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What If Coleman Had Known 
About Stereotype Threat? 
How Social-Psychological 
Theory Can Help Mitigate 
Educational Inequality
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The Coleman Report has inspired various lines of inquiry offering new understandings of inequality of edu-
cational opportunity and the persistent achievement gaps in American schools. Of the various models and 
theories, stereotype threat, which focuses on social-psychological dimensions of inequality, has received 
considerable attention over the past twenty years. But what if stereotype threat theory, and associated inter-
ventions to combat it, had existed fifty years ago? Using data from the original Equality of Educational Op-
portunity Study, we find, consistent with the stereotype threat literature, that African American students 
confronted with more threatening educational contexts are burdened by a less favorable self-image; this 
finding partially explains how students’ internalization of racial stereotypes depresses their test scores. 
Based on these findings and on results from numerous laboratory and field experiments documenting the 
impact of stereotype threat and how to mitigate it, we explore its usefulness for studying educational in-
equality in the years to come.
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ences, which decomposes students’ achieve-
ment gains over the school year relative to their 
gains over the summer months, suggests that 
schools are important "equalizers" as gaps 
tend to grow much faster during the summer 
than during the school year (Alexander, Ent
wisle, and Olson 2001, 2007; Downey, von Hip-
pel, and Broh 2004; Heyns 1978). In addition, 
by applying more recent and appropriate mul-
tilevel modeling methods to the analysis of the 
original Equality of Educational Opportunity 
Study (EEOS) data, Geoffrey Borman and Ma
ritza Dowling (2010) have found that as much 

Over the past fifty years, the Coleman Report 
and its findings have inspired continued schol-
arship on inequality of educational opportu-
nity and the achievement gaps separating 
racial-ethnic minority students from their 
white counterparts. In some cases, new lines 
of inquiry and new analytical methods have of-
fered different perspectives on the report’s 
core finding that “schools bring little influence 
to bear on a child’s achievement that is inde-
pendent of his background and general social 
context” (Coleman et al. 1966, 325). For in-
stance, research on seasonal learning differ-
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as 40 percent of the variation in students’ test 
scores is attributable to between-school differ-
ences, while within-school social inequalities 
are explained in part by teachers’ biases favor-
ing middle-class students and by schools’ 
greater reliance on curriculum differentiation 
through the use of academic and non-academic 
tracking. These recent theories and analyses 
have offered important new perspectives on 
the Coleman Report and the conventional wis-
dom of our time. However, often missing from 
this discussion is how social stereotypes and 
harmful expectations about minority students’ 
underperformance in school can undermine 
their social-psychological well-being and their 
ability to achieve their true potential in school.

As Clark McKown and Rhona Weinstein 
(2003) suggest, a critical component of ethnic 
and racial minority children’s development is 
their growing awareness of their status as a 
member of a stigmatized group. The vast ma-
jority of ethnic and racial minority children re-
port knowing that others—family or peers—
have been the target of discrimination (Brown 
2008; Quintana 1999). In addition to witnessing 
overt forms of discrimination, more subtle ste-
reotypes within the academic domain may de-
press the performance of women in mathemat-
ics and related fields and African Americans 
and other non-Asian racial-ethnic groups in all 
academic areas. Claude Steele and Joshua Ar-
onson, who coined the term in 1995, have re-
ferred to stereotype threat as the apprehension 
that individuals experience when confronted 
with a personally relevant stereotype that 
threatens their social identity or self-esteem. 
Steele and Aronson propose that the phenom-
enon could help explain group differences in 
performance on standardized tests and other 
academic outcomes. According to the theory, 
when individuals are aware that they belong to 
a group that is thought to perform poorly on a 
particular task, they often fear that they might 
perform in a way that confirms stereotypes 
about that group and thus be labeled as im-
plicitly inferior to individuals for whom the ste-
reotype does not apply. This largely uncon-
scious fear elicits anxiety, lowered self-esteem, 
and other psychological responses that inter-
fere with performance on evaluative activities 
in the classroom. In this way, individuals’ psy-

chological processes in response to socially 
constructed stereotypes and prejudices may 
contribute to persistent social inequalities 
(Steele and Aronson 2004).

Though stereotype threat can undermine 
the academic performance of minority stu-
dents, a number of recent research programs 
suggest that interventions aimed at reducing 
stereotype threat can attenuate its effects in 
school-based contexts (for example, Borman, 
Grigg, and Hanselman 2015; Cohen et al. 2006; 
Cohen et al. 2009; Good, Aronson, and Inzlicht 
2003; Walton and Cohen 2007), yielding signifi-
cant gains on test scores and other academic 
outcomes (for reviews, see Aronson and Mc-
Glone 2009; Yeager and Walton 2011). A grow-
ing number of experimental studies have 
shown that relatively simple, brief, but well-
conceptualized social-psychological interven-
tions that focus on individual and socially con-
structed beliefs that affect school outcomes 
can have important impacts on secondary and 
postsecondary students’ short- and longer-
term educational outcomes (Cohen et al. 2006; 
Cohen et al. 2009; Sherman 2013; Yeager and 
Walton 2011). Typically, the interventions tar-
get student beliefs that may depress academic 
performance—such as stereotype threat, which 
overwhelmingly affects minority students.

These social-psychological theories and in-
terventions, which did not exist during the de-
velopment of the Coleman Report, emphasize 
the power that differing attitudes, mind-sets, 
and perceptions have on how people view 
themselves and how they succeed in education 
and beyond. But what if these theories and in-
terventions had existed in 1966? At the time, 
the EEOS provided some correlational evidence 
suggesting that black students have higher 
achievement scores in majority-white schools 
relative to scores for their counterparts in 
schools comprising predominantly nonwhite 
students. This contextual feature was the most 
important malleable school characteristic that 
Coleman and his colleagues noted as a possi-
ble remedy to address inequality, and the pol-
icies that ensued, such as busing, were tar-
geted at improving the racial integration of 
schools across the country.

Nevertheless, a vast literature on composi-
tional, contextual, or peer effects (for example, 
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Erbring and Young 1979; Firebaugh 1978; Mayer 
and Jencks 1989) has led to varying interpreta-
tions for their causes. Stephen Raudenbush 
and Anthony Bryk (2002) suggest that such ef-
fects—which occur when the group-level ag-
gregate of the person-level characteristic (for 
example, percentage minority, school mean 
socioeconomic status, or school-level average 
achievement) is related to the achievement 
outcome even after controlling for the effect of 
the student-level characteristic—may be due to 
normative effects associated with a school, 
other unmeasured school resources or charac-
teristics for which the aggregate school-level 
characteristic acts as a proxy, or statistical ar-
tifacts whereby the school-level mean explains 
part of the effect of a poorly measured student-
level characteristic.

Research on the composition of schools and 
groups is often atheoretical, offering only 
“black box” correlational data showing rela-
tionships between school compositional fea-
tures and student achievement. However, 
some notable theories have been implicated, 
including the contact hypothesis, which is gen-
erally attributed to Gordon Allport (1954). All-
port suggested that interpersonal contact can 
be a highly effective means to reduce prejudice 
between majority- and minority-group mem-
bers, in that prejudice may be reduced as one 
learns more about a category of people. How-
ever, for optimal intergroup contact to occur, 
it must take place under appropriate condi-
tions, which include: equal group status within 
the context, common goals, intergroup coop-
eration, and authority support. Robert Slavin 
(1985) has shown how cooperative learning 
methods can enact Allport’s contact theory in 
a supportive context characterized by ethni-
cally mixed learning groups of students who 
study material presented by the teacher and 
are rewarded based on the learning of the 
group as a whole. In most schools, however, 
minority students do not experience such a 
supportive environment. Black students—who 
tend to be tracked and effectively resegregated 
within lower-level courses (Mickelson 2001; 
Oakes 1995) and who often receive dispropor-
tionate (Losen 2011) and unusually harsh dis-
cipline from authority figures (Fisher, Wallace, 

and Fenton 2000)—are more often marginal-
ized than considered of equal status with their 
white peers, and they often perceive limited 
authority support within their school.

Though the Coleman Report suggested that 
attending majority-white schools benefits the 
academic outcomes of black students—pre-
sumably through their access to potentially 
better resources, more challenging curricula, 
or higher-achieving white peers—these ben
efits may be offset by de facto segregation 
through academic tracking and by various so-
cial and psychological challenges that black 
students face in less-supportive school con-
texts. Indeed, some evidence suggests that 
black and Latino adolescents report more per-
ceived discrimination as school racial-ethnic 
diversity increases and the relative size of their 
own ethnic group declines (Benner and Gra-
ham 2011; Hagan, Shedd, and Payne 2005; 
Seaton and Yip 2009). Aprile Benner and San-
dra Graham (2009) further report that when 
the representation of black and Latino stu-
dents’ racial-ethnic groups decreases signifi-
cantly across the transition from middle school 
to high school, these students experience de-
clines in both feelings of belonging and aca-
demic achievement. If racial-ethnic minority 
students are poorly represented, evidence sug-
gests, their small numbers may give rise to feel-
ings of isolation or marginalization. In re-
sponse, Robert Linn and Kevin Welner (2007), 
among others, have recently suggested that 
any racial-ethnic group should be at least 15 
percent of the school population to mitigate 
both isolation and vulnerability to out-group 
hostility.

In this paper, we suggest that stereotype 
threat and other social-psychological factors 
can contribute to the achievement gap in sig-
nificant ways and that the representation of 
black students in schools and classrooms ap-
pears to moderate social identity threats. We 
begin by describing the theories and evidence 
supporting the existence of stereotype threat 
and present evidence from several randomized 
field experiments attempting to alleviate ste-
reotype threat among minority students. We 
then summarize how brief social-psychological 
interventions can work to reduce achievement 
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gaps at low cost and with minimal time com-
mitment. After these considerations, we high-
light our findings from the Madison Writing 
and Achievement Project (MWAP). Being the 
first districtwide randomized field trial of ste-
reotype threat interventions to date, MWAP 
provides empirical evidence of the particular 
school contexts in which stereotype threat is 
most likely to occur and in which the interven-
tions are most likely to close academic perfor-
mance gaps.

In the second part of the paper, drawing on 
stereotype threat theory and prior empirical 
evidence, we explore the following question: 
given our current knowledge of stereotype 
threat, the expansive data available from the 
original 1966 EEOS, and modern statistical 
techniques and computational power, would 
Coleman and his colleagues have been able to 
find evidence of stereotype threat in their data? 
We use the original EEOS data and apply ste-
reotype threat theory to determine how the 
concept helps us better understand black-
white achievement differences between stu-
dents. In doing so, we find evidence that ninth-
grade African American students of the 1960s 
probably experienced stereotype threat, par-
ticularly in learning environments where the 
majority of their classmates were white. It is 
likely that subtle psychological and social 
forces undermined the academic performance 
of these African American students. While 
much of the effect of race on academic perfor-
mance can be explained by structural and in-
stitutional constraints on African American 
students, social-psychological forces also play 
a role through lowered positive self-image, par-
tially explaining the effects of majority-white 
environments on black students’ test scores. 
Ultimately, we argue that when considering 
integration as a solution to racial inequalities, 
an important piece of the puzzle is addressing 
the ways in which minority students internal-
ize and process the subtle and overt forms of 
prejudice they experience at school. Follow- 
ing these findings, we close with some final 
thoughts on the connections between the leg-
acy of EEOS and the expanding work on social-
psychological “mind-set” interventions in 
schools.

Stereot ype Thre at and 
Educational Inequalit y
Though national data reveal achievement gaps 
at every age and grade level (Vanneman et al. 
2009), considerable evidence suggests growing 
gaps in performance during the critical sec-
ondary school years. Grade point average, mo-
tivation, academic engagement, and achieve-
ment goals appear to decline during middle 
and high school for all students, but African 
American and Latino students suffer steeper 
declines in school performance than their 
Asian and white peers (Anderman 2003; Cook 
et al. 2012; Sherman 2013; Shim, Ryan, and An-
derson 2008). Student achievement mirrors 
this trend. Although there are exceptions (see 
Reardon and Galindo 2009), most empirical 
evidence suggests that achievement gaps be-
tween white and nonwhite students persist 
and even grow as they progress through school 
(Benson and Borman 2010; Downey, von Hip-
pel, and Broh 2004; Fryer and Levitt 2004; Jen-
cks and Phillips 1998, 2011). Data from the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) show that achievement gaps persist be-
tween black and white students (Vanneman et 
al. 2009) and between Hispanic and white stu-
dents (Hemphill, Vanneman, and Rahman 
2011), with differences in mathematics achieve-
ment growing between ages nine and thirteen.

Work in social psychology suggests that ste-
reotype threat contributes to these patterns of 
disengagement and growing inequality. As 
Steele and Aronson (1995, 797) originally ex-
plained:

Whenever African American students per-
form an explicitly scholastic or intellectual 
task, they face the threat of confirming or be-
ing judged by a negative societal stereotype—
a suspicion—about their group’s intellectual 
ability and competence. . . . And the self-
threat it causes—through a variety of mecha-
nisms—may interfere with the intellectual 
functioning of these students, particularly 
during standardized tests.

Steele and Aronson tested this hypothesis in a 
series of laboratory experiments. In the proto-
typical study in this series, they gave African 
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American and white college students a difficult 
section of a verbal Graduate Record Exami
nation (GRE). The researchers led half of the 
participants to believe that the purpose of the 
test was to measure their intellectual ability, 
thereby activating the fear among African 
American students of confirming stereotypes 
about their race by performing poorly on a cog-
nitive assessment. The others were told that 
the test was merely a non-evaluative laboratory 
exercise. Everything else about the situation 
was identical for the two groups, including the 
items on the test, the room in which they took 
the test, the experimenter, and so on. The re-
sults were striking: African American students 
who believed that the test was being used to 
diagnose their abilities performed significantly 
worse than African American students in the 
nondiagnostic group. The difference in the de-
scription of the test had no statistically signifi-
cant effect on the white test-takers: they per-
formed equally well in both conditions.

In the two decades since Steele and Aron-
son’s (1995) identification of stereotype threat, 
more than 300 independent laboratory studies 
and a growing number of field studies have 
replicated their results, testing the phenome-
non with, for instance, African American stu-
dents in numerous academic settings, women 
and mathematics, and Latinos during verbal 
problem-solving. More recent research has 
provided clear evidence that stereotype threat 
effects can and do occur in real-world envi
ronments, including classrooms and schools 

(Good, Aronson, and Harder 2008; Good, Aron-
son, and Inzlicht 2003; Good, Rattan, and 
Dweck 2007; Huguet and Regner 2007; Keller 
2002; Keller and Dauenheimer 2003; Kellow 
and Jones 2005; Roberson et al. 2003). Meta-
analyses of this literature suggest that stan-
dard measures of ability underestimate the 
true abilities of black and Latino students by 
about one-quarter of a standard deviation 
(Nguyen and Ryan 2008; Walton and Cohen 
2003). A meta-analysis of field experiments sug-
gests that the psychological threats that Afri-
can American and Hispanic students suffer 
while taking standardized tests cause them to 
underperform by one-fifth of a standard devia-
tion (Walton and Spencer 2009).

Scholars believe that stereotype threat func-
tions through psychological and contextual 
factors, both situationally and over time. Fig-
ure 1 (reproduced from Hanselman et al. 2014), 
explains how social context (A), individual 
characteristics (B), and task domain (C) act as 
exogenous influences, raising the salience of a 
student’s stigmatized identity in school (D) un-
der particular conditions suggested by A, B, 
and C. Under those conditions that promote 
the salience of stigmatized identity, the stu-
dent feels threats to his or her identity. The 
physiological and psychological stress re-
sponses (E) resulting from identity threat sub-
sequently work to the detriment of the threat-
ened students’ academic performance and 
learning (F). Poor performances on academic 
tasks or struggles with learning new material 

Figure  1. A Model of Stereotype Threat

Source: Hanselman et al. 2014.

Social Context
Individual

Characteristics Task Domain

Academic Salience of
Stigmatized Identity

Identity Threat Responses Performance 
and Learning

A CB

D

E F

G
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may then cause a recursive process (G) whereby 
these academic adversities further confirm stu-
dents’ worries about their stigmatized identity, 
which then reinforce their beliefs about the 
stigma, thus increasing identity threat.

Though evidence continues to accumulate 
regarding the specific mechanisms through 
which stereotype threat depresses academic 
performance, most researchers agree that 
physiological and psychological mechanisms 
such as stress responses, self-monitoring, and 
self-regulation are at play (Schmader, Johns, 
and Forbes 2008). In turn, these mechanisms 
manifest in counterproductive test-taking be-
haviors, such as selecting incorrect options on 
exams or changing answers more frequently 
than nonthreatened students do (Scherbaum 
et al. 2011). In addition, perceptions of negative 
stereotypes lead many individuals to engage in 
activities such as self-handicapping (Smith 
2004), challenge avoidance (Good, Aronson, 
and Inzlicht 2003), and self-suppression (Pro-
nin, Steele, and Ross 2004; Steele 1997).

Although many of the mechanisms of ste-
reotype threat are psychological, contextual 
factors moderate whether stereotypes will 
threaten an individual’s identity. This sug- 
gests that stereotype threat changes as context 
changes: identity as a person of African Amer-
ican background may hurt one’s performance 
in one context, such as school, but be benign 
or advantageous in another context, such as a 
basketball game (Stone, Perry, and Darley 
1997). If an organization has an ideology that 
is not inclusive of stigmatized groups or that 
gives them negative cues, or if a stereotype re-
lated to one’s group membership is relevant to 
an important aspect of an organization, the po-
tential for threat increases (Kray and Shirako 
2011; Murphy, Steele, and Gross 2007; Murphy 
and Taylor 2011; Steele, Spencer, and Aronson 
2002). One simple yet key contextual factor that 
can increase the threat to one’s identity is the 
demographic makeup of an organization, which 
functions simply by raising the salience of an 
individual’s identity in a threatening environ-
ment (Steele, Spencer, and Aronson 2002). 
Many researchers have found that the effects 
of stereotype threat are stronger when individ-
uals identifying with stigmatized groups are 
underrepresented and thought to perform 

poorly at the tasks of the organization (Inzlicht 
and Ben-Zeev 2000; Murphy, Steele, and Gross 
2007; Purdie-Vaughns et al. 2008; Sekaqua-
ptewa and Thompson 2003).

Recent work has addressed the impact of 
stereotype threat on ongoing learning as a 
form of “double jeopardy” that interferes with 
both short-term performance and long-term 
knowledge acquisition (Taylor and Walton 
2011). Kathryn Boucher and her colleagues 
(2012) find that the mathematics learning of 
women is compromised by negative stereo-
types about women’s math ability. Valerie 
Jones Taylor and Gregory Walton (2011) find 
that African American students—but not white 
students—who study under threatening condi-
tions fare worse on a follow-up assessment 
conducted under nonthreatening conditions. 
The implication of these findings is that re-
moving threats during evaluative situations 
alone is not a sufficient long-term solution 
when negative stereotypes are pervasive. Short-
term underperformance due to stereotype 
threat might lead students to alter their career 
or professional aspirations and their sense of 
belonging in academic domains and contexts 
(Steele, James, and Barnett 2002). It might also 
lead students to “protectively disidentify” from 
academics (Aronson, Fried, and Good 2002; 
Major et al. 1998; Steele 1997), which in turn 
could lead to increased learning deficits (Appel 
and Kronberger 2012). Disengagement from 
the task or the context in which the task is to 
be performed can lead to growing disadvan-
tages among negatively stereotyped students 
and might play a prominent role in the pat-
terns of disengagement and widening achieve-
ment gaps found during the secondary school 
years.

Intervening to Combat Stereotype Threat
As mentioned earlier, several high-profile but 
small-scale experimental studies have demon-
strated the important impacts of brief, well-
conceptualized social-psychological interven-
tions on educational outcomes for secondary 
and postsecondary students (Cohen et al. 2006; 
Cohen et al. 2009; Sherman 2013). Typically, 
these interventions target minority students’ 
academic beliefs that might depress their aca-
demic performance. In an article published in 
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Science and reviewed by the What Works Clear-
inghouse (2010), Geoffrey Cohen and his col-
leagues (2009) report that brief self-affirmation 
tasks aimed at affirming students’ personal 
values can reduce the black-white grade point 
average (GPA) gap by as much as 40 percent, 
improving African American students’ perfor-
mance over a three-month period and over a 
two-year follow-up.

Self-affirmation, or values affirmation, in-
terventions administered in schools and class-
rooms typically consist of written prompts di-
recting students to write about non-academic 
aspects of their lives that they value. Theory 
and recent empirical evidence suggest that 
when students who have doubts about their 
school abilities reflect on personally important 
domains beyond academics, they can buffer 
themselves against negative thoughts, stress 
responses, self-monitoring, and self-regulation 
—all of which undermine school performance 
(Schmader, Johns, and Forbes 2008). Students 
think broadly about the interests and attri-
butes most important to them, such as friend-
ships, family, athletics, religion, and creativity. 
Researchers tend to implement interventions 
just prior to high-stress evaluative school 
events—like high-stakes tests or other impor-
tant exams—in order to reduce the effects of 
stereotype threat on academic outcomes. Ulti-
mately, the interventions help improve stu-
dents’ overall self-image, and it is this enhanced 
self-image that allows them to demonstrate 
their full academic potential, unencumbered 
by threats to their performance.

Self-affirmation writing is a replicable and 
cost-effective strategy for reducing achieve-
ment gaps compared to other far costlier and 
more intensive school-based interventions. In-
deed, the intervention typically consists of 
only several pieces of paper and can be admin-
istered to students in a regular classroom set-
ting, taking approximately fifteen minutes of 
class time. Though self-affirmation and other 
similar psychological interventions are rooted 
in decades of research and theory, their power 
can be difficult to understand. That “magical” 
properties are often ascribed to these interven-
tions underscores the misunderstood connec-
tions between students’ psychological mind-
sets and their school performance (Yeager and 

Walton 2011). Coleman, along with many con-
temporary educational researchers, might not 
have considered brief social-psychological in-
terventions a conventional school resource, 
since most educational treatments involve 
comprehensive, resource-intensive reforms to 
curriculum, instruction, and school and class-
room organization. However, as few as two 
fifteen-minute exercises, Cohen and his col-
leagues (2009) report, have a sustained two-
year impact on black students’ GPAs of d = 
0.40. In comparison, a recent review by Mark 
Lipsey and his colleagues (2012) of the effects 
of more complex and costlier elementary and 
middle school interventions reveals typical im-
pacts on achievement test scores ranging from 
d = 0.08 to d = 0.15. Though GPAs and test 
scores are clearly different measures of student 
performance, recent work suggests that grades 
and attendance—not test scores—are the mid-
dle grade factors most strongly connected with 
both high school and college success (Allen-
sworth et al. 2014).

How do relatively brief and inexpensive in-
terventions lead to such substantial changes 
in academic performance? As proximal, rela-
tively “quick wins” accumulate, researchers 
note that recursive processes act like chain reac-
tions to carry forward the initial effects of the 
intervention (Cohen et al. 2009). As Valerie 
Purdie-Vaughns and her colleagues (2009) ar-
gue, a small improvement early in the year due 
to the intervention might, for example, give 
students a little extra confidence, and this 
confidence might lead to further gains in per-
formance leading to more confidence, in a con-
tinuously repeating cycle. Teachers might also 
play a role by amplifying the effects of the in-
vention via teacher expectancy effects. Prior 
field-based studies have been conducted using 
double-blind experiments in which neither 
teachers nor students knew the experimental 
condition to which students were randomized; 
under similar experimental conditions, small 
early improvements might lead teachers to see 
students as abler and more worthy of attention 
and mentoring (Purdie-Vaughns et al. 2009).

Cohen and his colleagues (2009) find that 
the greatest impacts of self-affirmation come 
in the later terms of the school year, providing 
evidence of a beneficial recursive process for 
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students randomized to the self-affirmation 
treatment. By enhancing students’ feelings of 
personal worth, the authors argue, the exer-
cises change students’ perceptions of bias at 
school and shift how they interpret their aca-
demic successes and failures. These steps 
particularly protected the study’s struggling 
African American students; instead of feeling 
discouraged and falling into a pattern of dis-
engagement, it was as though black students 
received an inoculation against the threat pre-
sented by negative stereotypes.

The Madison Writing and  
Achievement Project
Building on findings from small field-based in-
terventions to alleviate stereotype threat, the 
Madison (Wisconsin) Writing and Achieve-
ment Project dealt with this source of inequal-
ity at scale for all beginning seventh-grade stu-
dents across an entire urban school district. 
We conducted a student-level randomized trial 
in which we tested a self-affirmation interven-
tion involving over 1,000 middle school stu-
dents in all eleven Madison Metropolitan 
School District (MMSD) middle schools (grades 
6–8). The intervention consisted of a sequence 
of writing exercises that students completed in 
school over the course of the academic year. 
Each teacher-administered exercise was de-
signed to be similar to other classroom activi-
ties that students might experience. Following 
Cohen and his colleagues (2006, 2009; Sher-
man et al. 2013), we randomly assigned one-
half of the participating students within each 
school to complete a self-affirmation writing 
exercise up to four times over the course of 
their seventh-grade school year. The exercises 
were intended to take place prior to two assess-
ments: the Wisconsin Knowledge and Con-
cepts Exam (WKCE) in November and the Mea-
sures of Academic Progress (MAP) tests in 
February and May.

The first-year MWAP outcomes revealed im-
mediate impacts of these brief, cost-effective 
expressive writing exercises on Latino and Af-
rican American seventh-graders’ test scores 
and grades (Borman, Grigg, and Hanselman 
2015). Howard Bloom and his colleagues (2008) 
report that the typical student gains 0.23 to 
0.30 standard deviations on nationally normed 

standardized reading and math achievement 
tests between the spring of sixth grade and the 
spring of seventh grade. Understood in this 
context, the overall impacts of self-affirmation 
—which were typically between d = 0.13 and  
d = 0.25 in our MWAP work—actually exceed 
the effect sizes typically observed for other far 
more intensive and expensive educational in-
terventions. Given how easily self-affirmation 
writing can be integrated into everyday class-
room practice, self-affirmation through expres-
sive writing appears to be a viable strategy for 
narrowing achievement gaps between minority 
students who may suffer from stereotype threat 
and their white and Asian peers.

Our MWAP evidence from across the eleven 
schools suggests that these results can be 
achieved at scale, but only in particular theo-
retically and practically relevant school con-
texts. Most pertinent to this paper, the project 
revealed that school context greatly affects the 
efficacy of the self-affirmation intervention 
(Hanselman et al. 2014). By classifying middle 
schools participating in the experiment as ei-
ther “high-threat” (majority-white, large black-
white achievement gaps) schools or “low-
threat” (not majority-white, smaller black-white 
achievement gaps) schools, our results indi-
cate that the effect of the intervention was 
large and of considerable consequence when 
we compared students in the high-threat 
schools relative to students in the low-threat 
schools.

Stereot ype Thre at in the  
Equalit y of Educational 
Opportunit y Study Data
Given what we now know about stereotype 
threat and educational inequality, we proceed 
to the empirical portion of our thought exper-
iment: can we detect evidence of stereotype 
threat in the Coleman Report data? The origi-
nal report looked at how racially-ethnically 
segregated schools might disadvantage minor-
ity students, but it did not give as much atten-
tion to how academic environments might 
harm minority students by activating social-
psychological processes resulting from the sa-
lience of race, as stereotype threat theory and 
evidence predict. There are, however, some ex-
ceptions. For instance, Coleman and his col-
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leagues (1966) did note that black students who 
were surveyed tended to report a higher exter-
nalized locus of control relative to white stu-
dents. Also, relatedly, the Coleman Report 
mentions in a footnote a study in which black 
and white adults were offered an alternative 
between a risky situation in which the out-
come depended on chance and one in which 
the outcome, though not necessarily more fa-
vorable, was contingent on their own response. 
“The [black] adults less often chose the alter-
native contingent on their own behavior, and 
more often chose the chance alternative, as 
compared to whites” (Coleman et al. 1966, 320). 
These findings and their mention in the report 
may suggest some awareness by Coleman of 
the possibility that black students attribute 
their educational and social outcomes to exter-
nal, racially motivated discrimination and bi-
ases over which they have little internal con-
trol, and that these experiences can influence 
the psychological construct of locus of control. 
However, these brief thoughts, possibly hint-
ing at what would come later in the stereotype 
threat literature, were at the time not men-
tioned as much more than asides to be con
sidered. Coleman and his colleagues did not 
specifically hypothesize about the social or 
psychological mechanisms through which en-
vironment might be affecting black students 
in mostly white classes.

Today, with a vast literature to draw from, 
we may be able to take Coleman’s aside a bit 
further. Since the concept and language of ste-
reotype threat did not exist in 1966, there were 
no items on the EEO questionnaire explicitly 
tapping this concept. While we cannot detect 
the phenomenon directly, we can use items 
from the EEOS surveys to find evidence that is 
suggestive of stereotype threat. In the litera-
ture on stereotype threat summarized earlier 
(for example, Steele et al. 2002), the theory and 
evidence suggest that: (1) the phenomenon is 
stronger for potentially threatened students in 
contexts where the stereotype is salient for the 
student (for example, in schools where a stu-
dent’s group identity is noticeably underrepre-
sented, such as a black student in a majority-
white classroom); and (2) the phenomenon is 
stronger when the stereotype is important to 
the activity of interest (for example, “African 

American students do not do well in school”). 
When these two criteria are met, we would ex-
pect potentially threatened individuals to ex-
perience stereotype threat.

Based on this prior knowledge, we can cre-
ate constructs from EEOS survey items that 
serve as proxies for the relative strength of 
identity threats by measuring the extent to 
which each black student senses that he or she 
is the racial-ethnic minority in his or her 
classes. As the prior review of the literature 
suggested, this perception of limited represen-
tation of one’s group within an academic en-
vironment in which the individual is stereo-
typed to perform poorly tends to induce greater 
salience of race-ethnicity and its associated 
identity threats (Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev 2000; 
Murphy, Steele, and Gross 2007; Purdie-
Vaughns et al. 2008; Sekaquaptewa and Thomp-
son 2003) and a stronger perception of organi-
zational discrimination among members of 
the stigmatized group (Benner and Graham 
2011; Hagan, Shedd, and Payne 2005; Seaton 
and Yip 2009).

Following the work of Paul Hanselman and 
his colleagues (2014) in constructing what they 
term “high-threat” and “low-threat” schools, 
we similarly model the effects of the salience 
of race in school for black students’ cognitive 
skills and psychic well-being in the EEOS data. 
High-threat schools can be characterized both 
by the potential discrimination felt by stere
otyped students and by the extent to which 
stereotyped students report that they attend 
majority-white schools and classrooms. We ob-
serve measures of both sources of threat in the 
EEOS data, focusing primarily on whether a 
student’s report of being in a majority-white 
learning environment increases black-white 
gaps. Psychic losses from stereotype threat 
would be logical recursive elements related to 
diminished academic performance. Since 
stereotype threat researchers theorize that a 
personally relevant stereotype threatens a 
student’s social identity or self-esteem, we con-
sider whether high-threat environments in-
crease black-white achievement gaps by re
ducing positive self-image. In the following 
sections, we describe the variables we con-
struct to accomplish this, as well as our meth-
ods and findings.
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Data
Equality of Educational Opportunity Study 
data are maintained by both the National Ar-
chives and the Inter-university Consortium for 
Political and Social Research (ICPSR). The 
EEOS used a stratified, two-stage probability 
sample of U.S. public schools, including over 
570,000 students from grades 1, 3, 6, 9, and 12, 
4,000 principals, and 40,000 teachers. We re-
trieved ASCII files from the National Archives, 
which contained U.S. Office of Education 
school codes, and converted the ASCII files to 
statistical analysis system (SAS) data sets using 
code provided by ICPSR.

For this study, we used the ninth-grade stu-
dent cohort records and the principal and 
teacher records that corresponded to those 
students’ schools. These records contained 
134,030 students within 930 schools. After ac-
counting for students clustered in schools with 
complete principal and teacher data relevant 
to this study, as well as complete student data 
relevant to this study, the final analytic sample 
consisted of 46,078 students within 218 schools. 
Although there are considerable data missing 
in these data files, prior studies have produced 
final samples of similar size and composition 
that showed no statistically significant differ-
ences on observables compared to the full 
sample of ninth-grade students (Borman and 
Dowling 2010; Bowles and Levin 1968). We cre-
ated both student-level and school-level vari-
ables, which replicated many of those created 
by Borman and Dowling (2010). However, since 
we are most interested in within-school black-
white gaps, we have omitted some variables 
and added others. Summary statistics for  
our set of analytic variables are presented in 
table 1.

Main Variables
To measure cognitive ability, our main depen-
dent variable, we used each student’s overall 
score across the four EEOS academic achieve-
ment tests: total verbal, nonverbal, reading, 
and math. Final results did not vary substan-
tively or statistically whether we simply added 
the subscale scores or averaged across the non-
missing subscale scores, so we chose the addi-
tive score for better descriptive interpretability. 
To not only test whether a high-threat context 

might influence black students psychologically 
but also include a potential mechanism through 
which stereotype threat affected student test 
scores, we created a positive self-image variable 
that measured whether students thought of 
themselves in a positive light. Student positive 
self-image was created using a reversed com-
posite score of three variables found in the 
ninth-grade student questionnaire: (1) If I 
could change, I would be someone different 
from myself; (2) I sometimes feel that I just 
can’t learn; (3) People like me don’t have much 
chance to be successful in life. Each item was 
scored “disagree” = 2, “not sure” = 1, or “agree” 
= 0. The main test for the presence of an envi-
ronment that might induce stereotype threat 
was the interaction between two variables in 
the EEOS data: (1) identification as black, and 
(2) a student’s perception that he or she was 
learning in an environment with majority-white 
classroom peers. In the ninth-grade student sur-
vey, students were asked, “In your classes last 
year, how many students were white?” If the 
student responded with “more than half” or 
“all,” we coded the student as having the per-
ception of being in majority-white-peer class-
rooms at school. The interaction between 
these two variables is theoretically similar to 
the conditions we would expect to see for ste-
reotype threat to be present.

Covariates
We used nine student-level covariates to obtain 
the conditional black-white test score gap: pa-
rental education; urbanicity; number of read-
ing materials in the house; number of siblings; 
two-parent household; number of family re-
sources; student’s age; student’s gender; and 
student self-reported prior-year math GPA. Ad-
ditionally, we used other student-level covari-
ates that might be relevant to black students 
in majority-white environments: the student’s 
perception of teachers’ expectations for his or 
her academic performance; the student’s per-
ception of high social standing of self and 
friends; the student’s report of being in a high, 
or advanced, English track; and student-
reported external locus of control. Rather than 
the largely unconscious weight of social-
psychologically constructed stereotypes, these 
student covariates may help us account for 
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other more overt social (for example, percep-
tion of social standing), psychological (such as 
locus of control), and structural (such as aca-
demic tracking) explanations of within-school 
black-white performance gaps.

The school-level covariates we used that 
might affect African American students in 
majority-white environments included average 
teacher racial bias, majority-white student 
school population, the percentage of parents 

at a school who had at least some college-level 
education, the school setting (rural, suburban, 
or urban), and the degree of track mobility. At 
the school level, these covariates account for 
potentially overt racial-ethnic biases held by 
school staff (for example, average teacher racial 
bias), structural challenges to equal opportu-
nity (such as lack of track mobility), and the 
common contextual features of schools that 
Coleman and others have theorized may influ-

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Student- and School-Level Variables in the Final Sample

N Mean
Standard 
Deviation

Student-level  variables
Race-ethnicity

White 31,403 0.65
Black 13,165 0.27
Hispanic 2,810 0.06
Asian 214 0.00
Native American 665 0.01
Other 268 0.01

Parent education
Less than high school 15,501 0.32
High school 17,679 0.36
Some college 7,391 0.15
BA degree or higher 7,954 0.16

Urbanicity 16,191 0.33
Reading materials 48,525 0.97 0.16
Number of siblings 48,525 3.71 2.22
Two-parent household 35,576 0.73
Family resources 48,252 7.87 1.60
Age 50,821
Female 24,701 0.51
Total test score 48,525 95.80 28.44
Positive self-image 48,525 3.75 1.79
Majority white classroom 31,743 0.65
Black subset threat context

Majority white classroom 1,604 0.12

School-level variables
Percent parents some college 218 0.27 0.40
School type

Rural 81 0.37
Suburban 99 0.45
Urban 38 0.17

Teacher racial bias 218 13.49 1.93
Majority white school 134 61.19

Source: EEOS data from the National Archives and the ICPSR.
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ence minority students’ outcomes (such as the 
percentage of white students at the school or 
the educational background of the school’s 
parents).

Analytical Approach
We begin our analyses by investigating black 
students’ perceptions of their academic con-
texts, which, theoretically, might have made 
them susceptible to experiencing stereotype 
threat. We do so using several multilevel mod-
els with random intercepts, regressing stu-
dents’ positive self-image on the interaction 
between a student’s identification as black and 
reporting that he or she had classrooms with 
peers who were majority-white. Student posi-
tive self-image is z-scored in these analyses. In 
model 1, we estimate the raw racial gap of stu-
dent positive self-image. In model 2, we add 
the commonly used student-level controls 
described earlier. Model 3 adds the black-by-
majority-white-classroom interaction that 
serves as our proxy measure for stereotype 
threat. Model 4 adds the student- and school-
level variables that may explain the effect of the 
interaction.

Next, we look at the relationship between 
stereotype threat and students’ academic 
achievement outcomes, as measured by the 
EEOS standardized test. Again, we use multi-
level models with random intercepts, and the 
test score variable is z-scored. We employ five 
models for this outcome: Model 1 is the naive 
model predicting the black-white test score 
gap. Model 2 estimates the gap net of com-
monly used student- and school-level controls. 
Model 3 adds the black-by-majority-white-
classroom interaction. Model 4 adds student-
reported positive self-image as a mediator of 
the effect of stereotype threat on achievement 
scores, and model 5 adds other student- and 
school-level variables that might explain the ef-
fect of the black-by-majority-white-classroom 
interaction.

Results
Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics for 
the final analytic sample. About 65 percent of 
students in the sample identified as white, 27 
percent identified as black, and 8 percent iden-
tified with other race or ethnicity categories. 

Turning to the variables of interest, we see that 
65 percent of ninth-graders reported being in 
classrooms that were majority-white. However, 
only 12 percent of black students reported hav-
ing majority-white classrooms. These lower 
numbers could be attributed to either be-
tween- or within-school segregation, but we are 
not able to descriptively distinguish those dif-
ferences with the available data. The average 
student in the sample scored a 3.75 out of 6.00 
for the positive self-image scale (standard de-
viation = 1.79). The tabulated covariates are 
consistent in proportion and size with previ-
ous studies employing the same items in the 
EEOS data.

In our first set of analyses, the student-level 
stereotype threat indicators are modeled as 
predictors of students’ reported self-image (ta-
ble 2). Model 1 shows that black students on 
average had unconditional positive self-image 
scores about a 0.21 standard deviation lower 
than their white peers. After controlling for 
student-level covariates (model 2), their reports 
were only a 0.02 standard deviation lower than 
white students’ reports. Turning to our pri-
mary variable of interest, model 3 includes the 
black-student-by-majority-white-classroom in-
teraction. There is a statistically significant 
and negative relationship for black students in 
majority-white classrooms (standard deviation 
= −0.14), suggesting that, net of controls, when 
black students indicated that the majority of 
their classmates were white, their reported 
belief in themselves and their potential for 
success in life was depressed. School-level co-
variates that measure the racial and socio
demographic characteristics of schools and 
student-level explanatory covariates that mea-
sure student perceptions of school context do 
not account for the negative interaction effect 
(model 4).

Our second set of analyses examines how 
stereotype threat relates to black-white differ-
ences in test scores (table 3). Model 1 identifies 
the raw black-white test score gap for ninth-
grade students, which is one full standard de-
viation in size to the detriment of black stu-
dents. Net of common student-level covariates 
(model 2), that gap was approximately a −0.43 
standard deviation. When adding the black-by-
majority-white-classroom interaction (model 
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3), we see that although black students in 
majority-white classrooms performed better 
overall than their counterparts in other envi-
ronments, black-white test score gaps were a 
0.08 standard deviation larger in majority-
white classrooms than in non-majority-white 
classrooms. Model 4 demonstrates that student-
reported positive self-image explains about 31 
percent of the effect of the interaction on test 
scores. Additional student- and school-level ex-
planatory covariates do not further account for 
the statistically significant negative interaction 
effect (model 5).

Discussion
The conclusions about social inequality fur-
nished by the Coleman Report fifty years ago 
were largely overshadowed by the confounding 
implications of racial integration in the report. 
Those results suggested that black students 
would benefit from attending more integrated 
schools. However, after the desegregation pol-
icies implemented by the Nixon administra-
tion resulted in “white flight,” Coleman re-
sponded by insisting that integration would 
work only if African American students at-
tended schools that were majority-white. Many 
studies replicated Coleman’s finding that 
black students do improve their test scores in 
majority-white schools. But what if Coleman 
had known about stereotype threat in 1966? Af-
ter all, in the 1960s majority-white schools 
would probably have been hostile environ-
ments for black students. Stereotype threat 
theory and empirical evidence predict that Af-
rican American students will underperform in 
majority-white academic environments be-
cause they are more likely to face discrimina-
tion and marginalization, to be more anxious 
about confirming racial stereotypes, and to 
think more about racial identity because their 
race is more salient in those environments. 
This interpretation of the EEOS results casts 
the improved performance of black students 
in majority-white schools in another light—
would those same black students have done 
even better on the EEOS test had they not taken 
the test under the weight of others’ percep-
tions of their ability based on 1960s stereotypes 
about race?

In our study of the EEOS data, we find that 

the test score gaps between white and black 
students were larger and statistically signifi-
cant when black students reported being in 
majority-white classrooms, even after account-
ing for relevant student- and school-level co-
variates. This interaction effect, serving as a 
proxy measure for stereotype threat, supports 
the idea that this form of identity threat could 
be partly responsible for black students’ lower 
performance, and that race might be more sa-
lient at the classroom level than at the school 
level. Consistent with theory, part of the effect 
of stereotype threat on test score gaps is ex-
plained by black students’ reduced positive 
self-image, as reflected by their agreement with 
statements suggesting that they were not good 
learners, that people like them would not suc-
ceed in life, and that they would be someone 
different from themselves if they could change. 
This lower positive self-identity among black 
students explains approximately one-third of 
the effect of the salience of race on black stu-
dents’ test scores when black students were in 
majority-white classrooms. Other school-level 
covariates, such as teacher racial bias, majority-
white school, the percentage of parents with 
some college, and school type, and other 
student-level contextual covariates, including 
students’ reports of their teachers’ expecta-
tions for their academic performance, their ap-
praisals of their social standing within the 
school, and their reports of an externalized lo-
cus of control, do not further explain the inter-
action that serves as our proxy measure of ste-
reotype threat. Of course, our results are only 
suggestive and neither definitively identify ste-
reotype threat as the source of the decreased 
performance of black students in majority-
white environments nor rule out all possible 
sources of increased test score gaps.

Conclusion
Would knowledge of stereotype threat have 
changed the design, results, or recommenda-
tions of the Coleman Report? Possibly, but the 
politics of desegregation and the more tangi-
ble policies it implied would most likely have 
overshadowed the significance of these social-
psychological theories. Surely the prospect 
that black students would make great gains in 
majority-white schools would have outweighed 
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the concern that these students might con-
tinue to perform below their ability in majority-
white environments owing to the increased 
salience of racial-ethnic identity and associ-
ated stereotypes. As Christopher Jencks and 
his colleagues noted in 1972, and as Jencks and 
Meredith Phillips restated in 1998, the small 
differences in the long-run economic returns 
of education for black students in the 1960s—
due to racism in the labor market—suggest 
that black students’ improved performance  
on cognitive ability measures would not have 
substantially improved their adult incomes 
and occupational attainments compared to 
their lower-scoring black peers. Still, given  
the historical accounts of the threatening na-
ture of integrated schools prior to desegrega-
tion policies, a knowledge of stereotype threat 
and the interventions we now know of that 
could have combated its effects might at the 
very least have helped create less stressful 
school experiences and higher-quality aca-
demic climates for black students. Improve-
ments in black students’ well-being alone 
would have been reason to implement the 
brief, low-cost social-psychological interven-
tions of today.

Presently, as in the 1960s, discrimination 
and segregation pervade the U.S. public school 
system (Fiel 2013; Orfield and Lee 2007). Al-
though we might not expect schools in 2016 to 
exhibit as many of the overtly prejudicial char-
acteristics of schools in 1966, stigmatized 
groups of students are still threatened by dis-
crimination, resulting in inhibited perfor-
mance in school. Much remains to be learned 
about how, why, where, under what conditions, 
and for whom interventions addressing stereo-
type threat close academic achievement gaps. 
In school contexts that theoretically and em-
pirically activate the threat—those with a small 
number of minority students and with large 
achievement gaps—we have found far greater 
evidence of impact (Hanselman et al. 2014). 
From other self-affirmation replications, it is 
becoming clear that the interventions are likely 
to have limited success when implemented in 
high-percentage-minority schools, such as 
those studied by Thomas Dee (2015) in Phila-
delphia. These social-psychological theories 
and interventions highlight important impli-

cations for the study of educational inequality 
in the schools of both the 1960s and today. 
What school resources, climate, and demo-
graphic makeup can effectively combine to re-
duce inequality? Social-psychological interven-
tions can change students’ mind-sets and 
unlock minority students’ potential to perform 
in school unencumbered by the stereotypes 
that might hold them back. But without im-
proved school climates, quality resources, and 
supportive and inclusive teachers, it is still un-
likely that stigmatized minority students will 
realize their full potential (Purdie-Vaughns et 
al. 2009).

Researchers are still developing compre-
hensive understandings of how students’ 
mind-sets and school environments interact 
and shape learning outcomes, but our work 
and the work of others clearly demonstrate 
that stereotype threat explains as much as one-
quarter of the black-white achievement gap, 
and that interventions to buffer students from 
the harm of stereotype threat can help close 
that fraction of the gap. That we find empirical 
evidence of stereotype threat operating in the 
1960s suggests that these social-psychological 
theories and interventions, if known at the 
time, might have been of interest to Coleman 
and could have provided some insights into 
the debates regarding the racial compositions 
of schools in the years of desegregation that 
were to follow.
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