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When capable black college students fail to perform as well as their white counterparts, the explanation often has less to do 

with preparation or ability than with the threat of stereotypes about their capacity to succeed. Educators at Stanford who tested 

this hypothesis report their findings and propose solutions

BY CLAUDE M. STEELE

Thin Ice: Stereotype Threat and Black College 
Students

he buildings had hardly changed in the thirty years since I'd been there. "There" was a small liberal-arts school quite near the college 

that I attended. In my student days I had visited it many times to see friends. This time I was there to give a speech about how racial 

and gender stereotypes, floating and abstract though they might seem, can affect concrete things like grades, test scores, and academic 

identity. My talk was received warmly, and the next morning I met with a small group of African-American students. I have done this on 

many campuses. But this time, perhaps cued by the familiarity of the place, I had an experience of déjà vu. The students expressed a

litany of complaints that could have come straight from the mouths of the black friends I had visited there thirty years earlier: the 

curriculum was too white, they heard too little black music, they were ignored in class, and too often they felt slighted by faculty members 

and other students. Despite the school's recruitment efforts, they were a small minority. The core of their social life was their own group. 

To relieve the dysphoria, they went home a lot on weekends.

I found myself giving them the same advice my father gave me when I was in college: lighten up on the politics, get the best education 

you can, and move on. But then I surprised myself by saying, "To do this you have to learn from people who part of yourself tells you are 

difficult to trust."

Over the 
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of his race or something else about him? He cannot know the answers, but neither can his rational self fully dismiss the questions. Together 

they raise a deeper question: Will his race be a boundary to his experience, to his emotions, to his relationships?

With time he may weary of the extra vigilance these situations require and of what the psychologists Jennifer Crocker and Brenda Major

have called the "attributional ambiguity" of being on the receiving end of negative stereotypes. To reduce this stress he may learn to care

less about the situations and activities that bring it about—to realign his self-regard so that it no longer depends T Q q 1 7re5 q 1 0 0 -1 18 7749r0 -1 18 774 cm BT
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low expectations for achievement, which they then fulfill. The "self-fulfilling prophecy" has become a commonplace about these students.

Stereotype threat, however, is something different, something external: the situational threat of being negatively stereotyped. Which of

these two processes, then, caused the results of our experiments?



The Atlantic Online | August 



The Atlantic Online | August 1999 | Thin Ice: Stereotype Threat and... http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/print/199908/student-stereotype

7 of 9 9/24/08 4:03 PM

we tried to develop procedures that would make our black participants see the test as "race-fair." It wasn't easy. African-Americans have 

endured so much bad press about test scores for so long that, in our experience, they are instinctively wary about the tests' fairness. We 

were able to convince them that our test was race-fair only when we implied that the research generating the test had been done by 

blacks. When they felt trust, they performed well regardless of whether we had weakened their self-confidence beforehand. And 
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Still, it worked: it gave black students a significant academic jump start. Those in the program (about 15 percent of the entering class) got 

better first-year grades than black students outside the program, even after controlling for differences between these groups in the skills 

with which they entered college. Equally important, the program greatly reduced underperformance: black students in the program got 

first-year grades almost as high as those of white students in the general Michigan population who entered with comparable test scores. 

This result signaled the achievement of an academic climate nearly 


