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ABSTRACT

Two studies tested whether students’ Socioeconomic Status (SES) and academic
achievement level moderate their use of the SES stereotype (i.e., the belief that the
low-SES individuals are intellectually inferior to their high-SES counterparts). In Study
1, low versus high achievers with a low versus a high SES were given social class
information (derived from a pilot study) about several targets and were then asked to
infer these targets’ memory ability. In Study 2, participants were given memory
performance information about several targets and were then asked to infer these
targets’ possessions and cultural activities (i.e., SES indicators). In both studies, only

the low-SES students generated stereotype-consistent inferences.
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Effects of Socioeconomic Status (SES) Information on Cognitive Ability Inferences:

When Low-SES Students Make Use of a Self-Threatening Stereotype

Social class information has proved influential in social judgments situations where
more individuating information on the target(s) (e.g., specific behaviors or traits) were
either missing or relatively ambiguous. In Baron, Albright, and Malloy’s (1995)
investigation, for example, students were given social class information on a nine-year
old female child (the target) and were or were not faced with information on the way the
target performed on several tasks (related to memory, mathematics, abstraction, etc.).
Then they were asked to rate the target’s performance on those tasks. When the target
performed well (answered 75% of the questions correctly) or poorly (answered 25% of
the questions correctly), judgments of academic ability reflected these performances.
The target’s social class background had no effect. When the target performed
ambiguously (answered 50% of the questions correctly), social class had a larger effect
on judgments: The targets’ ability was judged higher when her apparent SES was high
rather than low, although the effect was not statistically reliable. The target’s social
class had the clearest effect on judgments of academic ability when the subjects
received no stimulus information (i.e., the high-SES target was rated significantly
higher in ability than the low-SES target). As noted by Baron et al. (1995), this shows
that the use of stereotypes is limited to conditions in which clear stimulus information
relevant to the inference task is either ambiguous or absent (see also Darley & Gross,
1983; Krueger & Rothbart, 1988; Locksley, Borgida, Brekke, & Hepburn, 1980).

The present paper focuses on the condition where the SES bias is generally
maximized (i.e., when there is no individuating information on the target). Whether this

bias is or is not moderated by the perceiver’s SES and/or academic achievement level is
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our central question. Baron et al. (1995) suggested that individuals make use of the SES
stereotype regardless of their own SES. These authors indeed reported a SES bias in two
studies among populations that themselves varied in social class composition:
Participants (students) came from either a middle (Study 1) or a high (Study 2)
socioeconomic background. Whereas this bias was significant with the former
population, however, it was only marginally significant with the latter. Likewise, the
SES bias was not significant in Darley and Gross’ (1983) no-individuating-performance
information condition (but it was in the case of ambiguous information) with
participants from Princeton University. The generalizability of the SES bias, therefore,
remains unclear. Overall, it seems that the high-SES students, in contrast with their
middle-class counterparts, are not likely to produce the SES bias when only social class
information are available. That the SES bias approached significance in Baron et al.’s
(1995) Study 2 could be due to the fact that their sample included a substantial minority
of participants who were more similar to those in Study 1 (i.e., students from the middle
class who seemed sensitive to this bias). This is difficult to conclude, however. In past
research, participants’ SES was indeed not clearly specified: It was assessed from the
prestige of their university and not from more typical SES indicators, such as parental
occupation and housing quality.

The generalizability of the SES bias remains unclear for another reason: The low-
SES Students were ignored in past research. Do these students use the SES stereotype ?
At first glance, they would be especially reluctant to make use of a self-threatening
stereotype which suggests that people like themselves are intellectually inferior to those
from higher socioeconomic background. By definition, however, stereotypes are
socially shared, and we know that this central feature per se can give the impression of

objectivity or accuracy (Hardin & Higgins, 1996). Thus, it can be assumed that even the
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low SES students can have a stereotypic perception of the link between SES and
cognitive abilities.

Finally, one may also wonder whether the low- and high-SES students’ academic
performance history makes a difference in their use of the SES stereotype. Do the low-
SES students who are high achievers make use of this stereotype ? The same question
applies in the case of the high-SES students who are low achievers. Although the
stereotypic perception of the link between SES and cognitive abilities may be especially
strong for students whose SES and academic performances are consistent with the
stereotype (i.e., the low achievers with a low SES as well as the high achievers with a
high SES), it may be sufficiently influential in others (i.e., those whose SES and
academic performances are not consistent with the stereotype). The present studies were
conducted to help clarify these different issues.

Overview of the present studies

In past research on the SES bias (Baron et al., 1995; Darley & Gross, 1983),
participants in the no-individuating (performance) information condition were asked to
infer the target’s performance on the basis of its SES (low vs. high). A similar
procedure, extended to multiple targets, was retained in Study 1. The reverse was done
in Study 2, in which students were asked to infer the targets’ SES on the basis of their
performances. This latter procedure was conceived as an additional means to test the
strength of the SES stereotype in students with a high versus low SES. As suggested
earlier in this paper, these inferences were made in a minimal condition: Students in
both studies did not have other information than those related either to the targets’ SES
(Study 1) or performances (Study 2). If students in this condition are sensitive to the
SES bias, we would expect that 1) the higher the targets’ SES, the higher the

performance students would predict (Study 1), and 2) the higher the targets’ memory
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performance, the higher the SES students would predict (Study 2). Following Darley
and Gross’ (1983) procedure, Baron et al. (1995) depicted the target’s SES through the
general aspect of her neighborhood and school (i.e., appearing either wealthy or poor on
a videotape). Several authors (Dittmar & Pepper, 1994; Rosenberg & Pearlin, 1978;
Wiltfang & Scarbecz, 1990), however, have shown that such SES indicators are not as
meaningful for children and adolescents as for adults. As noted by these authors,
adolescents are more likely to pay attention to SES differences when they are depicted
through material possessions and cultural activities. Several targets varying in
possessions and cultural activities, therefore, were created and then tested in a
preliminary study with participants who themselves varied in SES.
Preliminary study
Method

Participants. Eighty students (42 females and 38 males, aged 13 to 16) from two
French middle schools volunteered to participate in a study on “social evaluation”.
Forty students had a high SES and the others a low SES, which was assessed on the
basis of their parental occupation and housing quality as defined both by the French
National Institute of Economic and Statistical Information and by the French Land Tax
Collection Office. Parents of the low SES students were typically employed as manual
laborers, low grade administrators, or unemployed, and housing quality for these
families was rather low. Parents of the high SES students typically held positions such
as manager, researcher, college professor, and housing for these families was rather
comfortable.

Procedure. During school hours, a female experimenter met with students in a
regular classroom. Students received six profile sheets, each corresponding to one of six

(fictitious) targets of the same age as themselves who, it was said, have responded to
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several questions about their possessions and cultural activities. These questions were :

(1) “Do you go skiing 7, (2) “Do you have a minitell at home 77, (3) “Do you have a
calculator to do your homework ?”, (4) “Do you often go to the cinema ?”, (5) “Do you
have a computer connected to the Internet in your bedroom ?”, and (6) “Do you have
500 francs (about 85 US dollars) a month for your pocket money ?”. The profile sheets
(given in a different random order to each student) described the way each target
answered each question (by “yes” or “no”). They were constructed such as: (i) The
extremely low SES target responded “no” systematically, (ii) the very low SES target
responded “yes” only to question 3, (iii) the low SES target responded “yes” only to
questions 3 and 4, (iv) the high SES target responded “yes” to questions 1 through 4; (v)
the very high SES target responded “yes” systematically except for questions 5, and (vi)
the extremely high SES target responded “yes” to each question. The rationale
underlying this material was simple: The more the targets were associated with positive
answers, the more their SES could be evaluated as high.

Dependent measures. Students were asked to assess each target’s SES on a scale

ranging from 1 (very low SES) to 7 (very high SES). Students were also asked to rate

how much each indicator represented a high SES on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all)
to 10 (very much). This additional measure was needed to know exactly how students
perceived the weight of each SES indicator (this weight is indeed not necessarily the
same for each indicator: e.g., Has the possession of a calculator the same SES meaning,
compared with the possession of a computer ?).

Results and Discussion

Target SES ratings. These data were examined via a mixed Analysis of Variance
(ANOVA), with students’ SES (Low vs. High) as a between subject factor and the six

Targets (ranging from extremely low to extremely high SES) as the repeated measure.
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This analysis2 revealed only a main effect of Targets, F (5, 390) = 1071.03, p < .0001
(n2 = .93) (see Figure 1). Polynomial contrasts indicated that the corresponding linear
trend was significant, t(80) = 57.47, p < .0001. Multiple pairwise comparisons
(Bonferroni adjusted) indicated that all targets differed significantly from each other at
p< 0l.

Figure 1 about here

Perceived weight of indicators. These data were also examined via a mixed

ANOVA, with students’ SES (Low vs. High) as a between subject factor and the six
Indicators as the repeated measure. This analysis revealed only a main effect of
Indicators, E (5, 390) = 101.54, p < .0001 (n2 = .57), suggesting that students did not
attribute the same weight to each indicator (see table 1). Multiple pairwise comparisons
(Bonferroni adjusted) revealed significant differences (p < .05) between almost all
indicators. Only “ computer ” and “ pocket money ” on one hand, and *“ Minitel ” and
“cinema ” on the other hand were not perceived as significantly different from one
another.
Table 1 about here

As expected, the more the targets were associated with positive answers, the
more their SES was evaluated as high, and this was true both for the high- and for the
low-SES students. Likewise, the way students perceived each SES indicator (their
weight regarding SES) was consistent with their (and with our own a priori)
categorization of the targets. Taken together, these preliminary findings showed that the
way the six targets were constructed made sense for the students and, therefore, could
be used in further studies with similar participants. For clarity, the results of these

studies (Study 1 and Study 2) will be discussed in the General Discussion section.
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Study 1

Method

Participants. Sixty-eight students (33 females and 35 males, aged 13 to 16) from 3
French middle schools volunteered to take part in this study without receiving any credit
for their participation. They were run in large groups ranging in size from 18 to 30
persons and were equally distributed in four conditions according to their SES (low vs.
high) and achievement level (low vs. high). Students’ SES was determined as in the
preliminary study, and their achievement level was based on their recent performances
in Mathematics, Physics, French, History, and Foreign Language. Whereas the average
grade was always under 8.5 for the low achievers, it was always above 13 for the high
achievers on a scale ranging from O to 20 (excellent).

Procedure and Design. During school hours, a female experimenter met with

students in a regular classroom. As in Baron et al.’s (1995, p. 310) investigation,
participants were informed that the present study was designed to develop academic
assessment procedures measuring highly specific academic skills, such as memory, in
perspective with students’ SES. They were then instructed to pay close attention to the
way other students (the targets) of their age responded to several questions (see the
preliminary study) because they would have to predict their memory ability. In order to

receive honest answers, it was said that participants’ answers would remain anonymous.

Dependent measures. After reading each profile sheet, all participants predicted
targets’ memory ability on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (very low) to 6 (very high).
Because students may be more reluctant to make differential ratings when judging
abilities rather than social attributes (Bar-Tal, Raviv & Arad, 1989), no middle point

was provided so that they were forced to favor one side of the scale. Students also rated
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the confidence of their predictions on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7
(very much). They were then debriefed and thanked for their participation.

Expectations. If the SES stereotype about cognitive abilities is consensually
used, then the higher the targets’ SES, the higher memory ability the students would
predict regardless of their own SES and achievement level. As suggested earlier,
however, the use of this stereotype may also depend on whether it is consistent or
inconsistent with the high and the low SES students’ achievement level. On this
alternative basis, it can be expected that only the students whose SES and achievement
level are consistent with the stereotype (i.e., the low-SES students who are low
achievers and the high-SES students who are high achievers) would make use of it in
their predictions (i.e., would display the tendency described as general in the previous
hypothesis).

Results and Discussion

Students’ Predictions of targets’ memory ability. These data were examined via a

mixed ANOVA with students’ SES (High vs. Low) and Achievement Level (High vs.
Low) as between subject factors and the six Targets (ranging from extremely low to
extremely high in SES) as the within subject factor (while using the polynomial contrast
method).

The three-way interaction alone was significant, E(5, 320) = 3.34, p < .006 (n = .05)
(see Table 2). This interaction came from the fact that the linear trend for Targets (i.e.,
the higher the targets” SES, the higher memory ability predicted) was significant only
for the low-SES students who were low achievers, t(17) =-2.1,p < .05. The
corresponding means (see first row of Table 2) increased progressively from the

Extremely Low-SES Target to the High-SES Target and were quite high and
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homogeneous (M = 4.64 in average) from the High-SES to the Extremely High-SES
Targets.
Table 2 about here

Confidence data. The same analysis (mixed ANOVA) as before was used on these

data. No effects were found significant. All students were fairly confident in their
predictions (M =4.23, SD = 1.25).

That the SES bias emerged only in the low-SES students who were low achievers
suggests that it can be sometimes restricted to those for whom the stereotype is both
consistent with their SES and performance history and relatively self-threatening. For
clarity, however, the meaning of the present finding will be examined in the general
discussion section. Let us now describe the next study and related findings. Do the low-
SES students who are low achievers also infer more attributes (possessions and cultural
activities) for the targets whose memory ability seems to be higher ?

Study 2
Method

Participants. A new sample of sixty eight students (36 females and 32 males, aged 13
to 16) from 3 different but similar (relative to Study 1) French middle schools were
selected for this second study. Once more, students were run in large groups ranging in
size from 20 to 30 persons and were equally distributed in four conditions according to
their SES (low vs. high) and achievement level (low vs. high), which were assessed as
previously.

Procedure and Design. The general instructions were exactly identical to those in

Study 1. In this new study, however, the six fictitious targets varied in their memory

ability. This ability, it was said, had been assessed from a memory test (on which no

information were given). Targets’ score on this test ranged from 70 (the lowest score) to
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110 (the highest score). The six questions pertaining to targets’ SES were also presented

but without providing the targets’ answers.

Dependent measures. Students had to predict these answers and, therefore, had to

predict targets’ attributes (possessions and cultural activities). Then the sum of positive
answers (or attributes), as they were weighted in the preliminary study (see Table 1),
were calculated for each Target. This sum resulted in a SES score for each target, which
could vary from O (students predicted that the target answered “no” systematically) to
37.4 (the sum of all means in Table 1 when students predicted that the target answered

“yes” systematically). Finally, students also rated the confidence of their predictions on

a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).

Results and Discussion

Students’ Predictions of Targets’ attributes. These data were examined as before, via

a mixed ANOVA with students’ SES and Achievement Level as between subject
factors and five Targets (ranging from 70 to 110) as the within subject factor (while
using the polynomial contrast method). The main effect of Targets was significant, F (4,
256) =7.27 p < .001 (n? = .10): The higher the targets’ memory score, the more
attributes students predicted. This linear trend, however, was qualified by an interaction
between students’ SES and Targets, F (4, 256) = 10.24, p < .0001 (n2 = .14). This
interaction came from the fact that the linear trend for Targets was significant only for
the Low-SES students (regardless of their achievement level), t(34) = -7.23,p < .0001.
Table 3 about here

Confidence data. The same analysis (mixed ANOVA) as before was used. No effects

were found significant. Once more, all students were fairly confident in their predictions

(M =4.15,SD = 1.18).
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Once more, the low-SES students generated stereotype-consistent inferences: The
higher the targets’ memory score, the more possessions and cultural activities these
students inferred. In contrast with Study 1, however, these inferences emerged
regardless of the low-SES students’ achievement level.

General Discussion

The present studies tested whether students’ SES and academic achievement
level moderate their use of the SES stereotype (i.e., the belief that the low-SES
individuals are intellectually inferior to their high-SES counterparts). In Study 1,
students were given social class information (i.e., possessions and cultural activities)
about several targets and were then asked to infer these targets’ memory ability. In
Study 2, they were given targets’ memory performance information and were then
asked to infer these targets’ possessions and cultural activities. In both studies, only the
low-SES participants generated stereotype-consistent inferences: The higher the targets’
SES, the higher memory ability inferred (Study 1), and vice versa, the higher the
targets’ memory performance, the more possessions and cultural activities inferred
(Study 2). Results differed from Study 1 to Study 2, however: Whereas these stereotypic
inferences emerged only with the low-SES students who were low achievers in Study 1,
they were found regardless of the low-SES students’ achievement level in Study 2.

Several points must be made. First of all, the present findings can be taken as
evidence that the high-SES students do not produce the SES bias when only social class
information are available (Study 1). Not only did these students not infer targets’
performance from their social class attributes in Study 1, but they did not make
stereotype-consistent inferences either when asked to infer these attributes from targets’
performance level in Study 2. Exactly how can the lack of SES bias be explained in the

high-SES students ? Because they provide concrete evidence that the SES stereotype
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does not always depict reality, the high-SES students who are low achievers (as well as
the low-SES students who were high achievers) may have been quite reluctant to use
this stereotype. Although they themselves constituted stereotype-consistent evidence,
however, the high-SES students who were high achievers did not use it either. It could
be that the high-SES students made stereotype-consistent inferences (both in Study 1
and Study 2) but chose not to report them because of the apprehension that these
inferences would be regarded as unjustified (see also Darley & Gross, 1983 for a similar
suggestion). In line with this, Bar-Tal et al. (1989) pointed out that whereas teachers
readily use stereotypical beliefs to judge students’ social attributes, they may be more
reluctant to do so when judging intellectual characteristics (as apparently did the low-
SES students who were high achievers). In the present case, however, the high-SES
students seemed to be reluctant to make all kind of stereotype-consistent judgments! An
alternative explanation is that these students did not link the targets’ SES and memory
ability because admitting such a link would lessen the importance of their own personal
abilities. Several studies (e.g., Bourdieu, 1979; Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1988; Lorenzi-Cioldi &
Joye, 1988) indeed revealed that dominant or high-SES individuals perceive themselves
as relatively unique and completely autonomous with regard to their SES and the
possible advantages related to it. Not only do these individuals apply this perception to
themselves, but they also minimize the role of SES as a causal factor regarding others’
performances. This tendency may help explain why the high-SES students did not make
stereotypic inferences in the present studies. This does not mean that the SES stereotype
does never drive these students’ judgments. The results of past research (Baron et al.,
1995; Darley & Gross, 1983) indeed suggest an intervention of the SES stereotype in
the high-SES students when ambiguous performance information (about targets) are

made available. Once more, however, participants’ SES was not clearly specified in the
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previous studies. Future research, therefore, is needed to clarify this particular point.
What the present data suggest is that these students, when they are selected from typical
SES indicators and then faced with a situation of judgment where only social class
information is available (Study 1), are not likely to make use of the SES stereotype.
Likewise, inferring higher social class attributes from higher performances seems not
typical of the high-SES students (as suggested by Study 2). Thus, an important message
from our data concerns the generalizability of the SES bias when only social class
information is available: This bias seems unlikely with the high-SES students in this
condition, as also reported by Darley et Gross (1983). As suggested earlier in this paper,
that the SES bias approached significance in Baron et al.’s (1995) Study 2 (where it was
assumed that only high-SES students were selected) could be due to a substantial
minority of middle-class students (who seemed more sensitive to the SES bias in their
first study) who were incorrectly identified as high-SES students. Consistent with this,
the use of typical SES indicators did allow us to exclude middle-class students from the
group of the high-SES students, and the SES bias did not occur with this particular
group.

Second, exactly how do the low-SES students behave when they are faced with only
social class information had been neglected in past research. It seems now clear that in
this condition the SES bias occurs with these students (as with those from the middle-
class in past research), at least when they are low-achievers. At first glance, the use of a
potentially self-threatening stereotype may seem surprising. That the low-SES students’
academic performance history was consistent with the SES stereotype, however, may
help explain this use. Furthermore, and in contrast with their high-SES counterparts, the
low-SES individuals are especially likely to define themselves from the characteristics

of their social groups or social categories (Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1988; Lorenzi-Cioldi & Joye,
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1988). The low-SES students, therefore, were the most likely to admit a causal link
between people’s SES and cognitive abilities, as defined by the SES stereotype. The
perception of this link could also correspond to a self-protective goal in the low-SES
students who were low achievers. As suggested by Kelley’s (1973) discounting
principle, explaining people’s cognitive abilities by their SES can help eliminate more
individuating causes (personal abilities) for explaining one’s own performances. This
stereotypic link between cognitive abilities and SES seemed to be less salient in the
low-SES students who were high achievers, as suggested by the lack of SES bias with
these students in Study 1. In Study 2, however, both groups of students made
stereotype-consistent inferences. In line with this, Croizet and Claire (1998) have shown
that the SES stereotype in fact interferes with the low-SES students’ intellectual
performances in specific situations: These performances were inferior when the SES
stereotype was made salient, compared with when it was not activated, regardless of the
low-SES students’ academic achievement level. Our own data can also be taken as
further evidence of the strength of the SES stereotype in the low-SES students.

Third, the present studies have their own limitations. In contrast with past research
on the SES bias (Baron et al., 1995; Darley & Gross, 1983), these studies neglected the
presence of ambiguous individuating (performance) information. As a consequence,
how would the high- and low-SES students behave when faced with such information,
compared with when only social class information is available, remains unclear. On this
point, however, the results of past research are unclear as well. Darley and Gross (1983)
selected students who came from a high SES background (as assessed from the prestige
of their university -- Princeton), and the SES bias was significant only in this ambiguous
information condition (it was not when only social class information was made

available -- as in the present studies). Baron et al. (1995) assumed that their students
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came from either a middle (Study 1) or a high (Study 2) socioeconomic background,
and the clearest SES effect on judgments of academic ability was found when only
social class information was provided. No doubt: Including both conditions (social class
information vs. social class plus ambiguous performance information) is certainly
needed when studying the role of perceivers’ own SES in the SES bias. Combined with
the use of typical SES indicators (as in the present studies), this inclusion would allow
clearer conclusions. Past research (i.e., Baron & al, 1995) also included relatively
unambiguous performance information, and the SES bias was systematically eliminated
in this condition. Can such information also eliminate the SES bias in the low-SES
students (especially those who are low achievers) ? This also remains an open question
both in our studies and in past research.

Finally, despite their limitations, the present results have interesting implications.
One of them is related to the possible intervention of the SES stereotype in the low SES
students’ self-efficacy beliefs and academic achievement level. These students,
especially those who are low-achievers seem to believe that students like themselves are
intellectually inferior to those with higher SES. This stereotypic belief may undermine
the low-SES students’ level of perceived self-efficacy which, in turn, may decrease their
academic performances. Schunk (1989) reported that students’ belief in their efficacy
for learning predicted their rate of problem solutions during instructional sessions as
well as their academic skills. As revealed by regression analyses, this belief made
unique contributions to increment academic attainment over and above instruction, and
path analyses established the causal role of efficacy beliefs in the development of
academic competencies (see also Multon, Brown, & Lent, 1991; Zimmerman, 1995). In
a recent study (Huguet, Dumas, Monteil, & Genestoux, 2001), these beliefs also

predicted students’ course grades at the second and third trimester (T2 and T3,
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respectively) in all academic courses. Self-efficacy beliefs also have proved influential
in students’ level of effort, persistence, and choice of activities (e.g., Schunk, 1981).
Thus, because of its influence on perceived self-efficacy, the SES stereotype may affect
the low SES students’ academic achievement level as well as motivation.

These students, therefore, especially those who are low-achievers (who are the most
likely to make use of the SES stereotype) deserve special attention. Several strategies
can be used in this perspective. For example, teachers can encourage them to compare
themselves with slightly superior students from the same socioeconomic background.
These comparisons may have at least two advantages: First, by increasing the salience
of inconsistent-stereotype evidence, they would help the low-SES students who are low
achievers to call the SES stereotype into question (see also Blanton, Crocker, & Miller,
2000 for a similar reasoning in the context of another stereotype about African-
American females). In line with this, the low-SES students whose achievement level
was inconsistent with this stereotype (i.e., the high-achievers) did not produce the SES
bias in Study 1. Second, these comparisons would also lead to better performances.
Several studies (Blanton, Buunk, Gibbons, & Kuyper, 1999; Huguet, Galvaing,
Monteil, & Dumas, 1999; Huguet et al., 2001) have shown that slightly upward
comparisons facilitate students’ performance, at least when they are made with others
who are similar on attributes perceived as related to the task at hand. The present data
show that the low-SES students perceive SES as an attribute related to academic
performances (a central feature of the SES stereotype). Comparing themselves with
more successful others from the same socioeconomic background, therefore, would
result in better performances in these students. The reasons why upward comparisons
might result in improved performance are numerous. For example, observing another

person who has proficiency at a task can reveal useful information about how to
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improve (e.g., Buunk & Ybema, 1997; Taylor & Lobel, 1989). Seeing another person
succeed may also increase the motivation to improve (Huguet et al., 1999, Huguet,
Galvaing, Dumas, & Monteil, 2000; Seta, 1982). Finally, observing others doing well
can endow individuals with a sense of their own potential  (e.g., Buunk, Collins,
Taylor, Van Yperen, & Dakof, 1990), and this can raise self-confidence and feelings of
self-efficacy at the task.

These positive effects, however, are less likely to occur when students believe that
they are not able to successfully execute the behaviors required to elevate standing
relative to their more successful comparison others (i.e., those who perceive that their
degree of control over their status relative to the comparison targets is relatively low;
see Huguet et al., 2001). This is why special attention should also be paid to the low-
SES students’ conception of intelligence: The influence of the SES stereotype may be
maximized in those who perceive their intelligence as stable, compared with those who
perceive it as relatively malleable. Consistent with this, recent findings (Aronson, Fried,
& Good, 2002) show that self-threatening stereotypes do no longer interfere with
academic performance when students’ believe that their intelligence is malleable (rather
than stable). In other words, by emphasizing the malleability of intelligence, teachers
may help the low-SES students (especially those who are low achievers) resist to the
negative influence of the SES stereotype.

In conclusion, it can be reasonably assumed that this stereotype plays an active role
in the construction of the low-SES students’ academic history: Its strength among these
students may lead to stereotype-consistent inferences about oneself and others, which
may lead to poorer performances, which may themselves maintain the salience of the
SES stereotype and its negative effects on performance, and so forth. Combined with

other findings, which revealed the crucial role of students’ prior academic experiences
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in the determination of their current classroom performances (Brunot, Huguet, &
Monteil, 2000; Huguet, Brunot, & Monteil, 2001; Monteil, Brunot, & Huguet, 1996;
Monteil & Huguet, 1999), this conclusion leads toward investigating cognition in
perspective with the temporal - autobiographical dimension of human beings, that is,

with their social and personal history.
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NOTES

1 o o .
A minitel is a French telecommunication system home-based terminal.

* The assumption of sphericity (evaluated via Mauchly’s test) being slightly
violated, the Greenhouse-Geisser index was used in the present study (cf. Tabachnick &
Fiddel, 1996). Because the use of this index did not change the results, the non-adjusted
values are reported here. Corresponding non-parametric tests also led to the same

effects. This is also the case for all ANOV As presented in this paper.
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Answers Pattern of the Fictitious Targets

Figure 1: Students' Ratings of the Targets' SES as a Function of the Targets' Answers

Pattern to the 6 Items.

Note. Means not sharing a common letter differ at p < 0.01.

Table 1

Perceived weight of Indicators

Weights
Indicators number and label M SD
Item 3- A calculator 35a 2.04
Item 4- Cinema 46b 1.90
Item 2- A Minitel at home 55b 1.85
Item 1- Skiing 70¢ 1.98
Item 5- A computer connected to Internet 8.3d 2.14
Item 6- 500 Francs a month for pocket money 85d 2.07

Note. Means not sharing a common letter differ at p < 0.05.
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Table 2

Students’ Predictions of targets’ memory ability (and standard deviations) as a Function

of Targets' SES, and Participants' SES and Achievement Level

Participants

Targets' SES

SES  Achievement Extremely Very low Low High  Very high Extremely
level low high
Low Low 2.88 3.41 4.17 476 476 441
(n=17) (1.86) (1.62) (1.66) (1.03) (1.14) (2.00)
High 347 423 476 4.17 3.29 3.41
(n=17) (1.80) (1.35) (1.10) (1.13) (1.16) (1.77)
High Low 4.05 423 4.29 4.29 294 2.70
(n=17) (1.92) (1.35) (1.16) (1.10) (1.14) (1.57)
High 3.82 4.17 4.53 4.53 3.58 3.29
(n=17) (1.30) (1.01) (1.10) (1.00) (1.00) (1.57)
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Table 3
Students’ Predictions of Targets” SES (and standard deviations) as a Function of
Targets' Memory Performance, and Participants' SES and Achievement Level

Participants Targets' Memory Performance

SES Achievement level 70 80 90 100 110

Low Low 11.56 12.20 17.19 21.25 23.35
(n=17) (4.56) (4.40) (6.02) (6.32) (6.57)
High 12.26 14.52 17.86 19.89 23.15
(n=17) (7.78) (4.82) (6.90) (6.21) (6.74)

High Low 18.95 17.51 19.34 19.13 18.90
(n=17) (11.52) (6.66) (4.79) (5.77) (10.14)
High 2043 19.93 18.46 16.46 18.65
(n=17) (941) (6.76) (6.71) (8.13) (7.58)
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