
rosenthal and jacobson pygmalion in the classroom

Rosenthal and Jacobson Pygmalion in the Classroom is a groundbreaking study that explores the profound
impact of teacher expectations on student performance. Conducted in the 1960s by researchers Robert
Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson, this study introduced the concept of the "Pygmalion effect," which posits
that higher expectations from teachers can lead to improved student achievement, while lower
expectations can have the opposite effect. This article delves into the origins of the study, its methodology,
findings, implications for education, and its relevance in contemporary teaching practices.

Origins of the Study

The Pygmalion study was inspired by earlier psychological research that suggested a strong link between
expectations and performance. Rosenthal and Jacobson aimed to investigate whether the expectations of
teachers could significantly influence the academic outcomes of their students.

In 1964, the researchers conducted their study in an elementary school in California. They administered an
intelligence test to the students, which was designed to measure potential growth rather than current
achievement. The results were then manipulated to create false data. Some students were labeled as
"intellectual bloomers," implying they would show significant academic growth over the school year,
while others were not given this label.

Methodology of the Study

The study was structured as follows:

Participants
- The participants included 320 students from grades one through six in a single elementary school.
- Teachers were unaware that the labels given to the students were fictitious.

Procedure
1. Testing: All students took an intelligence test.
2. Labeling: Based on the test results, approximately 20% of students were randomly selected and labeled as
"bloomers."
3. Teacher Interaction: Teachers were informed about these bloomers and were encouraged to hold higher
expectations for them.



4. Follow-up Testing: At the end of the academic year, students were retested to measure any changes in
their academic performance.

Findings of the Study

The results of the Rosenthal and Jacobson study were striking. Students who were labeled as bloomers
showed significant gains in their IQ scores compared to their peers who were not given this label. The
differences in performance were particularly pronounced in younger students, suggesting that the effects
of teacher expectations could be more influential at earlier stages of development.

Key Outcomes
- Academic Improvement: The students identified as bloomers gained, on average, approximately 10 points
more in IQ than those not labeled.
- Age Factor: The impact of expectations was more significant among younger students, particularly in
grades one and two.
- Teacher Behaviors: Teachers unconsciously interacted differently with the bloomers, providing them
with more attention, encouragement, and support.

Implications for Education

The findings of the Pygmalion study have far-reaching implications for educational practices and policies.
They highlight the critical role that teacher expectations play in shaping student outcomes and underscore
the need for teachers to be aware of their biases.

Awareness of Expectations
- Teachers must recognize their own expectations and how these can inadvertently affect student
performance.
- Training programs for educators should include components on bias awareness and the importance of
maintaining high expectations for all students.

Creating a Positive Learning Environment
1. Encouragement: Teachers should actively encourage all students, regardless of their perceived abilities.
2. Support: Providing additional support and resources for struggling students can help raise their
performance.



3. Feedback: Constructive feedback should be given to all students, fostering a growth mindset.

Challenges and Criticisms

While the Pygmalion study has been influential, it has also faced criticism and scrutiny over the years.
Some of the challenges include:

Methodological Concerns
- Critics argue that the study's methods may not be generalizable to all educational settings.
- The sample size and context (one school) limit the applicability of the findings to broader educational
environments.

Overemphasis on Teacher Expectation
- Some researchers contend that while teacher expectations are important, other factors such as
socioeconomic status, parental involvement, and school resources also play significant roles in student
achievement.

Contemporary Relevance

Despite criticisms, the Pygmalion effect remains relevant in modern educational discourse. The principles
derived from Rosenthal and Jacobson's study continue to inform teaching strategies and educational
reforms.

Current Practices
- Professional Development: Many schools now incorporate training on the effects of teacher expectations
into their professional development programs.
- Inclusive Education: Educators are encouraged to adopt inclusive practices that promote equity and high
expectations for all students.

Future Research Directions
- Further research is needed to explore the nuances of the Pygmalion effect across diverse educational
settings and populations.
- Studies investigating the long-term impact of teacher expectations on student achievement and self-



esteem can provide deeper insights into effective teaching practices.

Conclusion

The Pygmalion study conducted by Rosenthal and Jacobson serves as a critical reminder of the power of
expectations in the educational environment. Teachers play a pivotal role in shaping the academic journeys
of their students, and their beliefs about student potential can significantly influence outcomes. By fostering
an atmosphere of high expectations and support, educators can help unlock the full potential of every
student, ensuring that all learners have the opportunity to thrive both academically and personally. The
lessons learned from this study are timeless and continue to resonate in classrooms around the world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of Rosenthal and Jacobson's 'Pygmalion in the
Classroom'?
The main premise is that teacher expectations can significantly influence student performance. When
teachers believe certain students are more capable, those students tend to perform better due to the positive
reinforcement and encouragement they receive.

How did Rosenthal and Jacobson conduct their research?
They conducted an experiment in a California elementary school where they informed teachers that
certain students were expected to be 'intellectual bloomers' based on a fictitious test. The researchers then
observed if the teachers' expectations affected the students' academic performance over the school year.

What are the implications of the Pygmalion effect in education?
The Pygmalion effect suggests that high expectations can lead to improved performance, highlighting the
importance of teachers fostering a positive and supportive environment for all students, regardless of their
initial abilities.

Can the Pygmalion effect be applied outside of the classroom?
Yes, the Pygmalion effect can be applied in various contexts, including workplaces and sports, where
leaders' expectations can motivate individuals to perform better and achieve higher levels of success.



What criticisms have been raised against Rosenthal and Jacobson's study?
Critics argue that the study's methodology may not account for all variables influencing student
performance, such as socioeconomic factors, and that the effects observed may not be universally applicable
across different educational settings.

How can teachers implement the findings of 'Pygmalion in the
Classroom' in their teaching?
Teachers can implement these findings by setting high expectations for all students, providing positive
feedback, and fostering an inclusive classroom environment that encourages growth and learning.

What is the role of self-fulfilling prophecies in the context of this
research?
Self-fulfilling prophecies play a critical role, as the expectations held by teachers can lead students to
internalize these beliefs, ultimately affecting their motivation and performance, thereby confirming the
teachers' original expectations.
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