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Vocabulary tests have been often posed (J2f5) to thousands of Americans, and
for years, blacks have scored lower than whites.

Sociologist Min-Hsiung Huang ()  recently decided to ask whether the
race of the person administering the survey mattered: He found that when black
people and white people answered 10 vocabulary questions posed by a white
interviewer, blacks on average answered 5.49 questioné éorrectly and whites
answered 6.33 correctly -- a gap typical of the ones found on many standardized tests.

Huang then examined the performance of African Americans who interacted with
black interviewers: He found that black respondents then answered 6.33 questions
correctly -- the same as white ones. The reason African Americans scored more poorly
on tests administered by white interviewers, Huang theorized, is that these situations
can make the issue of race significant and remind the test-takers of the societal
stereotype that blacks are intellectually inferior to whites.

Dozens of field experiments done by other researchers have found that reminding
African Americans and Latinos about their race before administering academic tests,
or telling them that the tests are measures of innate intelligence (K& ), can hurt their
performance compared with minorities who were riot reminded about race and not

told that the results reflect inherent ability.

Psychologists such as Claude Steele at Stanford University used the term
"stereotype threat" for the phenomenon: When people are threatened by a negative
stereotype they think applies to them, they can be subtly influenced by that stereotype.

Stereotype threats seem to emerge in large part because certain settings can subtly
make particular groups feel uneasy: A woman in a math class, a black or Latino man
confronted by a vocabulary test, a white man trying to make a basketball team. When
confronted by challenges that inevitably arise in these contexts, people threatened by
stereotypes get the false message that they ought to be doing something else.

(Adapted from Shankar Vedantam, Monday, February 2, 2009; WASHINGTON
POST)
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