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THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN a lady and a flower girl is

not how she behaves but how she’s treated.&dquo; (George Bernard
Shaw, Pygmalion).

Like fashions in clothing, like politics, indeed, like many
concerns in education, interest in the &dquo;self-fulfilling prophecy&dquo;
phenomenon has gone full circle. The first poignant arc of the
circle was inscribed by R. Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson,
when they announced to the educational world their findings
that pupils mirror teachers’ expectations in their school per-
formance.’ The authors submitted to elementary teachers a
list of randomly selected &dquo;academic bloomers&dquo; who were given
an unfamiliar standard intelligence test, ostensibly to norm the
test. According to the researchers, this externally imposed in-
formation created expectancies in teachers’ minds. In turn, the
teachers’ communication of these expectancies was reflected in
significantly greater intellectual gains in &dquo;academic bloomers&dquo;
than in other children.

Publication of the Rosenthal-Jacobson study met immedi-
ately with a flurry of enthusiasm-enthusiasm of practitioners
to generalize and apply unquestioningly findings of this study,
paralleled only by the enthusiasm of the research community
to berate the study as overinterpreted, methodologically fal-

lacious, and inadequate with respect to isolating teacher be-
haviors which produce differential results in children perceived
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as bright or dull.2 Further, numerous researchers attempted to
replicate the salient finding that teachers’ knowledge of pupil
ability affects pupil treatment and ultimately, pupil achievement.3 3

Early consistent failure of replications to produce the

Pygmalion Effect quickly lent support to the methodological
objections raised after the Rosenthal-Jacobson study appeared.
Thus, the enthusiastic support of the Pygmalion notion was
dampened at least temporarily.

Perhaps as a result of the intuitive appeal of the hypothesis
as well as nonparalleled, if not questionable, procedures in some
the replication studies, the educationally induced Pygmalion has
survived one of the most controversial debates in educational
literature. Indeed, to date, 242 studies have been conducted

employing as subjects young children, adolescents, adults, as

well as animals.4 The range of cues examined with respect to
expectancy potency has spanned the gamut from sex of the sub-
ject to &dquo;unusual names&dquo; of children.5 The fact that 84 of these
(far beyond the chance level of significance) have been success-
ful in producing a phenomenon so experimentally elusive, has
given rise to a renewed interest, not only in continued research
to debate whether or not the &dquo;effect&dquo; exists, but also in research
that examines its pervasiveness, under what circumstances it

operates, and the educational consequences with respect to

development of self-concept and implications for academic
achievement.

Whether or not the clouds of controversy have totally set-
tled, it behooves the practitioner to consider, if only cautiously,
the findings of research. Our purpose here is to extrapolate from
these findings implications for the teaching of reading. The for-
mat features illustrative classroom episodes from which general-
izations will be drawn.

Classroom Episode 1

Robert, an eight-year-old boy, has experienced failure as
a reader. Miss Optimeir, his second-grade teacher, recognized
early in September that not only was Robert not learning, but
he had already given up trying. One day, while the rest of the
class was busy at their independent learning activities, Miss

Optimeir discovered that Robert had drawn a picture of someone
riding a horse. Robert discussed the picture reluctantly with his
teacher. A flicker of light appeared on the horizon when Robert
found Miss Optimeir was not only interested, but very pleased
with his production. She took her felt marker and proceeded to
record a few of the ideas Robert had expressed about his picture.
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When the teacher asked Robert to read, his automatic response
was, &dquo;I can’t read.&dquo; His teacher’s equally spontaneous reply was,
&dquo;You know, Robert, if you can’t, you and I can read together.&dquo;
While Miss Optimeir swept her finger under the lines she and
Robert read his ideas together, first somewhat slowly and per-
haps falteringly, but by the third time, the teacher’s voice faded
away and Robert &dquo;read&dquo; his own ideas in print. Miss Optimeir’s
well-chosen and enthusiastic reaction was, &dquo;Robert, I was so sure
you could read. Take this home and read your story to your
dad and mom; I know they would love to hear it.&dquo;

Later that day, Robert, in the white heat of what appeared
like a totally new status, decided to try his role, this time with
unusual daring for one whose self-image has already reflected
considerable negativism. He drew another picture, this time

featuring the young author on a motorcycle. With considerable
apprehension he picked up a crayon, wrote his name and asked
Miss Optimeir how to write the verb is. Miss Optimeir, over-
whelmed by the sudden &dquo;blossoming,&dquo; asked him to find the
word in the story they had read together that morning. Before
Robert had finished is, he literally yelped with joy, &dquo;I can also
use riding in this story ! &dquo;

Robert, whose low status as a social being in the room was
paralled only by his low self-esteem, heard one of his young peers
say, &dquo;I didn’t know Robert knew how to do school work.&dquo;

Robert’s case cannot be dismissed without mention of the
role of self-image in learning. There is no dearth of studies

identifying strong relationships between expectation measures in
the form of self-concept and academic achievement.6 Kay
Torschen, in summarizing studies of relationship between self-

concept and school achievement reported consistently high cor-
relations.7 7 B. S. Bloom makes the claim that a low academic

self-concept increases the probability of a generally negative
self-concept, and that successful school experiences increase
the probability of a generalized positive self-image.s

Classroom Episode 2

Miss Busybody is proud to announce to her colleagues
after the second week of school that she finished organizing her
reading groups for the year. She has decided to give the bright
group, the &dquo;Hot Dogs,&dquo; an enriched program this year which
will include wide opportunity for free reading in the library,
newspaper reading, and individual conferencing with the teacher.
Her second group, the &dquo;Jumping Jacks,&dquo; she announces, will do
a traditional skills program with a heavy dose of word-identifica-
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tion teaching. She feels that perhaps by February their skills
might develop to the point where they’re independent enough
to &dquo;handle&dquo; a more &dquo;individualized approach.&dquo; The &dquo;Mud

Turtles,&dquo; Miss Busybody’s low group, the &dquo;held-over collection&dquo;
from last year, will begin the year by reviewing their &dquo;Fun with
Grandmother and Baby&dquo; reader. Miss Busybody is so busy with
the &dquo;Hot Dogs&dquo; organizing a program that gives her and the
group considerable publicity, that she is unable to spend much
time with the &dquo;Jumping Jacks&dquo; and &dquo;Mud Turtles.&dquo; Further,
since the &dquo;Mud Turtles&dquo; are a little more mature physically than
the other children, they are seated at a table in the rear of the
room. Miss Busybody has invited the superintendent and prin-
cipal to come and abserve the &dquo;Hot Dogs&dquo; in action, as she feels
that a few of them are already demonstrating model learning
habits and skills.

Assignment to special classes or status or non-status learning
groups communicates considerably expectancy information to
the learner. Apart from sociometric implications, the effect on
the child’s image as a learner are obvious. The amount of teacher
input and opportunities to respond (Output Factor) and oppor-
tunities for positive feedback appear to be reduced for these
children.9 Douglas A. Pidgeon, in a discussion on expectation
implications of high- and low-ability groups, draws special at-
tention to the distorted and unfair expectations for children
from disadvantaged homes, particularly those for whom the in-
itial measure of &dquo;potential&dquo; may well be an underestimate.1°

Classroom Episode 3

Tom has just stumbled over the final word in his oral read-
ing. Miss Tirady, his teacher, sighs deeply, &dquo;Well, Tom, I’m sure
you’re as happy as I am that this is over again till tomorrow.&dquo;
Obviously, the session has not gone well. Miss Tirady insists that
Tom &dquo;figure out&dquo; every word rather than to be told. As a result,
there are frequent long, dead silences disturbed only by the
teacher’s sighs and foot-tapping and the odd snicker from his
peers. Even when the teacher asks Tom questions, Tom is cued
by the tone of the question that he won’t be able to answer.
Further, many times Miss Tirady won’t give him a chance to
answer; she directs the question to one of the brighter children.

What are some of the implications of this unhappy, yet
common episode? Certainly, Tom is the center of a veritable
maze of cues that signal to him his status. The sighs, foot-tapping,
and snickers from others are all part of the non-linguistic context
of the classroom, and Tom is well aware of its negative &dquo;flavor&dquo;
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where he is concerned. Miss Tirady, like most of us, has a fair
repertoire of nonverbal signals. Tom knows what she thinks of
him, and the probability is great that Tom thinks little more
of himself.

Rosenthal refers to the &dquo;expectant voices&dquo; of teachers that
can be fulfilled by the child’s answer.ll Miss Busybody’s &dquo;ex-

pectant tone&dquo; though nonverbal, will certainly be fulfilled.
Miss Tirady falls into a predictable trap. She can’t wait

for Tom to think of an answer. She adds to his embarrassment

by having one of the &dquo;brighter&dquo; children &dquo;show him up.&dquo; Rosen-
thal reports that eleven out of twelve studies support the notion
that teachers encourage greater responsiveness of students from
whom they expect more. 12 They call on such students more

often, ask them harder questions, give them more time to answer,
and prompt them toward the correct answer.

Classroom Episode 4

Miss Symcot, the new second-grade teacher, is most sym-
pathetic with low-powered children. In her attempt not to pres-
sure her low-achieving pupils, she gives them activities which

they can do easily and with complete success. Miss Symcot
knows that low-level recall questions are easy for these children,
so she restricts all her questions to this type. She is convinced
that this success-oriented program will ensure development of
positive self-concepts in her pupils. Even the few times these
children get the opportunity to read materials other than their
reading lesson books, Miss Symcot introduces every word which
has not appeared in the reader glossary. Further, she had the
easy, independent reading books for these children clearly
marked on the shelves.

Miss Symcot, though apparently having her &dquo;heart in the

right place,&dquo; obviously needs to adjust her head. She guarantees
that her expectation will be fulfilled.

Children need to expect of themselves early the ability to
become independent readers. If they get no experience coping
with the occasional unknown words by themselves, they will
remain dependent forever. By the same token, if they don’t
feel responsible for words not covered with them by the teacher,
dependence rather than independence is fostered. Thomas L.
Good and Jere E. Brophy point at the fallacy of teachers who
attempt to develop the child’s self-image by affording him easy
and enjoyable activities without providing him with appropriate
materials and instructions
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While Miss Symcot attempts to provide the climate for ef-
fective learning to take place, the preoccupation has &dquo;blinkered&dquo;
her from considering the important teacher-input/pupil-output
dimensions.

Classroom Episode 5

Mr. Gullistan, a sixth-grade teacher, has in his classroom
Elmer, the second child from the Starr family. He remembers
Elmer’s older brother, who spent more time in the principal’s
office than in the classroom. Mr. Gullistan determines to &dquo;put
the screws&dquo; on Elmer right from the start. He is in no mood for
a &dquo;repeat performance&dquo; of the older sibling’s behavior. Mr.
Gullistan also remembers having overheard an older teacher’s
comment about the oldest Starr daughter, who had a history of
failing grades from her earliest schooling. This seems entirely
credible to Mr. Gullistan because Elmer’s work right from the
beginning has been so poor that he doesn’t even bother calling
on the boy for answers. Further, to make sure that he won’t
become uncontrollable, the teacher placed Elmer at a desk some-
what removed from the other children. Elmer’s first major
offense is throwing a wad of bubble gum across the room to
attract the attention of one of his friends.

Among other comments to the principal, Mr. Gullistan

exclaims, &dquo;Why anyone should be forced to carry an ugly handle
like ’Elmer’ eludes me ! &dquo;

Elmer’s problem is complicated by an unfortunate set of
circumstances-wrong family, wrong name, and now wrong
teacher. Mr. Gullistan expects Elmer to be a problem and hastens
to treat him as one. Separation from his peers virtually forces
Elmer to misbehavior, and thus Mr. Gullistan’s expectations are
quickly fulfilled.

While it may seem incredible that Elmer should &dquo;bear the
brunt&dquo; of his sibling’s demeanor and low achievement, at least
one study has suggested that younger siblings of good students
obtain higher achievement scores if they are assigned to older
siblings’ former teachers than if assigned to other teachers.
Before more conclusive evidence is available, one must question
such finding on at least two counts. First, to what extent are
researchers immune to the Pygmalion Effect? Second, there may
well be other variables, such as the influence of living in the
shadow of an older sibling, that may influence the findings
of such research. 14
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Classroom Episode 6

Miss Chauvinisky has been asked by the Home and School
Committee to demonstrate the radio reading concept with
twelve of her third graders. Miss Chauvinisky picked twelve girls
for the demonstration for two reasons. First, she is convinced
that they are better readers than the boys in the room. Second,
she knows that the girls will be easier to &dquo;manage&dquo; than the boys.
Miss Chauvinisky has read many research reports indicating
girls’ superiority over boys in reading achievement, and certainly
knows that with very few exceptions this is the case in her
classroom.

One does not have to look far to find studies testifying
girls’ superiority over boys in reading achievement. Nor does one
have to go far to find a greater diversity of behaviors exhibited
by primary boys than by girls. Certainly, Miss Chauvinisky con-
tributes her share to the perpetuation of these generalizations.

This is ample evidence in the literature that the sex of the
learner generates differential cues to teachers: cues which, in
turn, result in differential expectation and treatment of boys
and girls. J. Michael Palardy, investigating the effects of teachers’
beliefs on pupils’ achievement, concluded that, if teachers believe
that first-grade boys will do as well in reading as girls, this will
in fact happen. 15 The converse was equally true. Part of the

answer, again, may lie in the input-output factors offered by
Rosenthal. W. J. Meyer and G. G. Thompson’s study offers a
further clue. Sixth-grade children were asked to nominate which
of their classmates received teacher approval and disapproval.ls
In addition, classroom pupil-teacher interaction was analyzed
with respect to &dquo;approval&dquo; and &dquo;disapproval&dquo; contacts. Both

techniques yielded the same results-teachers expressed greater
approval for girls than for boys, a finding corroborated by
H. H. Davidson and C. Lang. 17
Discussion

The six episodes cited here indicate clearly the complex
interaction of dynamics occurring before an expectation is ful-
filled ; however, even the episodes are overgeneralized for the sake
of emphasis on specific points. There certainly is no reason to be-
lieve that expectations are automatically self-fulfilling. In order
for the fulfillment to occur, the expectation first has to be
translated into behavior that communicates these expectations
to the learner, and then shapes the behavior toward expected
patterns. There are reasons why this does not always happen.
For example, a teacher need not necessarily have clear-cut ex-
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pectation about a student-or his expectations may change from
time to time. Even when his expectations are consistent, he may
not communicate them through behavior consistent enough for
the cues to register significantly with the learner. Further, the
learner himself might resist the teacher’s expectations in a way
that could change them. Simply a teacher’s expectation &dquo;requires
more than its own mere existence in order to become self-

fulfilling.&dquo;18
Michael Howe offers a specific example to explain the

dynamics of the expectation cycle:

A teacher in a ghetto school who is told that the chil-
dren in his class are likely to be disruptive may react
by using a &dquo;firm&dquo; approach, giving more punishment
than encouragement and praise. Partly as a result of
this strategy, the children may behave badly, strength-
ening the teacher’s belief in the necessity of the nega-
tive methods of control. Hence, a vicious cycle results
in which the teacher, on the basis of his expectancies,

_ 

acts in ways which lead to those expectancies being
fulfilled.19

Jeremy D. Finn adds a point of clarification to the litera-
ture on expectation. He suggests that an expectation set denotes
anticipation, and that it is this anticipation which shapes the
manifestation of expectation. He points out, further, that it is
this anticipation that distinguishes expectations from &dquo;hopes,
desires, as well as from aspirations.&dquo;2° For example, I may &dquo;ex-

pect&dquo; my class to be settled Friday afternoon. My actions and
my manner, however, strongly signal that I anticipate the usual
rowdiness. The former use of &dquo;expect&dquo; conveys a hope or aspira-
tion ; the latter my estimate of reality, and dictates my actions
toward the class.

Finally, this paper, like others on the subject, may leave
the general impression that &dquo;expectation&dquo; is a bad thing, or at
best, that expectations should always be high. Neither is the case.
Nobody can avoid forming sets of expectations. It is important,
however, that we are aware that such sets are inevitable and,
further, that we see the need to keep expectancies open and
tentative. This should aid in preventing distorted perceptions
and behavior which commonly ensue from a closed set.

Certainly, unduly high expectations represent a distortion of

reality and may place undue pressure on the learner, subtle

though these pressures may be.
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