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In my Morning Edition story today, I look at expectations — specifically, how teacher expectations can 
affect the performance of the children they teach.

The first psychologist to systematically study this was a Harvard professor named Robert Rosenthal, 
who in 1964 did a wonderful experiment at an elementary school south of San Francisco.

The idea was to figure out what would happen if teachers were told that certain kids in their class were 
destined to succeed, so Rosenthal took a normal IQ test and dressed it up as a different test.

"It was a standardized IQ test, Flanagan's Test of General Ability," he says. "But the cover we put on it, 
we had printed on every test booklet, said 'Harvard Test of Inflected Acquisition.' "

Rosenthal told the teachers that this very special test from Harvard had the very special ability to 
predict which kids were about to be very special — that is, which kids were about to experience a 
dramatic growth in their IQ.

After the kids took the test, he then chose from every class several children totally at random. There 
was nothing at all to distinguish these kids from the other kids, but he told their teachers that the test 
predicted the kids were on the verge of an intense intellectual bloom.

As he followed the children over the next two years, Rosenthal discovered that the teachers' 
expectations of these kids really did affect the students. "If teachers had been led to expect greater gains 
in IQ, then increasingly, those kids gained more IQ," he says.

But just how do expectations influence IQ?

As Rosenthal did more research, he found that expectations affect teachers' moment-to-moment 
interactions with the children they teach in a thousand almost invisible ways. Teachers give the students 
that they expect to succeed more time to answer questions, more specific feedback, and more approval: 
They consistently touch, nod and smile at those kids more.

"It's not magic, it's not mental telepathy," Rosenthal says. "It's very likely these thousands of different 
ways of treating people in small ways every day."

So since expectations can change the performance of kids, how do we get teachers to have the right 
expectations? Is it possible to change bad expectations? That was the question that brought me to the 
Curry School of Education at the University of Virginia, where I met Robert Pianta.

Pianta, dean of the Curry School, has studied teachers for years, and one of the first things he told me 
when we sat down together was that it is truly hard for teachers to control their expectations.

"It's really tough for anybody to police their own beliefs," he said. "But think about being in a 
classroom with 25 kids. The demands on their thinking are so great."

http://www.psych.ucr.edu/faculty/rosenthal/index.html
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Still, people have tried. The traditional way, Pianta says, has been to sit teachers down and try to 
change their expectations through talking to them.

"For the most part, we've tried to convince them that the beliefs they have are wrong," he says. "And 
we've done most of that convincing using information."
But Pianta has a different idea of how to go about changing teachers' expectations. He says it's not 
effective to try to change their thoughts; the key is to train teachers in an entirely new set of behaviors.
For years, Pianta and his colleagues at the Curry School have been collecting videotapes of teachers 
teaching. By analyzing these videos in minute ways, they've developed a good idea of which teaching 
behaviors are most effective. They can also see, Pianta tells me, how teacher expectations affect both 
their behaviors and classroom dynamics.

Pianta gives one very specific example: the belief that boys are disruptive and need to be managed.
"Say I'm a teacher and I ask a question in class, and a boy jumps up, sort of vociferously ... 'I know the 
answer! I know the answer! I know the answer!' " Pianta says.

"If I believe boys are disruptive and my job is control the classroom, then I'm going to respond with, 
'Johnny! You're out of line here! We need you to sit down right now.' "

This, Pianta says, will likely make the boy frustrated and emotionally disengaged. He will then be 
likely to escalate his behavior, which will simply confirm the teacher's beliefs about him, and the 
teacher and kid are stuck in an unproductive loop.

But if the teacher doesn't carry those beliefs into the classroom, then the teacher is unlikely to see that 
behavior as threatening.

Instead it's: " 'Johnny, tell me more about what you think is going on ... But also, I want you to sit down 
quietly now as you tell that to me,' " Pianta says.

"Those two responses," he says, "are dictated almost entirely by two different interpretations of the 
same behavior that are driven by two different sets of beliefs."
To see if teachers' beliefs would be changed by giving them a new set of teaching behaviors, Pianta and 
his colleagues recently did a study.

They took a group of teachers, assessed their beliefs about children, then gave a portion of them a 
standard pedagogy course, which included information about appropriate beliefs and expectations. 
Another portion got intense behavioral training, which taught them a whole new set of skills based on 
those appropriate beliefs and expectations.

For this training, the teachers videotaped their classes over a period of months and worked with 
personal coaches who watched those videos, then gave them recommendations about different 
behaviors to try.

After that intensive training, Pianta and his colleagues analyzed the beliefs of the teachers again. What 
he found was that the beliefs of the trained teachers had shifted way more than the beliefs of teachers 
given a standard informational course.

This is why Pianta thinks that to change beliefs, the best thing to do is change behaviors.



"It's far more powerful to work from the outside in than the inside out if you want to change 
expectations," he says.

In other words, if you want to change a mind, simply talking to it might not be enough.

Lecture Elaboration: Rosenthal's Work on Expectancy Effects (this is the more “official” summary of 
Rosenthal's study)
One of the criticisms of the use of IQ tests is that they can lead to labeling, which in turn can have a  
strong effect on behavior. Also, when applying the nature-nurture issue to IQ scores, it must be noted  
that environmental experiences do not occur independently of inherited factors. For example, if you're  
labeled as "slow", the environment is not likely to offer as many "intellectually nurturing experiences",  
relative to someone labeled as "smart." There is no doubt that labeling can have a tremendous effect on  
the way a person is perceived and treated by others. How "smart" a person is certainly one of this  
society's more prominent labels. Robert Rosenthal has done a great deal of research on these so-
called expectancy effects.
Purpose of the study
Rosenthal is well known for his research on experimenter expectancy effects, the influence that a  
researcher can exert on the outcome of a research investigation. Perhaps the most famous case of an  
experimenter expectancy effect is the case of Clever Hans (as discussed earlier in class). Rosenthal  
and Fode (1963) attempted to demonstrate this phenomenon in the context of controlled laboratory  
research. In one of his early experiments, he tested the effects of experimenter expectancy on maze-
running performance. He had two groups of students test rats, wrongly informing them either that the  
rats were specially bred to be "maze dull" or "maze bright." In reality, all rats were standard lab rats,  
and were randomly assigned to the "dull" and "bright" conditions. The results showed that the  
rats labeled as "bright" learned the mazes more quickly than those labeled as "dull." Apparently,  
students had unconsciously influenced the performance of their rats, depending on what they had been  
told. Rosenthal reasoned that a similar effect might occur with teachers' expectations of student  
performance.
General procedure
Rosenthal and Jacobson tested children at Oak School with an IQ test, the Tests of General Ability  
(TOGA) at the beginning of the school year. This test was used because teachers were likely to be  
unfamiliar with it, and because it is primarily non-verbal, and not dependent on skills learned in  
school (i.e., reading and writing). In order to create an expectancy, the teachers were informed that the  
test was the "Harvard Test of Inflected Acquisition," which served as a measure of academic  
"blooming." Therefore, teachers were led to believe that certain students were entering a year of high  
achievement, and other students were not. In reality, the test had no such predictive validity.
Eighteen teachers at the school were informed of the students in their classes who had obtained scores  
in the top 20% of this test. These students were ready to realize their potential, according to their test  
scores. What the teachers didn't know is that students were placed on these lists completely at random.  
There was no difference between these students and other students whose names were not on the lists.  
At the end of the school year, all students were once again tested with the same test (the TOGA). In this  
way, the change in IQ could be estimated. Differences in the size of the changes for experimental and  
control group children could serve as an index of any expectancy effect.



Results and Discussion
Rosenthal and Jacobson's results demonstrated expectancy effects. There was a marked difference in  
IQ test score gains. Students who had been labeled as "ready to bloom" showed greater gains than  
those who had not been labeled in this way. One interesting qualification to these results was that they  
occurred only for the youngest children (1st and 2nd graders). No consistent difference in IQ scores  
was observed in older children. The authors offer a number of reasons for this age difference in  
expectancy effects. Perhaps younger children are more changeable because of their tender age, or  
were perceived as more malleable by their teachers. Another possible reason for the age difference was  
that perhaps younger children are more susceptible to the subtle influences that are characteristic of  
expectation effects.
Rosenthal and Jacobson's results demonstrate a powerful self-fulfilling prophecy. Students believed to  
be on the verge of great academic success performed in accordance with these expectations; students  
not labeled this way did not. Later research has supported Rosenthal's original conclusion, that  
teacher expectations can have a substantial effect on students' scholastic performance. 
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