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Abstract—A growing body of research indicates that the activation of
negative stereotypes can impede cognitive performance in adults,
whereas positive stereotypes can facilitate cognitive performance. In
two studies, we examined the effects of positive and negative stereo-
types on the cognitive performance of children in three age groups:
lower elementary school, upper elementary school, and middle school.
Very young children in the lower elementary grades (kindergarten—
grade 2) and older children in the middle school grades (grades 6-8)
showed shifts in performance associated with the activation of posi-
tive and negative stereotypes; these shifts were consistent with pat-
terns previously reported for adults. The subtle activation of negative
stereotypes significantly impeded performance, whereas the subtle ac-
tivation of positive stereotypes significantly facilitated performance.
Markedly different effects were found for children in the upper ele-
mentary grades (grades 3-5). These results suggest that the develop-
ment of stereotype susceptibility is a critical domain for understanding
the connection between stereotypes and individual behavior.

Although gender and ethnic differences in mathematics perfor-
mance have declined considerably over time, they have not disap-
peared. For instance, high school males still outperform females in
math problem solving (Hyde, Fennema, & Lamon, 1990). Further,
girls are less likely than boys to take advanced courses in mathematics
and science and to go into careers in these fields (American Associa-
tion of University Women, 1999). Similarly, Caucasians outperform
black and Hispanic students on standardized achievement tests (Will-
iams & Ceci, 1997), and Asian-American students outperform other
ethnic groups on quantitative tests (Sue & Okazaki, 1990).

A number of explanations have been offered to account for these
gender and ethnic discrepancies. For example, the discrepancies have
been attributed to parent and teacher expectations (e.g., Eccles & Ja-
cobs, 1987; Eccles, Jacobs, & Harold, 1990; Jacob & Eccles, 1992; D.
Yee & Eccles, 1988), differences in attitude and attributional styles
(e.g., Catsambis, 1994), family structure (e.g., Kao, 1995), motivation
(Dweck, 1986), culture and history (Ogbu, 1997; Sue & Okazaki,
1990), values (Graham, Taylor, & Hudley, 1998), and genetics (Ben-
bow & Stanley, 1987). Recent social psychological research on young
adults suggests another powerful factor that might account for some
gender and ethnic differences in the academic performance of chil-
dren. Specifically, children’s academic performance might be suscep-
tible to prevailing sociocultural stereotypes associated with their
gender and ethnicity.

Research on adults has found that the implicit activation of socio-
cultural stereotypes can have a significant impact on academic perfor-
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mance (Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Thus, work on stereo-
type threat has found that the activation of negative stereotypes
regarding individuals’ group memberships can substantially impede
performance (Aronson, Quinn, & Spencer, 1998; Croizet & Claire,
1998; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999; Steele, 1997). Moreover, the
activation of stereotypes not only can hurt performance, but also can
boost performance (Shih, Pittinsky, & Ambady, 1999). In accordance
with common sociocultural stereotypes that Asians have superior
quantitative skills compared with other ethnic groups (Steen, 1987)
and that women have inferior quantitative skills compared with men
(Hedges & Nowell, 1995). in a previous study we (Shih et al., 1999)
found that Asian-American women performed better on a mathemat-
ics test when their ethnic identity was activated, but worse when their
gender identity was activated, compared with a control group who had
neither identity activated.

Although it seems clear that adults are susceptible to both positive
and negative stereotypes regarding their social-identity groups, no re-
search, to our knowledge, has examined age differences in stereotype
susceptibility. Examining such age differences will enable researchers
to better understand the connection between stereotype activation and
behavior observed in adults, as well as to frame and time interventions
around stereotypes and their effects on academic performance. We
therefore sought to examine whether children’s academic performance
is susceptible to stereotypes in the same ways as has been found for
adult samples. Is there a certain age at which children first become
susceptible to sociocultural stereotypes?

DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIAL IDENTITY AND
STEREOTYPE AWARENESS

The developmental literature on the process of social identification
and acquisition of stereotypes suggests potential stages at which self-
relevant stereotypes might affect children.

Preschool Through Grade 2

Children become aware of gender and ethnic categories at a very
young age. For example, children are able to discriminate accurately
between males and females by 2 years of age (Huston, 1987) and are
able to identify people of different ethnicities between 3 and 5 years of
age (Aboud, 1988; Hirschfeld, 1996). Some cross-cultural evidence
suggests that as early as the first grade, children believe that boys are
better than girls in mathematics (Lummis & Stevenson, 1990), and
first graders also express the belief that mathematics performance is
more relevant to boys’ than girls’ self-concepts (Entwistle, Alexander,
Pallas, & Cardigan, 1987). Adults view stereotypes as generalizations
about a social group and do not necessarily believe these stereotypes
to be true, but young children are less flexible in their understanding
of stereotypes (Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Golombok & Fivush, 1994).
Further, evidence about whether very young children can identify their
own race is equivocal (Aboud, 1988; Morland & Hwang, 1981).
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