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Introduction

Teachers' beliefs about their students significantly impact how well students perform academically, and
most studies focus on how these beliefs influence academic achievement. Research suggests that
teachers' expectations of students are shaped by their beliefs about what different groups of students
(such as those defined by race or socioeconomic status) can achieve when given appropriate learning
opportunities. These expectations also stem from whether teachers believe students' abilities are fixed or
can be developed (known as a growth mindset), as well as the quality of teacher-student relationships.
Biased expectations can lead teachers to treat students differently in terms of the skills they teach or the
support they provide. To improve student achievement, interventions should focus on factors aimed at
raising teacher expectations. However, such interventions must be carefully designed, as some efforts
have increased racial disparities (Porowski et al., 2014).

Teacher Expectations Predict Student Outcomes

Throughout the school year, teachers' expectations shape their interactions with students, significantly
influencing educational outcomes. When teachers have lower expectations, they tend to provide less
support and fewer opportunities for student success, leading to poorer academic performance.

Figure 1 below represents a process model developed by Brophy and Good (1970), and further confirmed
by Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968), highlighting how teachers' beliefs about their students' abilities
influence their interactions and subsequent outcomes. For instance, students whose teachers have lower
expectations may receive less favorable treatment, potentially impacting their academic and overall
school performance. Studies such as The Opportunity Myth (TNTP, 2018) underscore the benefits of high
teacher expectations, showing significant academic gains for students whose teachers believe in their
potential.
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Figure 1. Process model of teacher expectations on student outcomes as proposed by Brophy & Good (1970).

Biased Teacher Expectations

Research in social psychology highlights how biases influence teachers' attitudes and behaviors towards
students. Studies consistently find that teachers' expectations vary based on student characteristics like
race and socioeconomic status. For example, there is evidence that teachers often hold lower
expectations for Black and Latinx students compared to their white peers (Wang et al., 2018; Campbell,
2015). This disparity can create a self-fulfilling prophecy, where students conform to these expectations
and consequently show lower academic performance (McKown & Weinstein, 2008; Shepard, 2011).

Similarly, students experiencing poverty often face lower expectations from teachers, which can
negatively impact their academic engagement and achievement (Timmermans et al., 2015; Fitzpatrick et
al., 2016). However, studies also indicate that high expectations from teachers can serve as a protective
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factor for students experiencing poverty, enhancing their academic outcomes and aspirations (Gregory &
Huang, 2013; Van den Broeck et al., 2020).

Biased expectations based on race and socioeconomic status often stem from stereotypes and
generalizations about students' intellectual capabilities. These stereotypes influence how teachers
perceive their responsibility for student learning, potentially affecting educational outcomes (Devine &
Elliot, 1995; Durante & Fiske, 2017; Diamond et al., 2004).

Moreover, biases can lead to overly high expectations for certain students, particularly those who are
more affluent or white, which may also impact educational outcomes (Tobisch & Dresel, 2017;
Papageorge et al., 2018).

Understanding how biases shape teacher expectations is crucial for fostering equitable learning
environments. By recognizing these biases, educators can work to mitigate their impact on student
outcomes. This involves fostering growth mindsets, strengthening student-teacher relationships, and
promoting fair and unbiased behaviors in the classroom.

Understanding How Biased Expectations Lead to Differences in

Achievement

Teacher mindsets, student-teacher relationships, and a teacher’s skillset and behavior are all
mechanisms that have been suggested to influence biased expectations. Mindset theory, which explores
beliefs about intelligence being fixed or malleable (Dweck, 2014), influences how both students and
teachers perceive academic potential. Teachers' beliefs in students' ability to grow intellectually can
significantly impact academic performance (Pishghadam et al., 2015). Interventions promoting growth
mindsets among teachers have been shown to improve student achievement, highlighting the importance
of fostering positive beliefs about student potential (Costa & Faria, 2018).

Additionally, teacher expectations shape their relationships with students, influencing factors like
perceived closeness and conflict (Sebastian Cherng, 2017; Summers et al., 2017). These relationships
can vary based on biases related to student appearance, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. Positive
relationships built on high expectations often lead to better academic outcomes and educational
recommendations for students, underscoring the importance of equitable treatment and supportive
interactions (Timmermans et al., 2019).

Finally, teachers’ behavior towards students is heavily influenced by their expectations. When teachers
have different expectations based on perceived student ability, it can often create disparities in learning
opportunities and academic outcomes (Timmermans & Rubie-Davies, 2018). Strategies that prioritize
equity, such as mixed-ability groupings and personalized support, are crucial in ensuring all students
have equal opportunities to succeed (Duke et al., 2018).

Overall, understanding the impact of teacher expectations, mindset, and behaviors on student
achievement underscores the need for equitable practices in the classroom. By promoting growth
mindsets, fostering positive relationships, and implementing inclusive teaching strategies, educators can
mitigate biases and create environments where all students thrive academically and personally.

Opportunities for Intervention

Research in education and social psychology has identified specific ways to help teachers change their
expectations. Addressing teacher mindsets shows promise, as it often leads to subsequent behavior
changes. Research shows that reminding people that groups can change and improve can greatly affect
how they behave in the future (Sparkman & Walton, 2014). Similarly, messages emphasizing the
potential for individuals to change and learn have been shown to have long-lasting effects on social
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behavior (Yeager et al., 2013). By highlighting students' potential for growth over time, teachers may
develop higher expectations for them.

Moreover, teacher beliefs (which can be altered through targeted interventions) contribute to establishing
a classroom culture of growth mindset (Murphy et al., 2021). Such interventions modify teacher behavior
to enhance student outcomes, thereby influencing the mechanisms involved in forming student
expectations (Bryan et al., 2021). Additionally, adopting an empathic mindset can shift teacher-student
dynamics by encouraging empathetic responses. Initially aimed at reducing the influence of bias in
student discipline, this approach also has the potential to boost student expectations through similar
messaging (Okonofua et al., 2016).

Ultimately, there are various intervention opportunities that can enhance teachers’ expectations for all
students, which can be combined and tailored to specific contexts to achieve enduring positive changes.

Conclusion

The impact of teacher expectations on student outcomes is crucial. The relationship is complex, as
illustrated in an updated process model (Figure 2) that is a research-based evolution of the model
presented in Figure 1. Bias, pervasive in societal contexts, influences both mindsets and interactions with
students. These factors not only shape teacher expectations but are also shaped by them. Consequently,
teacher behavior varies according to these expectations, leading to disparities in student achievement, a
cycle that persists throughout the academic year.

However, research indicates that teacher expectations can be altered (Weinstein et al., 1991).
Interventions targeting teacher expectations can leverage multiple points of influence identified in the
process model. For example, interventions can address teacher mindsets and their relationships with
students simultaneously, while promoting behaviors that reflect high expectations for all students. By
implementing these changes, teacher expectations are likely to improve, leading to positive outcomes in
student achievement.
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Figure 1. Updated process model.
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