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Letters

Uses of stereotypes

It is not stereotypes that are dangerous
(“Fighting Stereotype Stigma,” SN: 6/29/96, p.
408). The real danger comes from failure to
upgrade in individual cases from a rough
sketch to a more detailed picture, which
would permit more accurate predictions of a
person’s behavior and reactions.

On the uglier side of the survival equation,
refusing to see others as individuals makes it
easier to deprive, hurt, or kill them. After all,
generals don’t exhort soldiers to recall that
the enemy may have babies at home.

When competition for food, shelter, space,
and other resources leads to the chilling real-
ization that there simply isn’t enough for
everybody, it seems negative stereotyping is
inevitable.

We can expect negative stereotyping to end
when the competition for survival ends—that
is, when we have universal abundance, wealth,
space, safety, education, and health care for all.
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I'm not holding my breath.
Anthony M. Castaldo
San Antonio, Texas

In printing, stereotyping indicates that a
block of type, after being prepared, is used
repetitively in an automatic fashion. Similar-
ly, cultural stereotypes are conscious or
unconscious substitutions of social dogma
for personal experience. They are similar in
many respects to superstitions, and like
superstitions, most of them are negative.

Whatever “grain of truth” may be imbed-
ded in the cultural stereotype, any advantage
accruing from its alleged “usefulness” is more
than offset by the personal unfairness of its
application to individuals and the blinding of
its subscriber to the reality of the moment.

Stephen E. Silver
New London, Conn.

In discussing a University of Michigan

study, you say: “Teachers’ perceptions of their
students closely matched the students’ self-
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reported motivation and their actual perfor-
mance. . .. No evidence emerged for teacher
bias against black students, girls, or students
from poor families.” The study, as described,
showed a strong correlation between teacher
ratings of new students and “objective mea-
sures”—standardized test scores and last
year’s grades—of talent and motivation.

We have known for a long time that teach-
ers’ expectations and “objective measures”
are strongly correlated, so what this study
really shows is that this year’s teacher expec-
tation correlates strongly with last year's.

It would be amazing if evidence of teacher
bias emerged from a study evidently based
on the notion that such bias and its effects
don’t begin until the sixth grade.

Forrest Curo
San Diego, Calif.

Correlations of teacher expectation with stu-
dent achievement do not prove causation;
they could easily reflect teacher accuracy in
assessing students’ abilities. —B. Bower
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