
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Copyright 

by 

Anusree Gupta 

2010 

 



 
The Report committee for Anusree Gupta certifies that this is the approved version 

of the following report: 

 

 

Teachers’ expectations as a factor influencing African-American 

students’ academic achievement and classroom behavior 

 

 

 

 

 
Committee: 
 

Kevin Cokley, Supervisor 

Leslie Moore,  Reader 



Teachers’ expectations as a factor influencing African-American 

students’ academic achievement and classroom behavior 

 

 

by 

Anusree Gupta, B.S; M.S 

 

 

 

Report 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Education 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

May, 2010



 iv 

 
Teachers’ expectations as a factor influencing African-American 

students’ academic achievement and classroom behavior 

 

 
Anusree Gupta, MED 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Kevin Cokley 

 
Teachers’ expectations for African-American students and the role of students’ 

race in teachers’ expectations is the focus of this report. Several studies have indicated 

that teacher expectations not only influence African-American students’ academic 

achievement, but also their classroom behavior. Studies have also suggested that low 

teacher expectations are a result of a combination of various factors such as teacher-

student race, low socioeconomic background and cultural differences. Low expectations 

based on incorrect information may lead to self-fulfilling prophecies. This report also 

sheds light on ways in which school counselors could contribute in changing and 

sustaining teacher expectations and promoting culture-relevant teaching strategies. 
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Introduction 

                 Teachers’ expectations play an important role in changing students’ 

achievement (e.g., Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968; Rubovits & Maehr, 1971). School is a 

social setting where children from diverse backgrounds come together to learn. If 

students are not provided equal opportunity to access knowledge, their prosperity and 

future progress will be hindered. Children have the right to gain knowledge and utilize 

their potential to the fullest. A teacher is a guide who helps students uncover their 

potential and channel it in the right direction by expressing high expectations, showing 

belief in the student’s ability and using instructional practices that will most benefit the 

student.  

                 If teachers color their expectations for students’ based on race, then the racial 

achievement gap might be more difficult to close. This does not mean that they should 

ignore the cultural and ethnic differences between students. It is important for teachers to 

acknowledge these differences and use them in their curriculum planning and instruction 

to create a successful learning environment.  

                   The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 requires schools to reduce the racial 

gap in achievement. Under the act, states and schools have to show that every single 

racial group is making progress, as it demands all students to be proficient by 2013 

(Wenglinsky, 2004). However, compared to the students of European descent, African-

American students show low academic achievement and high behavior problem.  

                  National Assessment of Educational Progress results have indicated that in 

2007, while 31% and 32% of white students scored at a proficient or higher level in 

fourth grade reading and eighth grade math respectively, only 12% of African- American 
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students did so in fourth grade reading and 10% in eighth grade math (Education Watch 

National Report, 2009).  

                  African-American students are over-represented in suspensions and 

expulsions according to the “Zero Tolerance Task Force Report 2006”. Most school-

based zero-tolerance policies initially focused on things that affected school safety like 

weapons and substance use, but many schools have extended it to include other things 

like tardiness, rebelliousness, defiance etc. (Wallace et al., 2008). 

                  Several factors have been identified to provide an explanation for the 

achievement gap between white and black students. One of the factors is parental income. 

Orr (2003) indicated that the racial achievement gap might have been widened due to 

lack of wealth among African-Americans. Black and white families also differ in social 

class, family structure and child rearing practices, which contributes to the achievement 

gap (Farkas, 2004). The overall family environment might be contributing to the 

achievement gap.  However, schools might not be able to contribute much in lowering the 

social inequalities between these families in order to reduce the achievement gap. 

                  Another factor that influences student’s achievement gap where the school can 

make a difference is teacher expectations. Teacher expectations are identified as a reason 

for the racial achievement gap (e.g. Uhlenberg & Brown, 2002; McKnow & Weinstein, 

2008; Strayhorn, 2008). According to Jencks and Phillips (1998), teachers’ base their 

expectations on student’s race and teach the students in line with their expectations. If 

teachers have high expectations from students, then they are more likely to create an 

effective learning environment and thus result in academic success. Rubovits and 

Maehr’s (1971) study indicated that students benefit from positive teacher expectations 
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and show improved performance. Teachers’ expectations for African-American students 

and the role of students’ race in teachers’ expectations is the focus of this report.  

Cooper and Tom (1984) have defined three different types of expectations. 

The first type concerns teachers’ expectations related to students’ present performance 

and achievement. The second type concerns teachers’ prediction of how much the student 

will achieve in the future. The third type is discrepancy between teacher expectations and 

test scores. 

                  Teachers’ expectations could also influence students’ classroom behavior. 

Gregory and Weinstein stated that, “All but high expectations are, by definition, 

inaccurate” (Shinn & Yoshikawa 2008, p. 87). According to this view, potential to learn 

cannot be measured, and achievement scores only show what has been taught well. The 

goal of education is to promote growth (Shinn & Yoshikawa, 2008). However, students 

of color might not have been provided equal and optimal opportunity. A summary of 

several studies provided by Tyler and Boelter (2008) states that teachers who have low 

expectations for students criticize their failure more often and more harshly, compared to 

students for whom they have high expectations. Weinstein (2002) found that children are 

sensitive to differential treatment. This might also affect their behavior as they could 

develop a strong defense against school failure and express it as disinterest, lack of effort 

and defiance (Shinn & Yoshikawa, 2008). 

                    The most important responsibility of the school counselor is to work for the 

well-being of students, and try to eliminate anything that comes in the way of students’ 

personal and academic growth. The racial academic gap and behavior problem is a big 

issue in schools.  
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                      With a view of understanding the influence of teachers’ expectations on 

African-American students’ academic achievement and classroom behavior, this paper 

will first examine whether teachers have different expectations from African-American 

students as compared to white students, and how teachers’ race influence their 

expectations for African-American students. Next, the paper will discuss other factors 

along with race that may be influencing teachers’ expectations for African-American 

students. Then the paper will talk about the effect of teacher expectation on students’ 

performance. Finally, the paper will discuss effective strategies for improving and 

maintaining teacher expectations.  This information will be applied to the role of a school 

counselor in elementary, middle and high school settings. 
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Chapter 1 

Teachers’ expectations for African-American students 

Student rating, marks and evaluation conveys teachers’ expectations for 

students’ performance (Entwisle & Alexander, 1988). High teacher expectations is 

related to good academic performance (Tyler & Boelter, 2008). Teachers’ expectations 

and perceptions help in maintaining the test score gap between African-American and 

white students (Ferguson, 2003). Beady and Hansell (1981) showed that teachers from 

high achieving black schools had high expectations of academic achievement for their 

students as compared to teachers from low-achieving black schools.  Some teachers are 

much less likely to refer ethnic minority students to gifted programs, but more likely to 

refer them for disciplinary action (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). Teacher expectations 

affect students as they base their self-expectations on how others react to them (Entwisle 

& Alexander, 1988).  

Uhlenberg and Brown (2002) conducted a study to investigate teachers’ view 

on their contribution to the achievement gap. Both black and white teacher who 

participated in the study thought that low expectations for African-American students 

was an important factor, but for black teachers it was a more important factor than it was 

for white teachers. Black teachers also thought that teachers’ not meeting the 

instructional needs of African-American students and racial bias were other important 

factors. This study indicates that both black and white teachers agreed on the point that 

low expectations for African-American students’ is affecting their achievement. 
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                  Strayhorn (2008) noted in his study that teachers had low expectations for 

their black male students, and those students who experienced low expectations from 

their teachers had significantly low math and science scores, thereby showing a relation 

between teacher expectations and academic achievement. Ferguson (2003) has stated two 

different concepts of bias for teacher expectations. One is “unconditional racial 

neutrality”.  According to this concept, teachers who are unbiased expect the same for 

black and white students. The second concept is “conditional racial neutrality”, according 

to which teachers expect the same for black and white students if they have the same 

grades in the past.  

                 The first two studies by McKnow and Weinstine (2008) showed that teachers 

were more favorable toward white students compared to African-American students 

(Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). They expected more from white students as compared to 

African-American students with similar records of achievement. However, it does not 

indicate if teachers’ race was a factor influencing their expectations. The study showed 

that teachers’ bias was influenced by high ethnic diversity in the classroom. This study 

also showed that students in classrooms with low teacher expectations for African-

Americans scored high in perceived differential teacher treatment, which was assessed by 

administering Teacher Treatment Inventory (TTI). 

Analyzing this study based on Ferguson’s (2003) concept of bias might 

indicate that the teachers did not show conditioned or unconditioned racial neutrality. The 

teachers in the study showed low expectations from African-American students in 

general. They showed low expectations for black students even if they had the same 

grades as their white peers. Ferguson (2003) mentioned a meta-analysis by Baron, Tom 



 7 

and Cooper (1985), which indicated that teachers had higher expectations for white 

students than African-American students. 

                  Ladson - Billings (1994) mentioned two observed examples about teachers’ 

expectations for African-American students. The first example is of a teacher who scolds 

a black student more than an Asian-American student for the same behavior. In the next 

example, the teacher gives her African-American students a second chance for their 

misbehavior, but is stern with white students.  

In both the examples, the teachers are exhibiting low expectations for African-

American students, but are expressing it in different ways. The first example shows 

differential teacher treatment. The teacher showed bias toward Asian -American students. 

The teacher might have expected African-American students to be harder to control. 

Therefore, she might be more demanding from them because of the fear of losing control 

of her class. In the second example, the teacher shows more leniency toward African-

American students. According to the teacher, white students should know class rules and 

how to behave, whereas she did not expect the same from the African-American students 

(Ladson – Billings, 1994). 

                  Teacher expectations influence the classroom behavior of African-American 

students. Most teachers from elementary, middle and high school place a lot of emphasis 

on self-control and cooperation skills (Lane, Wehby & Cooley, 2006). Gregory and 

Weinstein (2008) showed that the most common reason for referral among African-

American students was refusal to cooperate. 
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                  Gregory and Weinstein (2008) conducted a study on defiant and cooperative 

behavior among student in a high school. Participants in the study included students, 

teachers who had referred the student for defiance, and teachers reported to get along 

with students. The majority of the teachers participating in this study were white. The 

result of this study indicated that the teachers who referred students for defiance viewed 

the students as less engaged, paying less attention in class and had lower expectation for 

students. The students also indicated that they were less cooperative in the referring 

teachers’ classrooms as they perceived them as less caring and having lower expectations 

for them. In contrast to this, they felt obliged to comply with the other teachers, as they 

treated them with care and had high expectations from them.  

                  African-American students develop a defense against the failure faced in the 

classrooms of teachers with low expectations, and react to it by being defiant (Shinn & 

Yoshikawa, 2008). Gregory and Weinstein (2008) and other studies like Casteel (1997), 

Entwisle and Alexander (1988) have indicated that African-American students value 

being cared for, and are very sensitive to their teachers’ attitude towards them. African-

American students are more vulnerable to negative teacher expectations than white 

students (McKnow & Weinstin, 2008). Casteel (1997) asked both black and white 

students a question about who they wanted to please the most. The result showed that 

most black students wanted to please their teacher, as opposed to white students, who 

mostly wanted to please their parents. This might indicate that teachers’ perception of 

students might affect African-American students much more than white students. 

Entwisle and Alexander (1988) found that teachers’ rating of African-American students’ 

ability to do classroom work was more important to them than their parent’s opinion.   
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The studies mentioned indicate that some teachers in schools have low 

expectations for African-American students, and African-American students are very 

sensitive to teacher expectations and tend to be adversely affected by low teacher 

expectations. This might be one of the reasons contributing to low academic achievement 

and poor classroom behavior, and may be creating a racial achievement gap and behavior 

problem in classrooms. There could be several reasons behind teachers’ low expectations 

for African-American students. Some of them might be racial differences between 

teachers and students, socioeconomic factors and cultural factors. 
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Chapter 2 

Teachers’ race and expectations for African-American students 

                  This section examines whether teachers’ race influences their expectations for 

African-American students. In this section of the paper, the intent is to inquire if racial 

differences between teachers and students interfere in teacher-student relationships, and 

ultimately affects teachers’ perception of their African-American students. Bakari (2003) 

conducted a study with pre-service teachers to find out their attitude about teaching 

African-American students and their willingness to teach them. The study reported that 

pre-service African-American teachers were more willing than white pre-service teachers 

to teach African-American students. Oates (2003) indicated anti-black biases among 

white teachers and racial neutrality among African-American teachers. 

              There are mixed studies in this area. Some studies indicate racial bias among 

white teachers, while other studies do not indicate any such bias (Takei & Shouse, 2008). 

McKnow and Weinstine’s (2008) study indicated that differential teacher treatment was 

high when diversity in the class was high. Beady and Hansell (1981) conducted a study 

with 129 black and 312 white elementary school teachers. They found that teachers’ race 

was related to their college expectations for students. Black teachers expected black 

students to be more successful in college than white teachers did.  

                  Griffith and London (1980) showed through their study, which was conducted 

in elementary and high schools with a majority of black students, that black teachers were 

more likely than white teachers to perceive their students as having “average ability” than 

“poor ability”. The reason for these findings could be that African-American teachers 
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view their students as having a better educational future, more capability and less 

problems than white teachers (Pigott & Cowen, 2000). 

                   A number of studies were conducted using the National Educational 

Longitudinal Study of 1988. Ehrenberg et al. (1995) conducted a study using this sample 

and found that in comparison to white male teachers, black male teachers scored both 

black and white students high in history. They also found that teachers’ race, gender and 

ethnicity had played a role in determining teachers’ “subjective evaluation” of their 

students. Compared to white male teachers, black male teachers provided higher 

“subjective evaluation” in reading and science, and math and science to black male 

students and black female students respectively. Thus the studies conducted by Beady 

and Hansell (1981), Griffith and London (1980) and Ehrenberg et al. (1995) might 

indicate that some black teachers have higher expectations for African-American students 

when compared to white teachers.  

                     Downey and Pribesh (2004) conducted a study using National Educational 

Longitudinal Study of 1988 and Childhood Longitudinal study of Kindergarten to show 

the role of race in the classroom from kindergarten to middle school. They found that 

white teachers rated white students’ classroom behavior as more favorable than black 

students’ classroom behavior. This study also showed that in same-race teacher-student 

classes, black students’ classroom behavior was rated more favorable than white 

students’ classroom behavior.  

African-American teachers compared to white teachers might have indicated 

African-American students’ classroom behavior as favorable because, as shown by 
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Gregory and Weinstein (2008) in their study, African-American students are less defiant 

and more obedient in classrooms of teachers who express high expectations from them.  

Beady and Hansell (1981), Griffith and London (1980) and Ehrenberg et al. (1995) 

indicated in their studies that, compared to white teachers, African-American teachers 

have higher expectations for African-American students. 

                    Contrary to the studies mentioned so far, a few others indicate that some 

black teachers were more likely to rate black students low as compared to some white 

teachers (Takei & Shouse, 2008). Farkas (2004) mentioned research from Early 

Childhood Longitudinal study of Kindergarten which showed that irrespective of 

teachers’ race and students social class, teachers believed that black students were more 

likely to be off task, argue and fight, and less likely to pay attention. A reason for rating 

the students negatively could be that African-American teachers might have high 

expectations for their students and have strict standards of behavior, as they might not 

want their black students to conform to racial stereotypes (e.g. Tyson, 2003; Ladson - 

Billings, 1994).  

                  Tyson’s (2003) study based on observing two all black schools, which were 

committed to enhancing academic progress of students, showed that the reason for 

differential treatment of African-American students is more than just race. Both African-

American and white teachers wanted the students to conform to mainstream white culture 

in order to progress in life. Although their intentions were to provide African-American 

students with experiences that will help them succeed, in the process of doing so, they 

were not using the tool of  “cultural relevant teaching” (Ladson – Billings, 1994). As a 

result, they were indirectly giving out messages of their culture being unacceptable.  
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                  Ladson - Billings (1994) mentioned an example of cultural relevant teaching. 

In the example, a teacher tried to teach the mainstream curriculum by using culture 

relevant techniques. African-American culture is more inclined toward communal sharing 

as opposed to individualism (Downey & Pribesh, 2004). Individualism is encouraged by 

mainstream culture (Downey & Pribesh, 2004).  The teacher could relate to the African-

American community. She built a community environment in the classroom, as she 

understood the need to depend on each other. In this way, she developed a familiar 

culture in the classroom.  

                   Perhaps what some white teachers consider acceptable behavior is in line 

with the mainstream culture and different from other cultures. Therefore, culturally 

learned behavior might be a reason for differential treatment by white teachers. Neal et al. 

(2003) conducted a study to examine teachers’ perception of African-American students’ 

aggression and achievement based on their movement. A majority of the teachers in this 

study were white. The result of the study showed that teachers rated both black and white 

students with a ‘standard walk’ high in achievement and low in aggression and the 

opposite was true for the black and white students who strolled. This study does not show 

any racial differentiation between black and white students. It highlights the extent to 

which teacher expectations and perception is impacted by cultural diversity.  

                     Based on the studies stated, it is hard to conclude by saying that the 

teachers’ race alone affects their expectations of African-American students (Ferguson, 

2003). Even black teachers might need help in understanding their African-American 

students better, and in providing them the structure needed to learn effectively (Ferguson,  
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2003). Most of the studies, which indicated that teachers’ race influenced their perception 

of black students, were conducted long ago. Most recent studies indicate that teachers’ 

expectations are influenced by a combination of many other things. 
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Chapter 3 

Factors that affect teacher expectations for African-American students 

Socioeconomic Factor 

Rosenthal and Jacobson narrated a scenario showing a teacher’s perception of low 

socioeconomic students in the first day of class: 

The teacher smiles at the children, looking at them to see what the year will 

bring. The well-groomed white boys and girls will probably do well. The 

black and brown-skinned ones are lower-class and will have learning 

problems unless they look extremely clean. The teacher wants all her children 

to learn, all of them, but she knows that lower-class children do not do well in 

school, just as she knows middle-class children do do well. All this she knows 

just as she smiles at her class for the first time. (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968, 

p. 47)  

 
Teachers form expectations much earlier in the school year without extensive 

observation of students’ performance. Many factors can influence teachers’ initial 

expectations such as students’ race and socioeconomic status (Jussim et al., 1986; Jussim 

et al., 1996). Takei and Shouse (2008) found that the race of the teacher in combination 

with other factors like the racial composition of the school, socioeconomic status and 

subjects taught by the teacher affects teacher’s evaluation of black students. For example, 

they found that white English and social studies teachers from black majority schools 

rated the students lower as compared to teachers from schools with fewer black students.  
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Diamond et al.’s (2004) study found that teachers had low expectations 

when the majority of the students were African-American and from low-income 

backgrounds, than when the majority of children came from middle-income backgrounds. 

Dee (2005) supported this finding because his study also suggests that racial dynamics 

between students and teachers appear to affect students of low socioeconomic status. 

Lou’s (1989) study showed that students’ low-socioeconomic status was viewed by the 

teachers participating in the study as one of the reasons for low academic achievement 

among African-American students. The teachers participating in Malone et al.’s (1998) 

study indicated students from low economic background as the ones who have the most 

behavior problems. 

Racial and socioeconomic background is an important part of an individual’s 

personal and social identity (Alexander et al., 1987). A teacher from a high 

socioeconomic background may be less experienced and less comfortable in working 

with students of low socioeconomic background (Alexander et al., 1987). Alexander et al. 

(1987) showed that the standard of behavior set by teachers from high socioeconomic 

background and by the parents of minority and low socioeconomic background students 

were very different. The teachers perceived these students as low in “personal maturity” 

that they think is needed to be a good student, and had low academic expectations for 

them. Perhaps lack of experience with students from low socioeconomic backgrounds 

caused them to subscribe to stereotypes, leading to low expectations, and causing self-

fulfilling prophecies. 
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Cultural differences  

Cultural differences between students’ home and school might be influencing 

teacher expectations for African-American students. Teachers participating in Lou’s 

(1989) study showed limited understanding of African-American students and their 

families. Boykin et al. (2005) conducted a study to find the cultural theme most 

commonly observed and practiced by teachers in elementary school classrooms of 

predominantly low–income African–American students. They found that teachers most 

commonly practiced individualism and competition (Boykin et al., 2006).  

This indicates that teachers practice the mainstream white middle class culture 

(Tyson, 2003) in their classroom, which includes individualism and competition. 

However, African-American students have a different set of cultural values that is 

consistent with Western African culture (Boykin, 1978).  African-Americans prefer 

verve, which means that they are naturally inclined toward high-levels of physical stimuli 

(Tyler et al., 2006). They also prefer communalism, which is interdependence on people 

(Tyler et al., 2006). These cultural values are not approved in schools (Tyler et al., 2006). 

In schools, teachers expect levels of activity, individualism and competitiveness that they 

consider appropriate (Downey & Pribesh, 2004).  

Interestingly all the teachers in Boykin et al.’s (2005) study were African–

American. In spite of that, they practiced mainstream culture in their classroom. This may 

be because as mentioned earlier, African–American teachers may be trying to get the 

students to conform to the mainstream culture so that they have all the cultural values 

required to succeed in the outside world (Tyson, 2003; Boykin et al., 2006). 



 18 

Tyler et al. (2006) conducted a study to find the type of culture based learning 

African-American students, and their teachers and parents prefer. The findings showed 

students and their parents preferred communal and vervistic behavior, as opposed to 

individualistic and competitive behavior, whereas teachers preferred behavior supported 

by mainstream culture, which is competitive and individualistic. The difference in 

cultural practices at home and school might get students in trouble for practicing the less 

preferred behavior in either of the settings.  

The results might indicate that there is no consistency between home and 

school due to differences in cultural preferences in these settings. The cultural values they 

learn at home is considered inappropriate the moment they enter school, and might have 

to be undone so that they can learn the new values in school for academic success. 

However, it is not easy to accept the change because the same behavior is not preferred at 

home. Differences in expectations in these settings might be interfering with teachers’ 

perception of students academic and classroom behavior.  

Bakari (2003) conducted a study with pre-service teachers, and found that 

they had low cultural sensitivity toward teaching African-American students. This might 

indicate that pre-service teachers would not be using diverse cultural resources in their 

classrooms to engage students and to work towards academic success. African-American 

students prefer being taught employing communalism and verve (Boykin et al., 2005; 

Boykin et al., 2006), but low sensitivity towards this might lower teachers’ expectations 

for African-American students and as a result, lower their academic achievement. 

                  Language is a very important part of a culture. People of different cultures talk 

in the same language in a variety of ways. For example, English spoken by people in 
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America is different from English spoken by people in other parts of the world. In the 

same way, Ebonics is a dialect of English that is spoken by African-Americans (Harper et 

al., 1998). Although it is not a subordinate form of the language, it is not accepted as a 

successful way of writing or communicating by most English speaking countries (Harper 

et al., 1998).  

Teachers have a significant role to play in helping African-American students 

transition from speaking and writing in Ebonics to standard English. This might be a 

challenging task for teachers if students do not receive reinforcement from home in the 

same direction due to parents low education level. Several times, teachers fail to 

understand the importance of Ebonics in students’ lives and tend to demean its 

significance (Harper et al., 1998). Low sensitivity toward African-American culture 

might be a reason for teachers rating African-American students low in subjects like 

English and social studies, where rules of standard English are important (Takei & 

Shouse, 2008). However, compared to white teachers, African-American teachers rate 

them high in these subjects (Ehrenberg et al., 1995). 

Boykin et al. (2005) conducted a study to examine the influence of culture on 

students’ perception of academic success. They showed that African-American students 

supported students who gained high achievement through communalism and verve. The 

study indicated that African–American students’ value learning when it is achieved by 

helping others, and by working in groups. This study also showed that they prefer 

learning through doing several activities, and are more attentive when teachers use 

different creative ways to teach (Boykin et al., 2005), as opposed to working 

independently and competing with other students. This might show that they prefer 
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learning through the cultural practices they are familiar and comfortable with. They value 

academic achievement, but do not like the use of mainstream culture to achieve this.  

Boykin (1978) said, “Black children are bored primarily because school is a 

relatively unstimulating, constraining and monotonous place, and perhaps relatively more 

compatible with the more placid existence of suburbia.” (p. 347). A few studies have 

indicated that teachers perceive African-American students as low on paying attention 

and effort (Jussim et al., 1996; Downey & Pribesh, 2004; Farkas, 2004). This might be 

because teachers employ mainstream culture and African-American students prefer their 

home culture (Boykin et al., 2005; Tyler & Boykin, 2006). This might indicate that low 

“cultural sensitivity” (Bakari, 2003) among teachers might be causing them to form low 

academic and behavior expectations for African-American students, and leading to self-

fulfilling prophecies.  
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Chapter 4 

Effect of teacher expectations on African-American students’ 

performance 

                  Self-fulfilling prophecy is the effect that teacher expectations might have on 

students’ performance (Cooper & Tom, 1984). Teachers’ expectations could be accurate 

if based on observable evidence (Ferguson, 2003; Jussim, 1989). Many times teachers 

depend on stereotypes to help form their expectations for students of minority groups 

(Jussim et al., 1996). Such expectations are mostly inaccurate and may change students’ 

performance through self-fulfilling prophecy and perceptual bias (Jussim et al., 1996). 

Self-fulfilling prophecy occurs when students’ performance is directly related to teachers’ 

expectations, which means that students validate teachers’ inaccurate expectations by 

performing according to their expectations (Oates, 2003; Jussim, 1989; Jussim et al., 

1996). Perceptual bias occurs when teachers interpret students’ behavior based on their 

expectations. This influences their judgment about the students (Jussim, 1989).  

According to Ferguson (2003), self-fulfilling prophecy occurs when teachers 

believe wrong information or do not base their judgment on any relevant information, and 

act on them in ways that students can identify and students’ response confirms the 

expectations. For example, teachers may be more encouraging toward students they favor 

and provide them with instruction that is more effective, and based on teachers’ 

treatment, these students show improvement in their performance (Oates, 2003). 

                     Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) conducted a study in which they first 

conducted an intelligence test and randomly labeled students as ones who will show 

sudden intelligence growth (“late bloomer”) in upcoming years. Then they conducted an 



 22 

intelligence test in the first and second year to see the effect of teacher expectation on 

students IQ. They found that in both the years the “late bloomers” gained more IQ points 

than the other students did. In this study, the difference in the students IQ was only in the 

teachers’ minds, which led them to having different expectations for these students, 

which created a self-fulfilling prophecy by changing the expectation to reality.  

Rubovits and Maehr (1971) conducted a study similar to Rosenthal and 

Jacobson (1968) in which they randomly assigned IQ scores and gifted or non-gifted 

labels to the students, and the results showed that there was a lot of difference between 

teachers’ interactions with students labeled gifted and non-gifted. The gifted students 

were called upon and praised more than the non-gifted students.  

Teacher expectations influence their behavior toward students Cooper and 

Tom (1984) presented a summary of various research which showed that teachers’ 

behavior toward students for whom they have high expectations differs from their 

behavior toward students for whom they have low expectations. For example, teachers 

smile more, nod their head more in acknowledgement, give more time between answers 

and responses, are supportive and friendly, praise more, give more clues, call up on more, 

rephrase, and provide more challenging material to students with high expectation than to 

students with low expectations.  

Cooper and Tom (1984) also mentioned that difference in teacher treatment 

leads to difference in student performance. For example, if they are not provided with 

new and challenging material, they will have less information as compared to other 

students. Low expectation students might not get the opportunity to vocalize their 

thoughts. Difference in treatment and lack of positive feedback from teachers for their 
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effort might affect their self-efficacy, then lowering their motivation to perform and 

ultimately lower their achievement. Constant low expectations and difference in 

treatment may sustain the effect of teacher expectations on student performance. As 

shown by various studies, African-American students are very sensitive to teacher 

treatment, and they might use defiance as a way to defend themselves against constant 

school failure (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008). 

Although Jencks and Phillips (1998) mentioned studies in their book that 

indicated that, IQ is not related to skin color, some people persist in having the view that 

there is a relationship between IQ and skin color. If teachers base their expectations for 

African-American students on this view without considering their past performances and 

other classroom observations, then it might lead to self-fulfilling prophecy. Students’ 

environment, which includes school and family, contributes more to the difference in IQ 

between black and white children than their innate genetic abilities (Jencks & Phillips, 

1998).  

Many studies have indicated that teachers have low expectations for students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds, as opposed to students from middle-class 

backgrounds (e.g. Diamond, 2004; Dee, 2005). Jussim et al. (1996) conducted a study 

which, after controlling other factors like previous grades, previous test scores and self- 

report of effort, looks into whether teachers’ perception in the beginning of the year 

affects students’ performance later in the year. They found that teachers’ perception of 

students in the beginning of the year affected both class grades and test scores of African-

American students more than that of white students. It also affected students from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds. In this country, low socioeconomic status and race is 
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connected to a great extent and any problem caused by socioeconomic status could be 

related to race (Skiba et al., 2002). The effect of self-fulfilling prophecy is high among 

students from low socioeconomic backgrounds and African-American students (Jussim et 

al., 2005). 

The above-mentioned factors have made it clear that there is a difference in 

teacher expectations because of the difference in socioeconomic status and culture 

between teachers and students. For teachers to succeed in improving the academic 

achievement of African-American students, they need to be acquainted with their culture 

and not base their expectations for these students on stereotypes. 

Teachers might need to realize that the assumption they make about a student 

is not necessarily correct. First impressions are not always right. Teachers should not give 

up on a student just because of their low expectations for them. Instead, they might need 

to be positive and keep working hard with students to help them attain success. 

Improvement is a slow process. The teachers who work hard on students might not be 

able to see the results during their time with them, but it might bring about a massive 

change in the student’s life (Landsman & Lewis, 2006).  
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Chapter 5 

Implication for the counselor 

School Counselors are in the position of making significant contributions in 

bringing about a change in the racial gap in achievement (House & Martin, 1999). They 

are aware of critical information about students and teachers; they are in touch with 

parents and have access to community resources (House & Martin, 1999). A school 

counselor can utilize the resources available and take proactive measures to make the 

school aware of the importance of increasing teacher expectations and improving 

instructional methods in classrooms to improve student achievement (House & Martin, 

1999). As the entire school is their client (House & Martin, 1999), they can use the 

resources available to take steps toward early intervention. For example, they can conduct 

consultation and staff development meetings for teachers who complain about having a 

lot of low achieving African-American students. 

Before trying to change teacher expectations for students, counselors could 

help teachers understand the barrier low expectations are creating for them in reaching 

out to students in their class. They could be helped in understanding that by believing in 

their students’ ability, by being positive, by making time to get to know students 

personalities and by providing them appropriate tools and skills to succeed, they would 

enable the students to achieve academic and behavior goals (Landsman & Lewis, 2006). 
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Changing and sustaining teacher expectations 

Teachers have the ability to change students’ lives. As shown by some of the 

studies, African-American students get affected by the way people in the environment, 

such as their educators, think about them or treat them (Entwisle & Alexander, 1988; 

Gregory & Weinstein, 2008; Casteel, 1997; McKnow & Weinstein, 2003). If they sense 

low expectations or negative treatment from teachers, they may get defiant and may not 

put as much effort in their work. Teaching is a selfless job where teachers give everything 

they have without expecting anything in return. Therefore, it is important for teachers to 

believe in their abilities and believe in their students. By forming low expectations for 

their students, they doubt their students’ ability and perhaps by following through with 

these low expectations, they doubt their ability of enabling students to attain success. 

Beliefs are essential to teacher expectations. Teachers might not modify their 

action unless they believe that these students can achieve (Timperley & Phillips, 2003). 

This might suggest that to change teacher expectations, their beliefs may need to be 

altered. Teachers might need to be shown evidence that makes them believe that African-

Americans from low socioeconomic backgrounds can also learn and achieve just as well 

as other students. Timperley and Phillips (2003) conducted a study in which teacher 

expectations were increased and sustained through professional development. Teachers 

were shown a video to give evidence that, if students from low socioeconomic 

background are taught in a certain way then they can show progress. In the study, this 

video seemed to make a difference in teacher expectations.  

School counselors could show videos of culture relevant teaching during staff 

development meetings and ask teachers to re-evaluate their teaching strategies among 
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themselves. Teachers could identify and discuss differences between the strategies that 

they practice and those on the video. Teachers might be more inclined in changing their 

belief related to African-American students’ achievement once they accept that one of the 

reasons for student failure could be improper teaching strategies.  

School counselors are usually aware about teachers who are successfully 

catering to the needs of African-American students. They can encourage teachers who 

have low achieving African-American students to observe classroom interactions of the 

successful teachers. They can ask the successful teachers to become mentors of teachers 

with low achieving African-American students. The mentors can observe the mentee’s 

classroom interaction with the students and give feedback and suggestions. These 

strategies might help them equalize their interaction with students. Implementing positive 

approach toward students that they have low expectations for might show improvement 

in student achievement and result in changing their beliefs.  

Changing teachers’ beliefs about student achievement might also change their 

sense of self-efficacy. If they see the link between what they do and what students learn, 

then they will be able to believe that there is a lot that they can do to change students’ 

achievement. Then they might be more likely to use alternative practices and take more 

responsibility for the results (Timperley & Phillips, 2003), rather than blaming it on 

stereotypes.  

The next step toward changing and sustaining teacher expectations is to 

develop relationship with students. Counselors and teachers successful with African-

American students should teach other teachers ways to develop relationship with students 

through videos and classroom observations, so that students sense care and realize that 
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they are perceived as people with potential and are valued. Then they will learn well from 

any teacher irrespective of their race (Landsman & Lewis, 2006). Teachers could be 

taught about body language that gives positive vibes to students and encourages them to 

perceive their teacher as someone who has their best interest at heart, which may cause 

them to not get defiant to shield themselves from failure. 

 

Culture relevant teaching 

Studies have suggested that African-American students need to be taught 

mainstream culture in order to succeed in the competitive world. Therefore, both black 

and white teachers practice mainstream white culture in the classrooms, whereas African-

American students and their parents prefer West African culture.  In teaching mainstream 

culture, teachers undermine African-American students own culture (Tyson, 2003). The 

solution to this could be to use a strategy that would provide continuity from one culture 

to the other.  

Gentemann and Whitehead (1983) mentioned that a good educational policy 

would be to build a bridge between the ethnic culture and the mainstream culture and not 

ignore the mainstream culture. They also proposed the concept of “cultural broker”. 

According to them, a cultural broker should be able to communicate the mainstream 

values to the ethnic culture and visa-versa. The cultural broker needs to be acculturated in 

both mainstream and ethnic culture.  

Counselors can help teachers in becoming cultural brokers by educating them 

about African-American culture, and teaching them strategies to help students acculturate 

to the mainstream culture without losing their own cultural values. Teachers can help 
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students become bicultural by bringing in high achieving black men and women role 

models, who have kept their cultural identity and at the same time have made it in the 

mainstream world (Landsman & Lewis, 2006). 

All students need to know standard English to be successful in the competitive 

world. Ebonics is a legitimate language with its own rules. Many teachers try to teach 

standard English by ignoring the importance of Ebonics, as a result judging the culture 

the students have been raised in (Landsman & Lewis, 2006).  Students hear this language 

at home and use it in conversation. By dismissing this language, teachers are 

disrespecting students’ home culture and family (Landsman & Lewis, 2006). By being 

insensitive toward students’ culture, they are raising a barrier between themselves and 

their students. Due to lack of acceptance and appreciation for Ebonics as a rich and 

creative language, teachers could lose the trust and motivation of these students 

(Landsman & Lewis, 2006). 

Teachers can prevent this barrier by being more accepting of students’ culture, 

acting as cultural broker and creating a link between their culture and mainstream culture 

by using culture relevant teaching. Counselors can provide teachers strategies for culture 

relevant teaching by providing them mentors who use culture relevant techniques and 

through consultation.  

For example, standard English can be taught in a culture relevant manner by 

initially encouraging students to express their opinion in Ebonics during free writing, 

creative writing, poetry and short-story writing. Then encourage them to translate their 

writing in Standard English. By translating, they might start seeing themselves as 

“bidialectical” (Landsman & Lewis, 2006). This way they might be more accepting of 
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standard English (Landsman & Lewis, 2006) and not view it as something that is being 

imposed on them. Teachers should be encouraged to communicate their teaching 

objective to students and what they intend to achieve at the end. This might help students 

to be more focused and provide them with a goal.  

By becoming cultural brokers with the help of counselors, teachers will be 

able to teach curriculum designed to succeed in the white middle class world by 

integrating culture relevant teaching. For example, African-American students are often 

high in energy, so educators should design lessons that encourage active participation like 

role-play history lessons (Landsman & Lewis, 2006). If students are actively involved, 

then their attention span, alertness and retention of information will automatically go up, 

and their disruptive behavior will reduce.  

Students need to be taught in a way that they can relate to. Teachers should try 

to build on what students know and not ignore their experience. Students’ curriculum 

should reflect their surrounding. For example, a math example given in class will be more 

interesting for them if they can relate to it. They might be more interested in reading 

books that reflect their community culture, values and experiences. Teachers who use 

culture relevant techniques use scaffolding to help students reach where they need to be. 

They expect the same from all students and provide the same challenging tasks to all 

students, but also provide extra help, clues and scaffolding to students who need help 

(Ladson – Billings, 1994). 

By showing teachers successful evidence that results from changing their 

beliefs about African-American students’ achievement, improving self-efficacy and 
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improving their relationship with students, school counselors may help them realize the 

importance of using culture relevant teaching techniques.  

Little or no attention has been paid to how counselors can contribute to 

improving the racial gap in achievement (House & Martin, 1999). The knowledge 

gleaned from the studies mentioned in this chapter has been used to highlight ways in 

which counselors could play a significant role in narrowing the racial achievement gap. 
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Conclusion 

The racial achievement gap between African-American and white students has 

been a matter of concern for several years. This paper intended to examine the 

contribution of teacher expectations in the racial achievement gap and poor classroom 

behavior of African-American students. Beady and Hansell’s (1981) study indicates that 

teacher expectations was considered as an environmental factor that contributed to 

African-American students achievement as far as three decades ago. Several recent 

studies (e.g., Uhlenberg & Brown, 2002; Ferguson, 2003; McKnow & Weinstein, 2008; 

Strayhorn, 2008) also showed similar results, which throws light on the fact that the 

problem may still exist. Low expectations do not only influence academic achievement, it 

also affects students’ classroom behavior. Students show defiance in classrooms of 

teachers they perceive as having low expectations for them, and feel obliged to show 

obedience toward teachers who show high expectations. (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008)  

The present report tried to understand if differences between teacher and 

student race influenced teacher expectations. The findings suggested mixed results in this 

area. The studies that showed teachers’ race as a factor influencing their expectations 

were conduced more than a decade ago (e.g., Beady & Hansell, 1981; Griffith & London, 

1980; Ehrenberg et al., 1995). Many recent studies suggest that teachers’ race alone does 

not affect their expectations for African-American students (e.g., Farkas, 2004; Tyson, 

2003; Ferguson, 2003; Neal et al., 2003).  

These findings directed the focus on factors that could be influencing teacher 

expectations. Several studies showed that along with race, other factors such as 

socioeconomic status and cultural differences may also be influencing teacher 
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expectations (e.g., Takei & Shouse, 2008; Diamond et al., 2004; Tyson, 2003; Tyler et 

al., 2006).   

Teachers in the studies showed limited understanding of African-American 

culture and practiced mainstream white middle class culture, whereas African-American 

students and their parents preferred Western African culture (e.g., Boykin, 1978; Tyson, 

2003; Downey & Pribesh, 2004). They also expressed low expectations for students from 

low socioeconomic background. In America, low socioeconomic status and race are 

connected to some extent, so any problem caused by low socioeconomic status could also 

be related to race (Skiba et al., 2002). 

Due to teachers’ lack of experience with students from low socioeconomic 

background, and low understanding of the cultural needs of the students, teachers might 

believe in stereotypes related to students’ race. For example, many people think that 

African-American students have low IQ and students from low socioeconomic 

background cannot do well in school. If teachers base their expectations on incorrect 

information, and act on them, it leads to self-fulfilling prophecy (e.g., Ferguson, 2003; 

Jussim et al., 2005; Jussim et al., 1996). 

Although the influence of low teacher expectations has been a matter of 

concern for several years, there is not much information about the role of school 

counselors in changing and sustaining teacher expectations. Several articles (e.g., 

Timperley & Phillips, 2003; Landsman & Lewis, 2006; Ladson – Billings, 1994; 

Gentemann & Whitehead, 1983) have mentioned strategies that could be used to increase 

and maintain teacher expectations though professional development, and could be used to 

train teachers to teach mainstream culture through culture relevant methods.  
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Due to the lack of studies in this area, this report suggests ways to integrate 

the role of a school counselor with strategies that have shown good results in narrowing 

the racial achievement gap. For example, a school counselor could spread awareness 

about the influence of teacher expectations on students. They can organize and conduct 

professional development and cultural training workshops for teachers with the help of 

other teachers who are successful with African-American students. They can train them 

in using the strategies mentioned in the articles and become “cultural brokers” 

(Gentemann & Whitehead, 1983). Cultural brokers acculturate in both mainstream and 

ethnic cultures, and can communicate values between mainstream and ethnic cultures. 

Although school counselors could make significant contributions in bringing 

about a change in racial achievement gap, little attention has been paid to how they can 

help in this area (House & Martin, 1999). Therefore, a lot more research is needed to 

explore the possible role of school counselors in reducing the racial achievement gap. 
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