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Abstract: Because tracking recommendations can be impactful for students’ educational paths, it is important to understand how they may
be influenced by students’ social group memberships. The Shifting Standards Model predicts that teachers show both negative and positive
biases toward students belonging to stereotyped groups, and that this depends on the framing of the context. In a 2 (student’s ethnicity:
Turkish vs. German) × 2 (student’s gender: male vs. female) × 2 (standard: minimum vs. confirmatory) between-subjects design, n = 185
student teachers indicated how much evidence of learning-detrimental behavior they needed to see from a student before suspecting vs.
being certain (minimum vs. confirmatory standards) that the student was not suitable for the academic track. The predictions of the Shifting
Standards Model were unexpectedly not supported. We discuss these results in relation to the usefulness of parsimonious theoretical
arguments as well as an intersectional analysis of tracking recommendations.
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Shifting Standards bei der Beurteilung der Nichteignung für das Gymnasium?

Zusammenfassung: Empfehlungen von Lehrkräften für die weiterführende Schule haben weitreichende Folgen für die betroffenen Schüle-
rinnen und Schüler. Entsprechend relevant ist die Frage, inwiefern die Zugehörigkeit der beurteilten Person zu stereotypisierten Gruppen
diese Empfehlungen beeinflusst. Das Shifting Standards Model expliziert, inwiefern Stereotype und Kontexte von Urteilen dazu führen, dass
Angehörige stereotypisierter Gruppen entweder einen positiven oder einen negativen Bias erfahren. In einem 2 (Herkunft: türkisch vs.
deutsch) × 2 (Geschlecht: männlich vs. weiblich) x 2 (Standard: minimal vs. konfirmatorisch) between-subjects-Design gaben n = 185
Lehramtsstudierende an, wie viele Anzeichen von lernhinderlichem Verhalten sie bei einem Schüler/einer Schülerin sehen müssten, bevor
sie den Verdacht (Minimalstandard) bzw. die Gewissheit (konfirmatorischer Standard) haben, dass der oder die Schüler/-in nicht für das
Gymnasium geeignet sei. Die Vorhersagen des Shifting Standards Model wurden jedoch nicht bestätigt. Die Ergebnisse werden in Bezug auf
die Nützlichkeit sparsamer theoretischer Annahmen sowie der intersektionalen Analyse von Übergangsempfehlungen diskutiert.

Schlüsselwörter: Shifting Standards, Übergangsempfehlungen, Migrationshintergrund, Geschlecht, Intersektionalität

Tracking, that is, grouping students by performance, is a
controversial educational practice. While it is meant to
provide better-tailored lessons (Hattie, 2002), it also
reproduces educational inequalities in Germany because
of the lower-quality learning environment of the lower
tracks (Baumert et al., 2006; Hattie, 2002; Maaz et al.,
2008; Retelsdorf et al., 2010; Van Houtte, 2004). For
example, the achievement gains are greater in students in
the academic track, which has been termed the scissor
effect (Becker et al., 2006, 2012; Hattie, 2002; Maaz et
al., 2008; Retelsdorf et al., 2012). In Germany, students
are tracked between schools after elementary school in
the 4th or 6th grade (depending on the federal state), and

the school track they attend impacts their options for post-
secondary education (Becker et al., 2016). The highest
track is the Gymnasium (academic track), which leads to
the university entrance qualification (Abitur). While up-
ward mobility between tracks is possible during manda-
tory schooling, when students change tracks, it is actually
more likely to be downward (Bellenberg, 2012). Students
who have attended the Gymnasium are more likely to
enroll in higher education than students who have ob-
tained their higher education entrance qualification by a
different route (Daniel & Neumann, 2023).

Because the school track has meaningful implications
for students’ careers, tracking decisions after elementary
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school need to be carefully considered. In most federal
states, elementary school teachers provide a recommen-
dation for each student, which differs in how binding it is
depending on the federal state (Standing Conference of
the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs [KMK],
2015). To guide teachers in this process, the German
government has established guidelines that state that
recommendations should take into account “not only
performance related to goals established in the curricu-
lum but also the general skills important for success in
school” (KMK, 2015, p. 6 [translated by the authors]).
Specifically, the recommendation should be based on
students’ performance, but also their “suitability, affinity,
and willingness […] to work intellectually” (KMK, 2015,
p. 5 [translated by the authors]). Indeed, in making their
recommendations, teachers do take motivational and
social factors, such as demonstrating effort and learning
habits (Anders et al., 2010; Kaiser et al., 2013), into
account. However, these more subjective indicators for
tracking recommendations may be vulnerable to teacher
biases (Nishen et al., 2023). This could potentially explain
why boys (Federal Statistical Office, 2023) and students
with a Turkish immigrant background (Rauch et al.,
2016), who are both perceived as lower in such motiva-
tional and social factors (Anders et al., 2010; Heyder &
Kessels, 2017; Tobisch & Dresel, 2017), are underrepre-
sented in the academic track. In the year 2022, 55% of
20 –25-year-old female adults had a school-leaving qual-
ification that entitled them to study at university, com-
pared to only 43% of male adults of the same age group
(Federal Statistical Office, 2023). An even larger imbal-
ance is found when comparing students with respect to
immigrant background: While 41% of 15-year-old stu-
dents without an immigrant background attended the
Gymnasium in 2012, this was the case for only 26% of
students with an immigrant background (Autorengruppe
Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016).

The present study seeks to expand our understanding
of the ways in which negative performance stereotypes
may influence tracking recommendations. We simulta-
neously consider effects of students’ gender and immi-
grant background, allowing us to map the intersections of
these two group memberships. Such an intersectional
perspective is helpful in order to uncover how stereotypes
affect students who might otherwise be overlooked be-
cause they are not prototypical for a given group (Cole,
2009). In the present case, this refers to girls with an

immigrant background, about whom we know compara-
tively little because prior research often, though not
exclusively, compares either girls and boys without an
immigrant background or boys with and without an
immigrant background. In the following, we first describe
the existing research on teacher biases by immigrant
background, gender, and their interaction. We then intro-
duce the Shifting Standards Model (Biernat, 1995, 2012)
and its implications for tracking recommendations. Based
on this model, the present experimental study examines
whether inducing a minimal standard or a confirmatory
standard of judgment will have a differential impact on
how students’ unsuitability for the academic track is
rated, depending on the target student’s immigrant back-
ground and gender.

Teacher Biases by Immigrant
Background, Gender, and
Their Intersection

Stereotypes are defined as “beliefs about the characteris-
tics, attributes, and behaviors of members of certain
groups” (Hilton & von Hippel, 1996, p. 240). Two of the
basic social categories used to categorize people into
groups are gender and ethnicity (Macrae & Bodenhausen,
2000). A stereotype is a cognitive schema which guides a
person’s perception, information processing, and retrieval
(Bodenhausen, 1990). Deaux and Lewis (1984) stated that
when perceivers know another person’s basic category
membership, the corresponding stereotype is activated
and the perceivers draw conclusions about that person’s
traits. It follows that when group memberships are known
or assumed, stereotypes will likely also influence teach-
ers’ expectations for and judgments of students (e. g.,
Martiny & Froehlich, 2020). Even when controlling per-
formance statistically or experimentally, differential judg-
ments are observed (e.g., Bonefeld et al., 2017; Sprietsma,
2013), which we consider a bias in the present research.
Two often-researched dimensions of such biases are
ethnic and gender biases, and in the following, we sum-
marize research findings from Germany1. Turkish people
form a large ethnic minority within Germany (Rauch et
al., 2016) and are stereotyped as low in competence
(Asbrock, 2010; Bonefeld & Karst, 2020; Froehlich et al.,

1 Note that we consider research on stereotypes of teachers and of student teachers to be of equal importance, as the former group is currently
teaching and the latter group is going to teach very soon, so their possibly biased perceptions and reactions will impact future students. From a
theoretical viewpoint, we see no grounds for assuming that the relevance and the mechanisms of stereotype-based judgments might differ
between these two populations.
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2016). Indeed, research has demonstrated that student
teachers (Bonefeld & Dickhäuser, 2018) and teachers
(Glock, 2016; Lorenz et al., 2016; Sprietsma, 2013; To-
bisch & Dresel, 2017) hold lower expectations for and
make more negative judgments of students with a Turkish
(vs. German) family background. Ethnic biases may vary
depending on the students’ performance level (e. g., test
scores and supposed grades), though no clear pattern has
emerged (Bonefeld et al., 2020; Glock, 2016; Glock &
Krolak-Schwerdt, 2013; Wenz & Hoenig, 2020). Experi-
mental research on tracking recommendations in partic-
ular has also shown that teachers are less likely to
recommend students with a Turkish (vs. German) family
background to the academic track (Sprietsma, 2013;
Tobisch & Dresel, 2017). Teachers’ expectations for chil-
dren’s future may also depend on performance, as a
negative ethnic bias has been shown to occur only among
higher-achieving students (Wenz & Hoenig, 2020). More-
over, student teachers showed a negative ethnic bias
regarding higher-achieving students who otherwise con-
firmed stereotypes (e.g., regarding religion), but student
teachers showed no negative ethnic bias regarding lower-
achieving students who also confirmed such stereotypes
(Klapproth et al., 2018). Moreover, the framing of the
tracking decision can also lead to a more lenient evalua-
tion of students with a Turkish background by student
teachers (Nishen et al., 2023).

In terms of gender stereotypes, teachers perceive that
girls, relative to boys, show more adaptive behaviors, e. g.,
demonstrating effort and better learning habits (Anders et
al., 2010; Heyder & Kessels, 2017; Kuhl & Hannover,
2012), a finding that extends to implicit tests (Glock &
Kleen, 2017). An experimental study revealed that teach-
ers ascribed less behavior impeding and more behavior
fostering learning to a student labeled female than to a
student labeled male when both were described in exactly
the same way, thus reflecting the stereotypes of the
diligent female student and the lazy and troublesome
male student (Heyder & Kessels, 2015). Overall, students’
behaviors that foster or impede learning can show their
suitability, affinity, and willingness to work intellectually –
and should, as per the government guidelines (KMK,
2015), be considered when making tracking recommen-
dations. Indeed, boys receive fewer academic track rec-
ommendations (Jürges & Schneider, 2011; Lehmann et al.,
1997; Neugebauer, 2011) and are underrepresented in this
track (Federal Statistical Office, 2023). In part, this is due
to their lower grades in German (Ditton et al., 2005;
Lehmann et al., 1997), but also their learning-related
behaviors (Neugebauer, 2011). If teachers’ judgments of
students’ positive and negative learning-related behaviors
are influenced by stereotypes, this could partially explain
the observed underrepresentation. However, a gender

bias in tracking recommendations in experimental studies
with teachers (Wenz & Hoenig, 2020) and student teach-
ers (Nishen et al., 2023) is often not found. One vignette-
based study found that student teachers gave more
advantageous recommendations to high-achieving boys
as compared to girls when their performance had im-
proved, but this gender bias was inverted among low-
achieving students (achievement indicated by supposed
grades; Klapproth & Fischer, 2019). Possibly, this bias
may not be as pronounced because of positive stereotypes
for boys related to inherent brilliance and intelligence
(Steinmayr & Spinath, 2009).

Many of the studies described above focus on manip-
ulating either gender or immigrant background (e.g.,
Glock & Krolak-Schwerdt, 2013; Holder & Kessels, 2017)
or controlling for multiple group memberships without
testing interactions (e.g., Lorenz et al., 2016; Wenz &
Hoenig, 2020). As a result of this one-dimensional ap-
proach, knowledge about teacher biases remains incom-
plete, and more is known about students that are per-
ceived as prototypical for their group (e.g., girls and boys
without an immigrant background; Cole, 2009). Intersec-
tionality can be understood as “analytic approaches that
consider the meaning and consequences of multiple
categories of social group membership” (Cole, 2009,
p. 170) and additionally highlights how the consequences
of different intersectional group memberships relate to
structural inequality and discrimination (Bowleg, 2012;
Cole, 2009). Because an intersectional analysis includes
explicitly reflecting on inequality and discrimination
(Cole, 2009; Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016a ), it seems
particularly pertinent to apply it to the study of teacher
biases, which examines inequality in how students are
perceived.

In terms of theory in the context of stereotypes, the
shifting standards theory (elaborated below) implies that,
if the stereotypes for boys and girls with an immigrant
background are sufficiently different, they could be con-
sidered two different (sub‐)groups that are judged relative
to different standards (Biernat, 1995, 2012; Preddie &
Biernat, 2021). The lens-based account of intersectional
stereotyping (Petsko et al., 2022) also argues that the
context can influence whether people attend to stereo-
types about a single category (e.g., immigrant back-
ground) or multiple categories (e. g., gender and immi-
grant background). Though we do not examine it in the
present study, this means that differential stereotypes
about girls and boys with a Turkish immigrant back-
ground may be important in some situations, while in
others only one of the two “lenses” is used. To date,
research on the content of stereotypes about people with a
Turkish immigrant background has not specifically ex-
amined gender-specific content (Bonefeld & Karst, 2020;
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Eckes, 2002). However, one study reports that 10% of the
generated stereotypes about Turkish people were related
to male dominance (Kahraman & Knoblich, 2000). This
stereotype of patriarchal family structures within Turkish-
German communities could lead teachers to expect less
from girls than boys with a Turkish immigrant back-
ground because they may deduce that (these) girls receive
less academic support and are given fewer learning
opportunities at home. Alternatively, girls with a Turkish
immigrant background may be judged more positively if
they are viewed as compliant and more aligned with
feminine gender roles. Because femininity is positively
associated with perceived academic engagement and
achievement among teachers (Heyder & Kessels, 2015;
Jones & Myhill, 2004), teachers may assume that girls
with a Turkish immigrant background are particularly
engaged and may perceive them as being similar to girls
without an immigrant background.

Note that these considerations are merely speculations,
not hypotheses, given the limited theoretical specifica-
tions and empirical intersectional knowledge about the
content of stereotypes about specific subgroups. While
this limits deducing hypotheses about possible subgroup
differences, a number of studies have examined teacher
bias as it relates to both male and female students with an
immigrant background. Over multiple experimental stud-
ies that compared students with a German and a Turkish
background, teachers and student teachers rated the
German proficiency of students with a Turkish back-
ground as compared to those without an immigrant
background more negatively for female (Glock & Kleen,
2019) as well as male students (Bonefeld et al., 2021;
Glock, 2016; Glock & Krolak-Schwerdt, 2013). It is possi-
ble that this only holds for students that are described in
vignettes as low-achieving (vs. high-achieving; teachers:
Glock, 2016; Kleen & Glock, 2018; student teachers:
Glock & Krolak-Schwerdt, 2013; but see also Bonefeld et
al., 2020; Wenz & Hoenig, 2020). Another experimental
study with student teachers found that whereas the size
and direction of teacher bias in judging mathematics
performance differed for boys with a Turkish (vs. Ger-
man) family background depending on their performance
in a test, girls with a Turkish (vs. German) background
were judged less favorably regardless of their perfor-
mance (Bonefeld et al., 2020). Interestingly, student
engagement was actually judged as higher for girls with a
Turkish (vs. German) family background (teachers: Kleen
& Glock, 2018; student teachers: Glock & Kleen, 2019),
while no difference emerged among teachers’ judgments
of boys with a Turkish (vs. German) background (Glock,
2016). To date, only one study has examined how tracking
recommendations by student teachers may be influenced
by gender and immigrant background simultaneously

(Nishen et al., 2023), and this study will be described in
detail below. Overall, there is evidence to suggest that
ethnic biases may occur toward both boys and girls, but
there are some differences in when and how biases occur.
This underscores the usefulness of strategically compar-
ing biases directed toward boys and girls with and without
an immigration background.

Shifting Standards in
Stereotyped Judgments

The present study on teachers’ tracking recommenda-
tions draws from the shifting standards model (SSM;
Biernat, 2012). The basic premise of the SSM is that
people shift their standards when evaluating a person
according to the social group to which this person belongs
and the stereotypes about this group’s characteristics.
Stereotypes are used as standards against which a given
performance is evaluated, since they entail expectations
about “the likely mean and range of group members on
the attribute” (Biernat, 1995, p. 89). When describing a
woman as “very tall,” this might imply that she is very tall
only compared with an average woman, whereas a man of
the same height would be rated as “somewhat tall”
(Biernat & Manis, 1994).

The SSM posits that the framing of the specific judg-
ment situation affects whether members of stereotyped
groups are judged more leniently or more strictly com-
pared to members from non-stereotyped groups. When
making an estimation of a person’s performance on an
objective scale, which is anchored to an external frame of
reference and maintains a constant meaning regardless of
who is judging or who is being judged (Biernat & Manis,
1994), the low expectations regarding a member of a
negatively stereotyped group will likely translate into the
expectation of lower scores (e.g., “he will have 60%
correct answers”). However, the same person could be
judged on a subjective scale (e.g., “his performance is
good”) which allows for “semantic changes of meaning”
(Biernat & Manis, 1994, p. 5). In this case, the low
expectations regarding a member of a negatively stereo-
typed group should translate into higher scores because
for someone of this particular group, an objectively me-
diocre performance is perceived as good.

Standard shifts also occur in evaluation situations with
specific goals and content. In the SSM, minimum stan-
dards and confirmatory standards are considered two
ends of a continuum (Biernat et al., 2010; Biernat &
Kobrynowicz, 1997). Minimum standards (in the following
MS) are used when some initial evidence for a required
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ability is needed, for example, for a short-list in a selection
process, or when giving out a non-exclusive reward (e.g.,
praise). MS are “expectations for a group and tend to
directly reflect stereotypes” (Biernat et al., 2010, p. 855),
which implies they are lower for a member of a negatively
stereotyped group. Confirmatory standards (in the follow-
ing CS) are used when perceivers seek “a higher level of
proof” (Biernat & Kobrynowicz, 1997, p. 546), for ins-
tance, when a judgment situation calls for definitive
proofs for a required ability, when a zero-sum reward
(e.g., an award) is given out, or when a final selection or
hiring takes place. CS are“thresholds that reflect certainty
that an individual has an attribute” (Biernat et al., 2010,
p. 855) and thus are higher for group members stereo-
typed as deficient. Here, a comparison between low
expectations for the negatively stereotyped group and
high expectations for the other group takes place (Biernat,
2012).

More lenient MS and stricter CS for members of groups
considered to be deficient have been demonstrated in
many studies (Biernat & Fuegen, 2001; Biernat & Ko-
brynowicz, 1997; Biernat & Ma, 2005; Biernat et al.,
2008). For example, in one study, women (relative to
men) were suspected of being competent for a job posi-
tion based on fewer behavioral examples of competence
(MS) but were confirmed to be competent based on more
behavioral examples (CS; Biernat & Kobrynowicz, 1997).
Putting the SSM’s assumptions to a further test in a series
of three studies, Biernat et al. (2010) argued that judg-
ments of incompetence should follow the inverse pattern
of judgments of competence. They found that MS of
judging incompetence were lower (suspicion of incompe-
tence is triggered sooner) in one of their studies, and that
in all three studies CS were higher for adult groups
stereotyped as competent.

Shifting Standards in
the Classroom?

Most research on shifting standards has compared the
standards applied to adult male and female targets or to
adult white and black targets (e. g., Biernat et al., 2010).
Only recently, studies applied the shifting standard
paradigm to ethnic and gender biases in the school
context (Holder & Kessels, 2017; Nishen et al. 2023) and
found initial evidence that standard shifts also occur when
student teachers judge students. One study (Holder &
Kessels, 2017) found girls to be judged as less competent
in mathematics on objective scales, but as equally compe-
tent on subjective scales compared to boys. In parallel,

boys with a Turkish (vs. German) name were judged as
less competent in German on objective scales and as
equally able on subjective scales (Holder & Kessels, 2017).
Another study (Nishen et al., 2023) tested the variation of
the MS versus CS (as in Biernat et al., 2010) when judging
a fourth grader’s suitability for the academic track. Par-
ticipants read a short vignette and were asked to indicate
how many behaviors of the target student they felt they
needed to observe in order to make the recommendation
for the academic track, using a behavioral checklist listing
ten different behaviors fostering learning (e.g. “prepares
himself/herself systematically for tests”). Student teach-
ers were asked to either check the minimum (MS) or total
(CS) number of behaviors fostering learning that are
necessary to suspect (MS) or confirm (CS) that the target
student may be (MS) or is (CS) qualified for the academic
track. This study used an intersectional 2 × 2 between-
subjects design, varying gender and origin of targets’
names (Turkish vs. German). No effects of target gender
occurred. However, in line with SSM’s predictions, less
evidence for positive learning behavior was required for
the student with a Turkish name in the MS condition,
while in the CS condition, participants tended to require
less evidence for the student with a German name
(Nishen et al., 2023).

Study Overview and Hypotheses

The SSM is a well-established framework for revealing
stereotype-based judgments about adult targets in many
fields, mostly focusing on specific competencies or char-
acteristics of different genders or races/ethnicities (Bier-
nat, 2012). Initial studies have supported this framework’s
predictions regarding gender and ethnic stereotypes
about students’ performance (Holder & Kessels, 2017)
and tracking decisions (Nishen et al, 2023). However,
when teachers are reflecting on whether a student might
be suitable for the academic track or not, it is very likely
they will weigh not only what is in favor but also what
speaks against this placement. When judging a student’s
unsuitability for the academic track, that is, their incom-
petence, the SSM predicts the inverse pattern for judg-
ments of competence (Biernat et al., 2010). Therefore,
MS of judging unsuitability for the academic track should
be lower for students without a Turkish immigrant back-
ground (because the suspicion of incompetence is trig-
gered sooner), but CS should be higher (compared to
students with a Turkish background). In addition, the
higher ratio of girls attending the academic track (Federal
Statistical Office, 2023) and the more positive stereotypes
about girls regarding learning behavior (e. g. Heyder &
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Kessels, 2015) could imply the stereotyping of girls as
being especially suitable, that is, being low in incompe-
tence in dealing with the demands of the academic track.
However, the ratio between male and female students in
the academic track is less imbalanced than that between
students with and without a Turkish immigrant back-
ground. Further, the ability stereotypes regarding students
of Turkish origin are negative (Froehlich et al., 2016),
while this is not true for boys (Kessels, 2015). For these
reasons and because Nishen and colleagues (2023) did
not find any effects involving gender of target in their
study on shifting standards in tracking decisions, in the
present study gender effects are expected to be smaller
than the effects involving ethnicity.

In the present experimental vignette study with Ger-
man student teachers, MS versus CS were induced when
making the tracking judgment. Ethnicity and gender of
target students were varied between participants. Follow-
ing prior research, we applied the behavioral checklist
paradigm (Biernat & Kobrynowicz, 1997; Biernat et al.,
2008). As we wanted to test the different standards
regarding students’ unsuitability for the Gymnasium, the
behavioral checklist reflects behaviors that impede stu-
dents’ learning.

If stereotypes are more positive for girls and students
without an immigrant background than for boys and
students of Turkish origin, an interaction effect of gender
and origin of the name with the induced standard should
emerge. In the MS condition, student teachers are expect-
ed to require less evidence for the unsuitability of girls
than for the unsuitability of boys (H1a) and of students
with a German-sounding name than for students with a
Turkish-sounding name (H2a). In the CS condition, they
are expected to require more evidence to confirm the
unsuitability of girls compared to boys (H1b) and of
students with a German-sounding name compared to
students with a Turkish-sounding name (H2b). We will
also examine the interplay of gender and ethnicity, though
only in an exploratory manner since, to date, intersection-
al effects have been difficult to deduce from the theoret-
ical basis and have rarely been studied in detail (cf.
Nishen et al., 2023).

Methods

Participants

Participants were recruited using the university mailing
list for students at a large university in a city of North-
western Germany. An email invited student teachers to
participate in an online study on tracking recommenda-

tions. As an incentive, the voluntary participation in a
lottery for vouchers worth 20 € was included. Although
both the invitation email and the instruction of the online
study clearly stated that only student teachers were the
target group for the study, students not in the teacher
training program also participated (n = 125). These were
excluded from the data analyses, as were n = 7 persons
ticking “other” instead of the different levels of teacher
training spelled out in the questionnaire. In addition, we
decided to exclude students who were enrolled in the
program for teaching children with Special Educational
Needs (n = 82), as we aimed to test a sample with a
comparable conception of regular students’ behaviors at
grade 4, and the fictitious target student described in the
vignette had no special educational needs. The final study
sample comprised n = 185 student teachers (n = 26
elementary school; n = 30 secondary school/lower tracks;
n = 129 secondary school/academic track). The mean age
was 24.53 (SD = 4.24), the mean study semester was 6.63
(SD = 4.00), and 91% spoke German as their native
language. Unfortunately, gender of participants was not
collected.

Design, Experimental Treatment,
and Measures

Participants were randomly assigned to one of eight
conditions in a 2 (target student’s ethnicity: Turkish vs.
German) × 2 (target student’s gender: male vs. female) × 2
(standard: minimum vs. confirmatory) between-subjects
design. On the first page of the online questionnaire, an
“exercise in evaluating elementary school children” was
announced. On the second page, participants read that
teachers are requested to form an overall picture of a
student when making tracking recommendations at the
end of elementary school, and that this is not exclusively
based on students’ grades.

They further read that the guidelines of the KMK ask
teachers to consider the child’s “suitability, affinity, and
willingness […] to work intellectually” (2015, p. 5 [trans-
lated by the authors]) as well as the “general skills
important for success in school” (2015, p. 6 [translated
by the authors]). As a basis for this, various school-related
behaviors that students might exhibit could be con-
sidered. Participants were told that they would now
engage in a short exercise for rating elementary school
students. On the next page, they were asked to imagine
one specific example of an elementary student they had to
judge. All instructions were presented in German and
translated into English for this paper. “[Target’s name] is
a fourth-grade student in [city]. Considering exclusively
his/her GPA, a transition to the Gymnasium would not be
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unambiguously justifiable. How do you proceed when
judging [target’s name] behavior? In the following, you
will see ten behaviors that can be observed in fourth
graders.”

Following procedures used by Biernat et al. (2010),
participants in the MS condition read that we were
interested in “the minimum number of behaviors that are
necessary to suspect that [the target student] may not be
qualified for the Gymnasium.” Participants in the CS
condition read that we were interested in the “the total
number of behaviors that are necessary to confirm that
[the target student] is not qualified for the Gymnasium.”
All participants were asked to review a list of 10 behaviors
and to check off “as many or as few behaviors” as the
target student would need to engage in to either “give you
some inkling or hint that [the target student] may not be
qualified for the Gymnasium” (MS condition), or “to
confirm that [the target student] is not qualified for the
Gymnasium” (CS condition; emphasis in original). In
addition to this manipulation, participants were asked to
imagine a student who was presented as having a male or
female German or Turkish name (names were the same
as in Nishen et al., 2023: Tim Menzel, Anna Menzel,
Deniz Gül, Selma Gül). Target students’ gender was not
only indicated by their names, but also by the pronouns
used in the description.

The dependent measure was the number of behaviors
checked (out of ten). These behaviors were taken from a
pilot study (Heyder & Kessels, 2015) in which 86 student
teachers (77% female; Mage = 23.96, SDage = 2.80) rated a
pool of 61 behaviors representing possible student behav-
ior as either fostering or impeding learning. Ten behaviors
that were unambiguously classified as impeding learning
were used for the present study (M > 5.5 and SD < 1.0 on a
7-point Likert scale where 1 = fosters learning and 7 =
impedes learning). The list of behaviors included items
such as “copies homework” and “does not file worksheets
and loses them” (full list in the Appendix A, Table A1).

Analyses and Results

A target ethnicity × target gender × standards ANOVA on
number of behaviors checked as the dependent variable
(see Table 1 for all results) yielded no main or interaction
effect involving gender of target (all p > .110). Hypotheses
1a and 1b, stating that, in the MS condition, student
teachers would require less evidence for girls than for
boys, and that in the CS condition, they would require
more evidence for confirming the unsuitability of girls
than for boys, were not supported by our data. Regarding
our exploratory analyses, the non-significant three-way
interaction indicates that the effect described below holds
for both boys and girls. That is, the pattern of evidence
required to decide against an academic track recommen-
dation did not differ for boys and girls with a Turkish
name, nor did it differ for boys and girls with a German
name.

A significant interaction between target ethnicity and
standard emerged, F(1,177) = 5.17, p = .024. Descriptively,
MS were lower for a student with a Turkish name (M =
3.12, SD = 1.66) than for a student with a German name
(M = 3.62, SD = 1.79), but CS were higher for a student
with a Turkish name (M = 3.50, SD = 1.81) than for a
student with a German name (M = 2.85, SD = 1.86) (Table
2).

Since the pattern of means directly contradicted the
expected direction of effects, four post-hoc Bonferroni-
corrected t-tests were conducted (instead of planned
contrasts). These t-tests revealed that between the target
students with a Turkish or a German name, neither the
differences in MS (t(97) = 1.44, p = .608) nor the differ-
ences in CS (t(84) = −1.64, p = .420) were significant.
Hypotheses H2a and H2b were not supported by the data.
Exploratorily, and in order to better understand what
might have driven the significant interaction effect re-
ported above, we further tested whether MS made a
difference compared to CS within the same ethnic group.
Descriptively, for students with a Turkish name, MS was
lower (M = 3.12, SD = 1.66) than CS (M = 3.50, SD = 1.81),

Table 1. Analysis of variance for requested number of behaviors impeding learning

Variable F(1,177) p-value Partial η²

Standard .70 .405 .004

Target student gender 2.65 .106 .015

Target student ethnicity .031 .860 .000

Target student gender x standard .193 .661 .001

Target student ethnicity x standard 5.17* .024 .028

Target student gender x target student ethnicity .11 .746 .001

Target student gender x target student ethnicity x standard .09 .769 <.001

Note. *p < .05.
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but this difference was not significant (t(90) = −1.06; p >
.999). Whereas for students with a German name, MS was
higher (M = 3.62, SD = 1.79) than CS (M = 2.85, SD = 1.86),
the Bonferroni-corrected t-test revealed a nonsignificant
result (t(91) = 2.03, p = .180). Thus, the type of standard
applied made no difference, indicating that the number of
required learning-impeding behaviors did not systemati-
cally vary with the gender or the immigrant background of
the target student in the different standards conditions.

Discussion

In order to gain a better understanding of the mechanisms
of possible ethnic and gender biases in tracking recom-
mendations, the present study tested the specific predic-
tions of the Shifting Standards Model when judging a
target person’s incompetence for the highest track. In the
study, both gender and immigrant background of students
were varied systematically. This permitted us to not only
test separate effects of gender stereotypes, but also their
interaction, which was another aim of the present study.
This intersectional lens allowed us to examine the effects
of stereotypes for a subgroup that is not seen as prototyp-
ical for the groups to which they belong: girls with a
Turkish name.

The present research is the first to test the assumptions
from the SSM regarding a possible bias when judging a
person’s incompetence and apply it to the school context.
Following Biernat et al.’s (2010) work, it was expected
that MS would be lower, but CS would be higher for
students stereotyped as low in incompetence and there-
fore, low in unsuitability to the academic track (i. e., girls,
ethnic majority students). However, the results of our

experimental study did not confirm the hypotheses de-
rived from the SSM. When student teachers were asked
how much evidence of behavior impeding learning they
needed in order to only suspect that a girl or a student
without an immigrant background may not be qualified
for the Gymnasium, they did not require less evidence
than when having to be absolutely certain. The number of
required learning-impeding behaviors did not systemati-
cally vary with the gender or the immigrant background of
the target student in the different standards conditions.
This also applied to the interaction of standards with
gender and immigrant background, which we examined
exploratorily. This nonsignificant interaction showed that
the interaction of standards and gender did not differ
based on the German or Turkish background of the
students. Overall, no effects supporting the predictions
derived from the SSM were found.

In this respect, our results are in contrast with pub-
lished studies on the SSM. However, it should be noted
that most SSM research has taken the more straightfor-
ward way of testing whether members of negatively
stereotyped groups are judged more positively on subjec-
tive scales or more leniently in an MS condition, and at
the same time more negatively on objective scales or
more strictly in a CS condition, compared to members of
non-stereotyped groups. The evidence from many studies
(e. g. Biernat & Kobrynowicz, 1997; Biernat & Manis,
1994) does speak in favour of the theory that perceivers
shift their standards when evaluating a person according
to the social group to which this person belongs and the
associated stereotypes of said group. In the present study,
we focused on the assumed incompetence to be incom-
petent of the student groups that are stereotyped rather
positively, or at least not negatively; students who are, as
Biernat et al. (2010) put it, “deficient in incompetence”

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for requested number of behaviors impeding learning by condition

Ethnicity Gender n Standard M SD

German name Boy 28 Minimum 3.39 1.79

23 Confirmatory 2.61 2.10

Girl 19 Minimum 3.94 1.77

23 Confirmatory 3.09 1.59

total 47 Minimum 3.62 1.79

46 Confirmatory 2.85 1.86

Turkish name Boy 26 Minimum 2.84 1.54

19 Confirmatory 3.42 1.77

Girl 26 Minimum 3.38 1.77

21 Confirmatory 3.57 1.89

total 52 Minimum 3.12 1.66

40 Confirmatory 3.50 1.81
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(p. 859). We considered this way of looking at the
standard shift as important, too, because tracking deci-
sions, like any decision, require not only a consideration
of what is in favour, but also what speaks against each
option. Only few studies so far have taken this less
straightforward look at the standard shift when judging
target persons. To our knowledge, only the three studies
which were jointly presented in Biernat et al. (2010) took
this approach, mainly supporting their hypotheses how
targets stereotyped as “deficient in incompetence”
(p. 859) would be judged relative to those that were
stereotyped as incompetent. Even reviewing the above
sentences, one might be struck by how overly complex the
reasoning about the group, on which the judgment of the
group member is supposed to be based, is constructed.
Likely, a phrase like “Because of his/her group member-
ship, this student seems deficient in incompetence for
meeting the demands of the Gymnasium – so what is
confirming this view?” has not crossed anyone’s mind in
our study. The more straightforward way to think would
be “Because of his/her group membership, this student
seems competent to meet the demands of the Gymnasi-
um; what could speak against it?”, but this much simpler
way of reasoning is not what the “reversed” SSM is based
on. Taken together, we consider our specific null results as
not strong enough to fundamentally question the SSM in
general, but to be critical about actually expecting a
reverse pattern to occur in a reversely phrased setting.
This inversely-constructed setting might reflect complex
theoretical deductions from experimental psychologists
rather than actually-occuring cognitive processes, thus
lacking ecological validity. We want to stress that gener-
ally, the SSM has been proven to be useful to explain both
the obvious and the masked effects of stereotyped judg-
ments about different negatively stereotyped groups,
including in the context of education (Holder & Kessels,
2017; Nishen et al., 2023).

In a similar vein, we want to emphasize that our
observation that gender and immigrant background did
not interact in our experimental setup does not imply that
an intersectional analysis of this topic is not valuable.
First, a review of other studies shows that teacher judg-
ments may be impacted by the immigrant background of
boys differently than by the immigrant background of
girls (Bonefeld et al., 2021; Glock & Kleen, 2019; Kleen &
Glock, 2018; but see Nishen et al., 2023), and further
complexity has been introduced by interactions with
performance level (Bonefeld et al., 2020). Another exper-
imental study conducted with Australian pre-service
teachers demonstrates that it is important to examine
how teacher bias is influenced by ability level (Matheis et
al., 2020). Whereas average-ability boys were seen as
more maladjusted than their female peers, gifted children

were judged as more maladjusted irrespective of gender
(Matheis et al., 2020).

Additionally, intersectional analyses can help not only
predict differences between groups, but can also illumi-
nate how the similarities that may be found between
different groups can arise through different underlying
processes (Cole, 2009). In this way, intersectionality
provides an important impetus to more deeply consider
theoretical frameworks. For example, reference groups
play a central role in the SSM (Biernat, 1995, 2012).
Reworking the theory with an explicitly intersectional
approach in mind, researchers could consider under
which circumstances new reference groups are used that
reflect subgroups of a larger category (e.g., girls and boys
with an immigrant background; for an example on race
and sexuality, see Preddie & Biernat, 2021). This could
then be related to theory and research on the process of
subgrouping (Richards & Hewstone, 2001) and intersec-
tional stereotyping more generally (Hall et al., 2019;
Petsko et al., 2022). Additionally, the SSM also relates to
another important aspect of intersectionality, namely, that
social categories are constructed (Bowleg, 2012; Cole,
2009). This is an aspect that the SSM already shares with
an intersectional approach, though this could be made
more explicit by theorizing and testing how the visibility
of a group membership affects standard shifts. Overall, an
intersectional analysis of theoretical arguments can pro-
vide impetus to be more precise in one’s predictions, for
example, to understand sources of discrimination, and
create new research designs that particularly reflect the
experiences of members of multiply oppressed groups
(Bowleg, 2012; Cole, 2009; Weber & Parra-Medina,
2003).

When interpreting our results, several limitations
should be considered. We do not know whether our
results are representative of experienced teachers, as all
our participants were still in training. Further, our sample
was mostly composed of student teachers preparing to
teach at the secondary level and a smaller portion of
participants was studying to teach at elementary level,
and only the latter are future teachers who would have to
give out tracking recommendations. However, for teach-
ers at both school levels, assessments of who is (not)
suitable for the Gymnasium are relevant and also fall
within their area of competence. While future secondary
school teachers do not have to give out tracking recom-
mendations at the end of elementary school, they do
know the requirements of the school types (academic or
non-academic track) at least as well and should therefore
be able to assess a student’s (non‐) suitability competent-
ly. Still, future secondary school teachers have less expe-
rience with fourth graders, but are more experienced with
children from grade 5 onwards. However, it is unlikely
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that this lack of experience with younger children has had
an impact regarding the predicted standard shift when
making judgments about members of different groups.

Moreover, there is some debate within the literature on
intersectionality and its application to research about the
type of research that is most suited for this approach
(Bowleg, 2008; Cole, 2009; Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016a,
2016b; McCall, 2005). Particularly, quantitative research
has been criticized for reflecting a view of social identities
as stable (and often binary opposites) rather than shifting
over time and between contexts, and for not attending to
the heterogeneity within categories (Else-Quest & Hyde,
2016a; McCall, 2005). This includes designs such as that
of the present study, which manipulates gender and
immigrant background as binary variables. Moreover, the
social category of “immigrant background” in Germany
has been criticized as imposed by majority-group mem-
bers to talk about those viewed as “other”, not reflecting a
self-chosen identity (Will, 2019). In the present study, we
examined student teachers’ judgments of children rather
than the experience of the children themselves. With this
goal in mind, we believe it is constructive to use categories
that have been demonstrated to be used by teachers in
making judgments (e. g., Anders et al., 2010; Bonefeld &
Dickhäuser, 2018; Heyder & Kessels, 2017), even though
they do not reflect the complexity of the experience within
each group. However, when examining the experience of
the children themselves, measures encompassing psycho-
logical experience within categories (e. g., ethnic identi-
ties) could be included to reflect the notion of socially
constructed categories in the design. Overall, researchers
concur that both quantitative and qualitative approaches
can contribute to intersectional research (Bowleg, 2008;
Cole, 2009; Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016a). However, an
intersectional approach should not only be reflected in the
design, but also in theoretical considerations and the
interpretation of results, for example, by reflecting on the
social constructiveness of the categories used and inter-
preting results in relation to inequality and discrimination
(Cole, 2009; Else-Quest & Hyde, 2016a, 2016b).

Since the differences found in our sample did not reach
the level of statistical significance, one might suspect an
issue of low power to detect existing effects. A post-hoc
power analysis indeed showed that for the significant
effect (partial η² = .028), a power of β = 0.63 was
achieved, which is less than desirable. However, bearing
in mind that the differences in our sample were not only
not significant, but that the means pattern was in the
opposite direction from what the SSM would predict, it is
highly unlikely that a larger sample would have led to the
confirmation of our hypotheses. Still, future research
should include larger and more diverse samples in order
to test not only for the effect of target students’ charac-

teristics on the outcome variables, but also how these
effects might be moderated by teachers’ own gender or
immigrant background.

Notwithstanding the null results of the present study,
given earlier results (Nishen et al., 2023) it is important to
consider which standard is used in real-life tracking
recommendations. It remains uncertain whether elemen-
tary teachers perceive of a recommendation for the
academic track as a very limited resource, which would
imply a CS, or as something that is plentiful and can be
distributed as generously as praise, which would imply an
MS. The number of students transferring to the Gymna-
sium has risen constantly over the last decades (in the
federal state where the study took place, from 35% in
2003 to 42% in 2021; Ministerium für Schule und Weit-
erbildung des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen, 2012, 2022),
and the teacher recommendation is binding in only five
out of 16 federal states in Germany, and even in these five
states, there are ways for parents to opt against the
recommendations (KMK, 2015; in the federal state where
the study took place, the recommendation is not binding).
Even though most teachers will be motivated to give their
students accurate and helpful advice, their recommenda-
tions do not represent a final decision for or against a
school type anymore. This might imply that an MS is
increasingly being applied, with the consequence that
negatively stereotyped student groups will be judged
more leniently than non-stereotyped groups (Nishen et
al., 2023). In closing, we hope that the present study can
contribute to the discussion around gender and ethnic
biases in tracking recommendations by highlighting the
practicability of intersectional research design and analy-
ses as well as the need to critically weigh predictions
directly drawn from complex theoretical models and the
more heuristic cognitive processes that often govern
thinking in everyday life.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Complete list of example behaviors in the behavioral checklist (from Heyder and Kessels (2015): Behavior impeding learning

· spends lessons counting the minutes left till the end of class using a tally sheet
· looks up the solutions at the end of the book before completing the tasks by themselves
· does not file worksheets and loses them
· never reads books
· secretly reads comics under their school desk during lessons
· does not pay attention in class
· copies homework
· sends text messages during lessons
· spends about 6 hours per day watching TV
· forgets their school supplies at home
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