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When Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson published Pygmalion in the Classroom in 1968, they confirmed what many had suspected: children respond profoundly to the expectations of their teachers. To some degree, a child of whom much is expected is likely to grow more intellectually, produce better work, and test higher on a standardized IQ test. They showed that first graders, arbitrarily identified to their teachers as intellectual “late bloomers,” gained on average around 27 points in their IQ, compared to gains of less than half that for non-labeled first graders.

Not only that, but teachers’ subjective assessments were also consistent with a spurt of intellectual growth, as teachers judged that the “bloomers” were better readers, better behaved, more intellectually curious, and more likely to succeed than their non-labeled classmates. Although much has been written challenging aspects of the methodology, theory, or ethics of the study, most people seem to accept the conclusions, and the Pygmalion Effect is generally recognized as the intellectual benefit derived by a student when the teacher has high expectations.

If telling teachers that students are smarter tends to make the students be smarter, what would be the effect of telling teachers that their students are less smart? Would the students fall back, have their intelligence quotients tumble? Would they be perceived as weaker readers, worse behaved, less intellectually curious, and less likely to succeed than their non-labeled classmates? 

Ethically, we can’t conduct the experiment. How could we tell teachers their new students were early faders? Ethically, we could no more do that than we could introduce mercury into the drinking water to see if it impaired learning.

Or can we? As a matter of fact, students do enter any classroom with a lot of “affect” that could, one would imagine, be interpreted by some teachers as implying poor intellect. Race and nationality comprise some of that affect. Add to that clothing and jewelry style, manner of eye contact, hygiene, speech patterns, and socialization, and there are lots of opportunities for a teacher to develop negative expectations about a student. Beyond this innocent information the student brings into the classroom, there is the classroom itself. If a class is designated as a low ability class, would we not suspect that designation would affect teacher expectations? Would teachers of students in such a class somehow discourage intellectual growth and minimize the value of work done by students in the class?

One year, while teaching high school English in a wealthy suburb of Boston., I had an opportunity to conduct action research that dramatically confirmed the debilitating effects of low expectations.

Late in the year, I was assigned to take over the “dumb” English class. That wasn’t the official designation, but it’s what the students called it. The class had been running for seven months when I picked it up in April. There was a clear classroom dynamic: no one was allowed to say anything intelligent. The punishment for an intelligent utterance was ridicule. I found that getting the students to commit to writing was nearly impossible. They didn’t expect respect from peers or teacher, so why put forth the effort? I tried for a month to develop mutual respect among the students, but I couldn’t succeed. There was no learning going on. I hated it. They hated it.

As we moved into May and warm weather, I came up with the idea that the class could work cooperatively and make a documentary video movie. Instead of the torture of trying to get something worthwhile to happen in the classroom, I was hoping the whole different approach of filmmaking might stir up some creativity, problem solving, and efforts at honest expression. Besides, we would be freed of the classroom walls and possibly get some fresh May air. The class responded pretty well to the idea, coming up with the less than earth-shaking subject for the film: “A Day in the Life of the High School.”

I won’t spend much time describing the making of the film or the final product. Suffice to say the students did planning, shooting, and editing. They put ladders in classrooms to capture a high shot of a science class or a math lecture or an auto shop class. They shot outside to capture the parking lot or the gym classes. They took some shots of the cafeteria and the drama rehearsal. And they put it all together in unnarrated documentary style. They made a title for the opening, a “The End” for the closing, but, significantly, they did not make a list of credits. Their names and faces didn’t appear in the film. They did enjoy the project and seemed to derive some intellectual benefit, but I can’t say it helped them a whole lot to become good writers and readers. It was spring, and the school year ended.

Over the summer my English department decided to eliminate tracking. 

The next fall I had three heterogeneous grade 10 writing classes. We worked on voice, argumentation, logical structure, introspective writing, biography, fiction, verse. It seemed we were at a good point to try artistic criticism. On a whim, I decided to give them the movie “A Day in the Life of the High School” as the artistic object to be criticized. I prepared a work sheet, explaining that the film had been made by a group of students from the school and asking the students to say what the theme was of the film, how the theme was communicated, what point of view the filmmakers chose, their overall assessment of the film, and the reasons for their assessment.

The classes met one after another, with a lunch break after the first class. When I showed the film to the first class, one student asked me to identify the students who had produced the film. “No,” I said, “I want your critiques to be objective, not slanted by your connection to the filmmakers.” The students dutifully filled out their assignment sheets and passed them in at the end of class.

During the lunch break I wondered what difference it would have made if I had told the students the names of the filmmakers, names they would likely recognize in this small school. So I created a new assignment sheet, identical to the first, but with an additional sentence naming the filmmakers. With my next group of students, I conducted their class exactly as I had the first, with the exception of the one additional sentence in the assignment sheet. Finally, in my last class of the day, without revealing the difference, I gave one version of the assignment sheet to students on the left of the projector, and the other version to students on the right.

I expected some of the students might not take the film as seriously, when they knew who had created it. I was not prepared for the extent and depth of the disrespect and dismissal that ensued.

The first class, who had seen the film under its anonymous authorship, carried out their assignment at a level consistent with their work for the year. Their response sheets differed in nuance on the “point of view” of the filmmakers, but all saw the film as supportive of their school and emphasizing the school’s range of opportunities for learning. They saw the point of view as objective, although the concept of “point of view” in relation to this film was not so interesting to them. Their overall assessments of the film were uniformly favorable, ranging from a vague “well done” to some extravagant praise, with references to the variety and range of activities covered in the film.

The second class, who were given the names of the filmmakers, saw a very different film. In their comments there was great annoyance that they would even be asked to view such a worthless artifact. The raw contempt for the project was beyond anything I could have imagined: “This is just what you’d expect from these kids. Why are we watching it?” “The whole film is about the shop and the parking lot. There’s nothing about academics.” (In fact, more than half of the film was shot in academic classes.) “They just shot their friends. It’s a stupid film.” Of the eighteen students in this class section, only one student gave the film a dispassionate analysis similar to those of the earlier class. When I started to single him out in the class for contrast, he cut me off. He didn’t want that kind of notoriety: “I’m new in the school this year. I don’t know any of the kids who made the film.” So every student who could have been negatively pre-disposed to the film, based on the identity of the filmmakers, was negatively affected. Not one of these students identified any merit at all in the product of these filmmakers.

The third and final class of the day, with their secretly differing assignment sheets, split exactly as the first two classes had done, depending on which sheet they were working from. A shouting match developed. The students who had expressed contempt for the film not only denied that they had been prejudiced; they accused the other students of being incapable of discerning the incompetence of the film.

What lessons did I learn from this impromptu piece of action research? 

At the most personal level, I realized that the students who had made the film would likely not be permitted to succeed in our school. They had the academic Mark of Cain on them. This is especially true if we teachers are prone to the same prejudices as the students were. (I see no reason to expect teachers to be immune to the biases revealed in the classroom experiment.) How could the filmmakers succeed if students and teachers could not see merit in their work, if peers and assessors unconsciously distorted their work and construed it in a way entirely different from how they would construe the same work with a different signature? I wondered if even I had the ability to assess the film immune to the knowledge of who had produced it.

These filmmakers were all white and American-born. However, in this wealthy suburb of Boston, many of the filmmakers had verbal accents and social mannerisms that probably had identified them for years as coming from a differently cultured, less formally educated class of people, in comparison with most of their school mates. I wondered where the low expectations had started in their schooling. At what point did their peers and teachers identify them as low performers? Did they simply walk into a classroom at a disadvantage? What other factors might serve as marks of Cain, causing students’ work to be undervalued and depriving students of the kind of constructive, respectful criticism that leads to growth and development?

One factor that seemed to have the same destructive effect became evident a few years later when students in the METCO program reached the high school. These were African-American students who were bused into our suburban, white school district for a better education than was available in their Boston city schools. The students had started suburban schooling in kindergarten or earlier and stayed in the school system until they graduated from high school. Presumably by starting in the suburb at the beginning of their schooling, the students would not have the negative impact of inferior early schooling that would haunt them for the rest of their school years. Yet my colleagues were noticing that bright, highly verbal METCO students in the high school were not writing as well as their white, suburban counterparts. On closer examination, it seemed that, over the years, their work had not had the same high demands of precision and correctness that had been required of their white classmates. Their work was simply full of correctable mistakes.

How could they learn if their mistakes were allowed to stand? Why was mistake-filled work accepted? Our conclusion was that teachers had such low expectations of the African-American students that they could not distinguish work of high quality and were left to praise inferior work. These students had gone through our school system innocently expecting to receive the same education as their suburban counterparts, yet they had apparently received an inferior education and were graduating with inferior skills and abilities. We wondered what penalties these students had paid in terms of intellectual growth by attending schools where they were not expected to be top students. In September of 2004 our concern was borne out. Based on state-wide testing, the federal government put this successful town on a “watch list” for failing in educating the METCO students.

The Pygmalion experiment showed dramatically that high teacher expectations have significant impact on the quality and outcomes of education in the classroom. This action research confirms the inverse conclusion of the Pygmalion Effect; namely, that students facing low expectations will be perceived as producing inferior work. Such low perceptions can lead to poor intellectual growth, declining intelligence, and further disrespect in a school setting. They may in some way explain the poor success much of American schooling has had in educating its African-American students, who enter the classroom visibly recognizable, immediately discernible as unworthy of the most respectful responses a teacher can provide.


