abilities of the ethnic, racial, gender, or
socioeconomic group to which one belongs. These percep-
tions are not thoughts developed due to being overly sensi-
tive; instead, they are established stereotypes that are often
systemic and built into the fabric of a society, the perpetua-
tion of which can limit access for certain segments of the
population. Once internalized, stereotype threat may trigger
anxiety or fear that one will live up to this negative stereo-
type, which may severely limit a student’s ability to recall
important ideas, formulas, principles, or concepts within

nstructional and
Developmental

mplications

specific content areas. Stereotype threat is experienced by
students in public, private, and denominational schools (in-
cluding universities/colleges) that are ethnically, racially,
multiculturally, and gender diverse.

This type of threat may also lead to a diminished or weak-
ened performance on a task that the individual believes that
he or she is less able to carry out simply because of a social
group to which he or she belongs.? When individuals find
themselves in situations where a stereotype applies, they
bear an extra cognitive and emotional burden—the possibil-
ity of confirming the stereotype, either in the eyes of others
or in their own eyes.? These experiences can lead to anxiety,
which has been investigated as a possible link between
stereotype threat and lower math performance by women
and African Americans.?

Latino students are not immune from this type of threat.
One of the few studies to investigate Latino elementary
school-age children revealed that they performed worse on
working memory tasks under conditions of stereotype threat
if they were aware of the broadly held negative stereotypes
about their group.®

When these student groups face high-stakes tests, they
tend to adopt performance-avoidance goals that help them re-
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duce the possibility of failure and do not make them appear
less capable than other students. For example, students at-
tempt to reduce their chances of failure by avoiding novel and
challenging tasks or by cheating.® If students continue to
adopt performance-avoiding goals and develop self-defeating
strategies to avoid looking less intelligent, this can eventually
cause them to withdraw, not care about school, exert little ef-
fort to succeed academically, or even drop out of school.”
Even though many education systems are becoming more
diverse, students from groups that continually face negative
stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination still face barriers
to their educational success. These barriers “may be the re-
sult of both actual differences in the treatment of students
in the classroom, and the ability of educators to understand
students and be sensitive to and inclusive in teaching styles
and content.”8 The following examples illustrate how stereo-
type threat may impact students’ beliefs about their abilities.

Adverse Effects of Stereotype Threat
Cognitive Learning Factors

When stereotype threat exists in the learning environ-
ment, students’ working memory capacities may be nega-
tively impacted. Working memory is where the mind oper-
ates on information, organizes it for storage or disposal, and
through rehearsal, connects it to other stored information.’
Studies have confirmed that stereotype threat can reduce
working memory resources, undermining the student’s abil-
ity to perform the information-processing requirements of
complex intellectual tasks. This type of threat appears to
negatively impact the speech and language components of
the working memory system involved in inner speech and
thinking."

Stereotype threat also has the potential to harm students’
ability to assimilate and apply academic information. One
study found that when learning abstract mathematics prin-
ciples, young women under stereotype threat were not able
to absorb these principles as easily as others who were not
under stereotype threat, and were less able to apply their
learning to solving math problems.'? Another study revealed
that students under stereotype threat had less factual knowl-
edge, and the knowledge they did have was poorly organ-
ized, making it more difficult to access. These students also
spent less time thinking about and studying class material
than students who had not experienced stereotype threat.!?

‘Cued’ Stereotype Threat Factors

“Cued” stereotype threats can adversely affect individual
performance on academic tests or tasks. Some cues are sub-
tle and may only be recognized unconsciously, which means
that the stereotype is not conveyed, but the task experience
is manipulated by the teachers/supervisors who are admin-
istering or supervising the test or task (for example, a teacher
referring to how various groups perform on tests). Cues may
be recognized consciously, when differences between groups
are communicated to individuals using directions and/or

context without indicating which group(s) tend to perform
better than others. Blatant cues are those communicated to
individuals directly through statements about alleged group
inferiorities in performance and ability.'

An example of a recently cued stereotype threat is a stu-
dent recognizing that for the first time in her academic ex-
perience, she is the only female in her advanced math class.
This type of experience may reduce the affected individual’s
self-control and impulse control, leading to changes in at-
tention control, judgment, decision making, aggression, hos-
tility, and even food consumption.'s

Spillover Factors

When negative stereotype threat expands to affect indi-
viduals in other areas of their lives—i.e, outside the aca-
demic environment—this phenomenon is referred to as
“spillover.” When spillover occurs, it negatively affects the
individual’s performance on unrelated tasks because the
memory resources necessary to perform those tasks are
being used to manage the threat.!® Spillover occurs because
the experience in the threat environment (whether school-
related or work-related) was emotionally and cognitively
overwhelming for the individual.'” Such threatening envi-
ronments can leave students feeling depleted and less able
or willing to engage in a variety of tasks requiring significant
self-control.'®

Creating a Christ-centered Climate for Reducing
Stereotype Threat

Despite the paucity of research on the prevalence of
stereotype threat in Christian schools, educational adminis-
trators, teachers, and stakeholders must continue to work
collaboratively to establish instructional and social climates
that will help students achieve positive learning outcomes.
Espousing a philosophy that first establishes God as the
“Source of all true knowledge, and the Holy Scriptures as
the perfect standard of truth,”*”is foundational to the cre-
ation of a Christ-centered learning environment. A Christo-
centric educational philosophy emphasizes not only aca-
demic knowledge, but also the balanced development of the
spiritual, intellectual, physical, emotional, and social powers
of each student.?

An important facet of this philosophy is the relational di-
mension, which focuses on developing and sustaining gen-
uine social interactions among students, school personnel,
and parents, as well as church and community leaders. Such
interactions help create caring learning communities that are
vital to the energy and life of educational institutions.”

Stereotype threat cannot be sustained in learning envi-
ronments in which everyone, “including teachers, students,
and parents feel a sense of belonging and connectedness to
each other. It is when everyone is treated with kindness, re-
spect and helpfulness. It is when everyone has a mutual
sense of responsibility.”?? In such environments, uncondi-
tional love permeates the fabric of relationships, diversity is
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celebrated, the needs of learners are fulfilled, and quality in-
struction is provided for every student who experiences dif-
ficulty in achieving his or her learning goals.?

The relational dimension of education is well illustrated by
the way that Christ was able to connect at the deepest level
with humankind: Ellen White wrote that “in every human
being He discerned infinite possibilities. He saw men as they
might be, transfigured by His grace. Looking upon them with
hope, He inspired hope. Meeting them with confidence, He in-
spired trust.”2

Christ’s method of dealing with people from stigmatized
groups reflected His concern, sympathy, and love for those who
were ostracized and marginalized by society. For example, Za-
cchaeus, a Jew and tax collector, was detested by his country-
men because his rank and wealth came as the reward of a vo-
cation they detested, and because of its association with
injustice, bribery, and extortion. However, beneath Zacchaeus’s
worldly exterior beat a heart that yearned for a closer relation-
ship with God.? Even before Zacchaeus looked upon the face
of Christ, he had begun the work that made him a true penitent.
Before being accused by his countrymen, he had confessed his
sins.? Christ demonstrated His unconditional love for Zaccha-
eus by going to his home to “give him lessons of truth, and to
instruct his household in the things of the kingdom.”*

The biblical narrative and commentary on the woman who
washed Jesus’ feet reinforces the deep love that Jesus demon-
strated toward those who struggled to find acceptance from
their fellowmen. Luke tells her story as follows: “When one
of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, he
went to the Pharisee’s house and reclined at the table. A
woman in that town who lived a sinful life learned that Jesus
was eating at the Pharisee’s house, so she came there with
an alabaster jar of perfume. As she stood behind him at his
feet weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears. Then
she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured per-
fume on them. When the Pharisee who had invited him saw
this, he said to himself, ‘If this man were a prophet, he would
know who is touching him and what kind of woman she is—
that she is a sinner.’”?® Christ saw in this woman great capa-
bilities for good. He saw the better traits of her character. The
plan of redemption had invested humanity with great possi-
bilities, and in her, these possibilities were to be realized.
“Through His grace she would become a partaker of the di-
vine nature.”%

Instructional Strategies for Reducing Stereotype Threat

Following Jesus’ example of offering unconditional love,
hope, and affirmation, teachers and administrators can help
students in Adventist schools recognize stereotypes and learn
how to counter their power in the classroom by (1) creating
a safe climate for learning; (2) using research-proven tech-
niques when testing and assessing students; (3) engaging stu-
dents in self-affirming activities; (4) promoting gender equal-
ity; and (5) encouraging students’ growth and self-confidence
through role modeling and mentoring programs.

Creating a Safe Classroom Environment

Teachers and educational administrators have important
roles to play in creating safe classroom environments
where all students feel competent and cared for.3° Celebrat-
ing diversity, affirming belongingness, and fostering posi-
tive and supportive relationships with and among students
will help to create a classroom climate that ensures the
success of all student groups.® Focusing on the positives,
such as noting each student’s improvement instead of the
areas where he or she has performed poorly, is another
way to support students suffering from stereotype threat.?
And, while support is vital, teachers can also help students
overcome the harmful effects of stereotype threat by hav-
ing high expectations of all students, challenging them to
continuously improve, and showing belief in each one’s
ability to succeed. 3?

Teachers should share stories about people similar to
their students who overcame adversity to achieve success.’*
Having students record stories from their own past, telling
how they persevered in difficult circumstances, may make
them more optimistic about their own ability to succeed.*
Finally, teachers can provide detailed feedback on assign-
ments by including positive observations indicating where
the student has met expectations, as well as areas where he
or she could improve.3®

Schools can also establish safe spaces (psychological and
physical within the classroom or school) that are free from
stereotype threats, and that provide students with a place to
develop and share coping strategies.?’

Using Best-practices Techniques in Administering
Assessment Instruments

When administering assessments, the following tech-
niques can be used to reduce the likelihood that students
will internalize stereotype threats:

1. Avoid discussing group membership (ethnicity, race,
gender, etc.) or having students reveal their group member-
ship before an assessment, as this may cue negative stereo-
types3$;

2. Because referring to an assessment as a test of ability
may trigger negative stereotypes, describe it as a measure of
student learning, or as a measure of students’ problem-solv-
ing skills®;

3. Be aware of the order in which the subject areas are
presented, especially when students are required to com-
plete more than one test. Research has found that girls per-
form worse in math if they are tested in math first. If the
math test follows another test area that does not trigger a
stereotype threat for them, girls perform equally to boys in
both cases and better than girls who took the mathematics
test first. Therefore, plan to begin testing with a subject area
that will not trigger stereotype threats, then move on to
those that may cue these threats. Randomized order actually
appears to put girls at a disadvantage in math and math-
related courses.*
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Examples of Stereotype Threat in the Classroom

o A teacher using different amounts of praise for the same work, depending
on group membership.

*Chris, who is of Asian descent, receives almost no praise for his excellent arith-
metic test score. Tina, who is of African-American descent, receives a lot of praise
for her excellent arithmetic test score.

¢ Having different standards or expectations depending on group membership.

*Meghan’s homeroom table, at which she sits with some other girls in her class,
gets extra computer time if they score an average of 85 percent on their next math
test. Meghan finds out that the next table over, at which a small group of boys sit,
must get 90 percent on the same test to get additional computer time.

e Attributing a student’s difficulty with a subject to his or her background.
*Alex is struggling in history. His teacher suggests that he may have more diffi-
culty than other students because his family members are immigrants.

e Overtly or covertly referencing background or group membership when it is
irrelevant to the situation. This can unconsciously trigger related stereotypes.
*Lisa is required to provide some demographic information (including her gender
and racial background) before taking a competency exam. Her friend Shelby also
takes the exam, but the proctor forgets to ask her to provide demographic informa-
tion. Despite having a better understanding of the material than her friend Shelby,

Teachers need to avoid using situ-
ations/texts/visuals that reinforce
stereotyped roles. For example: (1) the
father (working outside the home);
(2) the mother (homemaker); (3) the
doctor (male); (4) the nurse (female);
(5) boys (proficient in science, math,
and technology); and (6) girls (profi-
cient in languages, secretarial sci-
ences, and consumer sciences).

The curriculum should reflect the
pluralistic character of society by in-
creasing the number of female
achievers depicted in the curriculum
as well as in the examples cited in
class. All instructional materials,
whether textbooks, handouts, or
workbooks, need to be evaluated to
determine if they are gender biased,
gender neutral, or gender-sensitive/-

Lisa does not pass the exam, while Shelby does.

responsive.

*Sam, whose parents are from India, is sitting in his first business course when

the professor makes a comment about how successful Indians are in business. Sam

suddenly feels extra pressure to succeed in the course.

Providing Role Models for Students
An effective strategy is to discuss
women and minorities who have

*Names are used for illustrative purposes only.

Engaging Students in Self-affirming Activities

Engaging students in self-affirmation activities can help
to shield them from the effects of harmful stereotype threats.
The protective nature of self-affirmation is especially impor-
tant for “self-targeted” stereotypes,* which involve the per-
ception that if one’s performance fits a group stereotype, the
performance will also reflect poorly on the individual.* One
strategy that has been shown to improve student perform-
ance on stressful academic events is to schedule a brief (15-
minute) writing task just before the event, during which the
students tell why a positive skill, talent, value, or belief that
they possess is important to them.*?

Students have achieved both short-term and long-term
performance improvements after completing this activity.
Teachers can further enhance student performance by read-
ing these essays and affirming individual students on their
strengths.*

Applying Gender Neutral Teaching Skills in Classrooms

Teachers, as leaders in the classroom, should apply in-
structional skills that reflect gender awareness and gender
equality. Within this framework, all students need to gain ex-
perience in a variety of task roles. This may be achieved by
(1) rotating tasks in each group; (2) frequently changing the
group membership; and (3) developing other methods that
can shatter or dismantle social structures or expectations de-
signed to exclude certain groups.*

made significant achievements in
areas where minority groups are usu-
ally negatively stereotyped or ex-
cluded. For example, highlighting and emphasizing the con-
tributions of women and minorities in the domains of math,
science, technology, religion, philosophy, business, and the
social sciences. Teachers can also use media to highlight in-
dividuals who have not succumbed to stereotypes.*” Teachers
and administrators who belong to underrepresented groups
can also be effective role models in combating stereotype
stress.*® They can convey to students, through their instruc-
tional and interpersonal approaches, that they possess the
potential and the capacity to accomplish their academic, so-
cial, and career goals. Church and community members and
leaders from various minority groups and women in non-tra-
ditional careers can be invited as guest speakers to describe
their achievements and success in combatting stereotypes.

Providing Mentors

Providing students with mentors is another evidence-based
method of countering stereotype threats. This type of inter-
vention can be particularly helpful for students who suffer
from group-targeted stereotype threats; that is, is the fear that
if their performance matches stereotypical expectations, they
will have further confirmed biased perceptions relating to the
entire group.* Mentors help reduce stereotype threat because
they have succeeded in fields where such prejudices exist.
Teachers can also identify older students who are achieving
well academically and who would be willing to mentor their
students. They can then match these more mature students
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with younger ones from the same
cultural group or gender.®

Conclusion

Every teacher and educational
administrator should acquire an in-
depth knowledge and understanding
of the debilitating effects of stereo-
type threat on the academic, social,
psychological, and spiritual develop-
ment of children, particular those
who are from underrepresented and
stigmatized groups. These profes-
sionals must be willing to advocate
for children and youth, many of
whom do not fully understand how
to deal with the far-reaching effects
of broadly held negative stereotypes
about their group. Schools that serve
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