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ABSTRACT - : . _ .
Several bellefs about the teacher expectaacy effect
-are false or half-truths. Curren* interest in *he teacher expectation
effect began with thy publica+ion in 1968 of Rosenthal and Jacobson's
book, "“Pygmalion in tLu Classroom". That bock stated that a teacher's
expectatliors.for a pupil's achievement function as a self-fulfilling
_ prophecy. Rosenthal and Jacobson also, implied that this expectancy
" effect could be used ‘to explain much of the var iability among pupils
in achievement, but they had no basis for that assertion. Their
conclusion led %o much research which produced very inconsistent
results. Inconsistency.came from *wo sources: serious methadological
problems and a sinplistic model of the expectancy effect. A more
adequate model makes it.clear that there is no*hing inevitable about
the teacher expectation effect. While I believe the formation of
expectations is inevitable, sources and accuracy of teacher
expectations should be investigated. Recent research indicates that
teachers tend to base their expectations on aspects of the pupil's
classroom behavipr and generally are good judges of the potential and
rerformance of their pupils. As teachers, though, ye should be better
educated in the use of information about pupils and should be
continually critical of our {udaments and be willing to change
opinions and beliefs abou+ schocl children. (Author/RH)
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My concern in this talk will be with some commonly held

¥4

' beliefs about the teacher expectancy effect. I'm going to talk’

¢

a bit about the sources of these beliefs, and then I'm going to

use some recent research data to support my view'that - these . —

beliefs represent misconcepﬁions ;bout the expecfation phenomenon. .
I'11 begin here by reviewing the types ;f_beliqfs that I
aﬁ concerned withi | |
. ‘ 1. The level at which a pupil_achieves igvpr;marily determined
R by the teacher's prectétioﬁs for that pupil's perfgrmance.
2. Teachers provide higher quglicy instruction fér pupils
for whom they have high expectét;ons than pupils for
) . - . whom they have low expectations, )

3. Teachers tend to form their expectations of pupils on fhe

basis of irrelevant characteristics such as social class

. }
or ethnic origin or physical appearance.

4. Information about‘pupéls (e.g., their scores, their prior
level of performance) should not be made available to
teachers because.fhe information will create an expectation

which will biasg the teacher.

e

1. This paper is based on a talk given at the 5th Annual Conference of
the Canadian Association of Young Children, Ottawa, Ontario.

ERIC - Oct.~ 25-27, 1979. 3
T _— . , ) e

.



v

5. Teachers should actively avoid xorming‘expectations for

their pupils’. ] '.- S .
I believe that all of these statements ave false (or, at best,

they represent half-truths), and in a .moment I'y going to 'use
, . i - -

some recent theory and research to support my position. Before
. N L 4

doing that, ho;ever; I want to°go back to some of the earlier
work on the expectancy phenomehon because it was from that earliero
work that many of these nisconceptions‘erose.' . - A \

Current interest in the teacher expectation'effect hegan with
.the publication in 1968 of losenthal and Jacobson's book

.~

'_zgmalion in the Classroomf The hypothesiq'developed-in that book -

was that a.teacher 8 expectations for a pupil's achievement
(functionq as a self fulfilling prophecy. In other words, if a

teacher expects high achievement from a pugil the teacher will

 treat the pupil in such a way as to insure high achievement., 1If,

‘on the’ other hand, the teacher thinks that a child has_ ldittle .

pOtential‘for achievement, the teacher will interact with tne
child in such:a way as to promote low achieueﬁent. |
Rosenthal and Jacobson also reported in their book an
experiment which was.designed to test that hypothesis, and this
is the famous Oak School'experiment; That study was conducted
in a group of elementary-classrooms (grades one through six).
Early in the school year the chil\ren in those classrooms were
given an 1IJ test. Shortly after the test was administered

(this is still early in the_school year), the teachers in those



| classrooms were told that certain'pupils in the classroom had \
i high potential,-hnd that these children could be‘expected'to N
~ show great‘aghievemeng gains during the yéart Thié'consfituted.
/ the ipdependentrmaniﬁulation of the study.In telling the teaéher
.ﬁﬁ ‘ that certain children had high.potential, Rosenthal was attempting .
‘ to induce an expectation in the te;cher. Actually the information

»

given the teacher was false in the sense that the children identified

L4

rd

as having high potential had been selected at random.
‘ Having attempted to induce an gxpeétation in the teacheé
(and:I wish to stress ghe word attémﬁt), the resé?rchers went on
to.asséss the effects of the expectation. What they did was to, '
readpinister the IQ test agaiﬁ at the edd;o£3the term. Their
prediction, of course, was that children identified aé h%gh
poééntial to the teacher woul§ shoﬁ greater gains on thg test than
v+ °~ children not so identified. In fact, the data tended to support
the hypothesis. The effects were nottﬁarticulgrly ;trong, ané they
' . tended to be;ome weaker as grade level increased, but) in geheial,
éhildren identifiéd as having high ﬁoten;ial'showed greater
gains than those not so identified. " N -
Rosenthal and Jacobson concluded that they had demonstrated
the.existence of a Ceachér expectation\sffect, and that con?lusion
geems justifiea (putting aside, for the moment, certain methodological
problemsi. They'also'implied, however, that this expectancy

effect’can be used to explain much of the variability among

pupils in achievement, but they really had no basis for that
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assertion given the weakness of their results. Rosenthal further. .

';rgued (and this point was extended even further bv other people
! . [ ]

. using Rosenthal's results) that much of the low achievement observed
L d

in minority group children or lower class children can be

,accounted for by this ekpectagcy effecf. in fact, they had no data
| on' that point at all. . : . ‘ N
The point I wish to make here is that many'of these beliefs |,
which are ﬁre#alenf'regarding.shg teacher exﬁectancy effect c;n
“ be traced back to the early wofk of Rosenthal, and‘that, 1ﬂ fact,
this- early work did not provide very strong ;upport for the )

assertions. Let mewcarry this historical outline a bit further,

The appearance of the Rosenthal anﬁ,Jacobsop book led to a great

‘v * -

deal of research activity, but that research activity produced
very incoﬁsistent resuf;sxgo %ar as'the expéctancy hypothesis .
was . concerned. Séme researchers were aé{e té find support for
the hypothesis, but dther researchers failed to figd any support.
These inconsistent results‘should, in themselves, have been a
" .basis for v;ewing tﬁe expectation hypothesis (and the associated
beiiefs) with some caution. There are, though, othér reasons
for viewing the beliefs with caution, as I will try to show
you in a moﬁent.
i.think the inconsistent results obta;ned.in the earlier
: gesearch derive from two sources. TFirst of.ali, there were

serious methodological probleﬁs in the research, and thefé were

differences among thé stucies in the types of methods embloyed.

>
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: ghese problems havé been discussed rathef'thoroughly (e.g., Dusek,
1975; Thorndike, 1968),- and I won't go into them here.’
s Thé second, and more 1mportant, reason for the failure of
the earliér tesearch relates, I think, to the fact that the ' ’
research gulding that model was too simplistic. 1In effect, the
\ model simply postulated a cgusal link between the teacher's
expeFtations and level of pupil_achievement. Receétly (and by
that I medn over. the past five years or so) more adequate models
of the expecéancy effect have appeared, anc¢. 1 think those models
ire important because they have led to better research on the
‘phenomenon and because they help to correct some 6f.the mis-
conceptions which have.:Lisen about the expectahcy effect.
I'm going to outline oge of these alternative qfdels here,

a model similar to uhat'ﬁiscussed by Brophy and Good (1974)
” and Ga%ner anq Bing (1973). This is not the most complex of .
the aodels which has been presented, but it will serve my

b

purpose. It looks like this:

Teacher Teacher | Pupil Pupil

Expectations — = - -» Behaviour — — - » Behaviour — <- > Achievement

N
!

!
o s Pupil

Attributes
Ability
Motivation

. ‘Attitudes
Etc.

B N
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What fhis model is saying is that, under'aome circumstances, a
teacher's expectations for the pupil's performance has an effect
on the teacher's behaviour toward the child. . Further, undgr some
circumstances, éhe teacher's behaviour has soue imp;ct on the
. pupil's behaviour which, again, under some circumstances, has
an impact on éhe pupil'é level of achfevemént.
ot wa&t to make two general points about this model, and then
‘ I.will have' something to say about a specific aspect of the model.
My first point is that this model makes it clear that there is
nothing inevitable about the teacher expectation éffe?t. Whether
. or not th; expectations ﬁ;ve an impact on achievement depfﬁds

-on whether or not they have .an impact on teacher and pupil

behaviours;and whether or not the ‘behaviours in turn have an effect

a . «

on achievement:*'What are the conditions under which these iinks
| exist? Unf;f;uﬁ?tély, we do not yet have a great deal of
informatibn .on the issue, but good research is beginning to
appear (see Cooper, 1979 aﬁd Hoge'and Luce, 1979 for recenf
‘reviews), ﬁpd I'm conQinced that in time tﬁé Mesearch-will 1eéd ‘
us to a better understanding of the expectanéy phenomenon. What
the research has shown .us is that the effect.is much more comaﬂex
ghan'formerly thought;’ahd that should be a basis for being
very caytious about any assertions respecting the effect.
My second point here relates to the pupi} gttribute variables

which I have tacked on to the model. There are undoubtedly

. conditions under which teacher expectatiéns do ‘affect achievement,
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- -but there aEe other faccors Affecting achievement, including
S such things as the intellectual ability of the pupil, the attitudes %
" and motives of thé pupil,—etc. That seems like an elementary
point, but it is a point which is sometimes losé sight of in.
..

this literature. There are pgople who have tried to'promote

. _ }
the VieY that expectations constitute the only determinant of
¢« - )

performance, and that view is ciearly false. . C
I'1l say ggain that this is not the most elaborate models
of the preqténcy efféét,'and_l admit that the formulagion as
I have présented if.begs'a lot of questions. I think, théugh,
~that this view of the eipectancy effect -‘has led to better regeArch
on the }ssue, and that it does help to correct some of .the
'mis?ohceptions which have arisen qPout the effect.
< | I want. to look more close%y now at one element within the
model, the expectancy variable, and I have two reasons for doing
- this. First.of ali, Ilcanxuse some obéervations‘about that
variable Eo»commept on some of the beliefs I had reviewed
- earlier, ?nd, séc?nd@&, our feséarch happens"ta focus on .that
variable. | ' |
I'1] begin here with the statement that the.formation of
expectagions is'inevitable. I don't know of any data that can
be cite& to support that stafemeut, but I believe it to be true,
.and I believe that the advice you some?imes hear t?“the effeét'

that,teachers.shdvld'agtempt to "avoid formiﬁg expectations for

their pupils is very silly advice.




; Having said that, we can move to two questions that can be
raised about these expectations. ™e first quastion concerns
- the sources of the expectdtiohs, and the‘sépond question coticerns
the ;ccuracy of the expectations. These questions are related
to one anofﬁer, and, as I will try to show you, they are closely
related_to'tﬂe ;séue of aé'expectancy effect,
o Let's begin with that f;rst questicn which has to do with

! >
the sources for the expectations. There are those who feel that o

2

teachers are heavily influenged in forming their expectaéions
by such factors as soclal class or race or ethnic origin or

s . ‘physical &firactiveness. I'11 call these irreievant factors
because 1 abn'g think there is ény direct conhectionibetween

14

.

. these kindé\of factors and the intellécpﬁal_potential or academic

abi}ity of the pupil. To what extent are teachers influenced
" by these types of factors? We are just beginning to éet somé

research on.the iéhue, and 1 think that research is showing’
that, yes, some teachers are influenced by the irrelevan; factors,
but thé majority of teachers form their expectationg on the basis
of what I would consider ?elevgnt consideratiop. For example,
some data which we have recently co%lected indicate that teachers
tend to base their expectatidns on aspects of the pupil's classroom
behaviour, on the level-of performance displayed within the |

classroom, etc. In'other words, they use relevant information

. )
in forming their‘ judgments.

The second{question raised above concerns the accuracy of the
. : .

-

1n
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reflect the potential of the pupil than is the case where they

o\ , "
expectations, and here we are asking to what extent does a

.

teacher's judgment about the potential of a bupil reflect the

4

. actual potential of the pupil. 1t should be cleai,that this

q&estion is related to the first one raised. To the extent
%has~£eac§er§ do’ depend oﬂ relevant information in forming their
judgments, generally accurate judgments.should emerge. Also,
the question bf'accuracy is of critical import?nce so far as the

expectancy effect itself is concerned. 'I would suggest that the

efféct-?perates much differently where the expectations accurately

do not accurately reflect potential.

Here, too, we are just beginning to get some research, but
I think a tsntative conclusion can be reached on the basis of
the data available. Some of our data, and data available in

other research (e.g., Perry, Guidubaldi, & Kehle, 1979; Willis,

-l§$2) appear tc be pointing to the conclusion that, in general,

re
[

teachérs are good judges of the levels of potential and
performance of their.puﬁils. There are, to be gure, individual
differences in the data, some teachers are ﬁofe accurate than
others, but the éenetally high levels of éccurgcy which I see
in\ these data are very 1mp}essive. :

Let me go b;ck now to'éome of the beliefs which I had‘
described at the beginning of the talk. I have already suggested
that there ig\i;ttié basis for tne notion that teachers should |,

avoild forming ekxpectations for their pupils. I also think
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that there is“little;fbundation for the belief that teachers

/

are heavily influégced in forming their judgments by external

conegideraticns such as social class or physical attractiveness.
I'm sure there are cases where those typeé of factogs are
involved, but I'think the data show that mos} teacheré assign
.little weight to such factors. Finally, I think there is
little basis for the belief :hat information about pupils
should be withheld from teachers. T&Jthe extent that it can
be demonstrated ;hat teachers can make intelligerit use of .
information in forﬁing tﬂei; judgments (and I.beiieve this to '
be generally the case),?grgumeqt can bé made for providing .
teachers with.as‘much inforgaﬁignnas possible about bupils.‘
( I'do think, however, tﬂat'the'ideal procedure here invqlves
the teacher interacting with the pupils for the fifst few
weeks of school and attempting to form some independent judgment.
Thau indepenqent'judgment cin thgy be checked against any
information“which Fight be a;ailabie). \

I have spen;féome time here raising questions about the

teacher expectatibn'hypothesis and some of the beliefs associated

with that hygftﬁesis. " Before I 'bring this to a close I want

to state two cautions with respect to this phenomenon about

which 1 am so skkptical. My first point is that I think there
should be more efforts at educating teachers in the use of information
about pupils. There are strengths and limitations associated

with all of the sources of information we have for pupils, whether

o

—

} =a
o)
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psychological tests or prior levels of performance or whatever,

and. 1f we were more femiliar with those strengths and limitations,

/

we would be in a better position to for. accurate judgments.

v

My second caution here relates to the issue of flexibility.
4 &~ - !

1 think:where prollems arise.yith respect. to expectations, they
geﬁerali& arise béqf;se of an unwillingnéss to thange opinions
or beliefs about the child. Sométimes our judgments are wrong,
and sometimes children do change, and, for these and other reasons,
i+ is important that we bébcontinually critical of our judgments
-and continually pggpaxedzfo change the judgments. |

I wish I had more time to examine these issues which I have
raised and to describe in more detail some of the research gcing
on in this area, but I think I'll bring the talk to a close

1 -

at this point and invite ygur comments on these issues.
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