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Abstract
With this study we examined with a sample of N = 102 primary-school teachers 
whether their use of information about students’ achievement development for place-
ment recommendations depended on student ethnicity. We applied student vignettes 
to mimic real students, and orthogonally varied student ethnicity, their GPA devel-
opment, suggested by their last two school reports in primary school, and their grand 
mean of grades. We found that students were more likely to be recommended for the 
highest track when their grand mean of grades indicated higher achievements and 
when their GPA improved rather than declined. Moreover, we found strong evidence 
that teachers applied ethnic stereotypes when making school-placement recommen-
dations. If the students fitted an ethnic stereotype, teachers tend to ignore informa-
tion about their achievement development, whereas if the students did not fit an eth-
nic stereotype, teachers’ judgments were rather based on all information that was 
provided about the students. Hence, achievement development was less important 
for school-placement recommendations when students were stereotyped than when 
they were not stereotyped. Implications of the results were discussed.

Keywords Achievement development · School-placement recommendations · 
Teachers · Social stereotypes · Ethnicity · Experiment

1 Introduction

School-placement is a form of ability grouping that is used in Germany and some 
other European countries (e.g. Austria, Switzerland, Luxembourg) to assign pri-
mary-school students to different school tracks in secondary school by the students’ 
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ability level. The ability level is gauged by students’ school grades, which are the 
most important and decisive sources of information for teachers when they have 
to opt for a school track that a student should attend in secondary school. Recent 
evidence (Caro et al. 2009; Klapproth and Fischer 2019) suggests that teachers do 
also regard the students’ academic development for placement decisions. Students 
who improve in achievement usually are placed in a higher track than students who 
deteriorate. However, teachers might neglect students’ academic development when 
salient attributes of the students would allow for stereotyping them. Stereotyping 
students might be based on physical, social, or behavioral attributes (Fiske 1998). 
The present study examined whether students’ ethnicity contributes to stereotyping 
and results in biased school-placement decisions.

2  Theoretical and empirical background

2.1  Secondary school in Germany

In Germany, school-placement is a permanent school administrative arrangement 
that leads to restrictions on students’ graduation and career paths. Traditionally, 
three separate tracks constitute the German secondary school. The lowest track 
(“Hauptschule”) is a lower secondary education program and offers students with 
major learning difficulties and below-average achievement profiles qualifications for 
vocational training. The intermediate track (“Realschule”) provides students gen-
eral education and vocational-training courses and allows for attending the highest 
track when completed successfully. However, only the highest track (“Gymnasium”) 
offers students with rather flawless achievement profiles the qualification for univer-
sity entrance, providing they successfully accomplish this track. The German sec-
ondary school has undergone several reforms, leading to the rise of comprehensive 
schools and permeable tracks (Becker et al. 2016), which makes the German sec-
ondary school more similar to the secondary school of most European countries. 
Nevertheless, the highest track is still the most favorable track for students aiming at 
post-secondary university education (Nikolai 2019).

At the end of primary school, which is—depending on the federal state—either 
the 4th school year or the 6th school year, teachers will recommend the school track 
a student should attend in secondary school. In some federal states, the teachers’ rec-
ommendation is mandatory (e.g. in Bavaria), whereas in other states, the students’ 
parents make the final decision (e.g. in Berlin). After a student has been placed in a 
certain track, changing the track is rather unlikely (Bellenberg and Forell 2012).

German transition regulations intend that teachers value students’ achievements 
as the major factor when making school-placement recommendations (KMK 2010). 
The students’ achievements considered for placement recommendations are mainly 
represented by their grades given on the second to last school report of primary 
school, although in some federal states (e.g. Berlin) the grades of two successive 
school reports are used. Moreover, teachers use working habits and social behavior 
that are mentioned in the school report for track recommendations. School grades 
in Germany vary between 1 and 6, with lower scores meaning higher achievements. 
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School grades are based on predetermined educational standards representing the 
knowledge and skills that should be mastered at each stage of the school system. 
However, school grades are subject to bias (Tobisch and Dresel 2017), and they are 
therefore not as objective as they might appear.

2.2  Effects of students’ academic development on placement decisions

When teachers in Germany recommend students for one of the different tracks in 
secondary school, they mainly resort to school grades given in the school reports 
as indicators of the students’ academic status (Arnold et al. 2007). However, recent 
studies have shown that teachers may also use data of academic growth (positive 
or negative) when it comes to placement recommendations. Caro et  al. (2009), 
for example, demonstrated that students growing more rapidly in their mathemat-
ics skills, measured by standardized achievement tests, were more likely to get a 
high-track recommendation than students with a slower degree of growth. Likewise, 
Klapproth and Fischer (2019) found with preservice teachers that students who 
improved their school marks in the last year of primary school were more than twice 
as likely to be recommended for the highest track in secondary school than those 
whose school marks deteriorated, even when their grand mean of grades was the 
same.

Effects of students’ achievement development on teachers’ school-placement 
decisions could be explained by assuming that teachers (or preservice teachers) are 
influenced by expectations they have based on information regarding students’ prior 
development. Cooper and coworkers (Cooper 1985; Good and Brophy 2003) sug-
gested the term “sustaining expectation effects” to describe the phenomenon that 
teachers expect students to continue to perform with respect to previously estab-
lished achievement patterns. According to the hypothesis of sustaining expectation 
effects, students who performed well in the past are expected to perform well in the 
future, whereas students who performed poorly in the past are expected to perform 
poorly in the future (Cooper et al. 1976; Rolison and Medway 1985).

2.3  Effect of students’ ethnicity on placement decisions

As has been shown in a variety of studies, placement decisions are not only deter-
mined by students’ achievements, but are also affected by variables of the students’ 
social characteristics (Baumert and Schümer 2002; Glock et al. 2013a; Stubbe and 
Bos 2008; Tiedemann and Billmann-Mahecha 2007). In particular, students’ ethnic-
ity is one of the factors that does affect teachers’ decisions regarding track orienta-
tion in Germany (e.g. Ditton et al. 2005) and in other European countries (e.g. Dar-
mody et al. 2014; Pásztor 2010; Sneyders et al. 2018). Several studies in Germany 
have shown that the probability of receiving a high-track recommendation is sig-
nificantly lower for immigrant students than for native students, with native students 
being twice (Kristen 2006; Lintorf et al. 2008) or three times (Stubbe 2009) as likely 
to be placed at the higher level than immigrant students.
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Some authors of studies conducted in order to reveal determinants of school-
placement decisions suggest that a plain reason for differences in the likelihood 
of receiving a high-track recommendation between immigrant and native students 
is their current achievement in school (e.g. Dollmann 2010; Tiedemann and Bill-
mann-Mahecha 2007). Students with lower school marks or lower scores obtained 
in standardized achievement tests are less likely to be recommended for the high-
est track. Since immigrant students show on average lower school marks and lower 
test scores than their native peers (Dollmann 2010; Gresch 2012), they consequently 
are less often placed in the higher tracks. In addition, even when achievement vari-
ables were controlled for, some studies still show an effect of migration status on 
placement decisions (Dumont et al. 2014; Klapproth et al. 2013; Lintorf et al. 2008). 
Moreover, when randomized controlled studies instead of correlational field studies 
were applied, effects of migration status became even more evident. For instance, 
in two experimental studies Klapproth et  al. (2018) presented preservice teachers 
with vignettes imitating students’ school reports. When these vignettes were accom-
panied by the name of a German student, the participants were more likely to rec-
ommend the student for the highest track than when they were accompanied by a 
Turkish name, even if the students’ reported school grades were identical. Similar 
results were obtained in experimental studies with inservice teachers (Glock et al. 
2013b; Riley and Ungerleider 2008) and with different judgment criteria (Glock 
2016; Kleen and Glock 2018).

2.4  Teachers’ stereotypes as an explanation for the effect of ethnicity 
on placement decisions

In educational research, social stereotypes are discussed as factors influenc-
ing teacher judgments (e.g. Jussim and Harber 2005). A stereotype is defined as a 
belief that members of a particular group (e.g. men, women, minorities) have cer-
tain attributes or traits (Wilson et  al. 2000). Ethnic stereotypes, particularly if the 
targeted people are students, are often related to achievement (Erensü and Adanli 
2004; Glock and Krolak-Schwerdt 2013; Peterson et al. 2016). Negative correlations 
between students’ ethnicity and their achievement in school have reinforced achieve-
ment-related stereotypes (Dee 2005; Marx and Stanat 2012). Since immigrant stu-
dents (particularly those with a Turkish background) have been found to under-
perform relative to native students in the German PISA study (Stanat et al. 2010), 
it is reasonable to assume that teachers in Germany expect immigrant students to 
show lower achievements than their native German peers. Correspondingly, Tenen-
baum and Ruck (2007) reported in a meta-analysis that teachers had more positive 
expectations for the ethnic-majority than for ethnic-minority students and that these 
effects were even greater in primary school.

According to Fiske’s and Neuberg’s continuum model of impression formation 
(Fiske and Neuberg 1990), people almost instantly categorize individuals on the 
basis of their salient attributes. Categories enable people to judge quickly and effi-
ciently without engaging in much effortful thought (Macrae et al. 1995). Attributes 
like gender or ethnicity are likely to elicit social categories, or social stereotypes, 
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respectively (Fiske 1998). Once people have categorized an individual, they auto-
matically tend to think and behave toward that individual in a stereotypic manner 
(Fiske et al. 2018). Whether people stay at this level of categorization or move their 
attention to further attributes of the individual to be judged, depends on how much 
these attributes confirm the category (Fiske and Neuberg 1990). In case of dis-
confirming attributes, people may try to recategorize the individual, which means 
that they try to find a new, better fitting category for this individual. Alternatively, 
they may even integrate each attribute into an overall assessment. In this stage of 
the impression formation process, the initial category does not vanish, but becomes 
itself another attribute that contributes to the overall impression (Fiske et al. 2018).

If ethnic stereotypes are activated, teachers should expect students’ further 
achievements in line with their stereotypes. That is, teachers who are to judge a stu-
dent who fits the stereotype of an immigrant student would be more likely to expect 
him or her to be low-achieving and lazy (Baur and Ossenberg 2016) and showing 
lower increments of achievement in the future, compared to a student fitting a ste-
reotype of a native student who presumably is expected to be rather high-achieving 
and hard-working (Keller 1991).

The probability that a stereotype is activated depends on context information that 
corroborates the stereotype (Casper et al. 2010). For instance, when teachers are to 
judge an immigrant student who has shown rather low achievements, activation of 
the ethnic stereotype of a low-achieving student might be facilitated. However, if 
teachers are presented with information regarding prior achievement of students that 
contradicts the prevailing ethnic stereotype, the probability that the ethnic stereotype 
would guide teacher’s decisions is lowered (Casper et al. 2010). For example, when 
the to-be-judged immigrant student has shown rather high achievements, activation 
of the same ethnic stereotype might be inhibited to a certain degree. Likewise, if 
teachers are presented with a native student showing low achievement, the prevail-
ing stereotype of a high-achiever might also be restrained.

Inhibition of the activation of stereotypes should consequently result in more 
attribute-based judgments (Fiske and Neuberg 1990). If teachers are presented with 
an immigrant student showing rather high achievements, hence contradicting the 
ethnic stereotype, they should be more likely to consider the student’s achievement 
development as a further attribute than teachers who are to judge an immigrant stu-
dent fitting the ethnic stereotype. Correspondingly, if a teacher is judging a native 
student showing low achievements, his or her achievement development should also 
be taken into account for placement decisions, whereas teachers judging a native 
student with rather high achievement would presumably ignore information about 
achievement development.

2.5  Research question and hypotheses

To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study that systematically investigated 
the conditions under which teachers use information about students’ achieve-
ment development for making placement decisions. The extent to which teach-
ers make use of development information might depend on the degree to which 
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they stereotype students based on their social attributes. Therefore, we examined 
whether the effect of students’ achievement development on teachers’ school-
placement decisions differed depending on their assumed ethnicity. Thus, the pre-
sent study aimed to extend knowledge obtained from both studies investigating 
the effect of achievement development (e.g. Klapproth and Fischer 2019), and 
studies examining the effect of ethnicity on teachers’ placement decisions (e.g. 
Glock et  al. Glock 2013a; Sneyders et  al. 2018). According to the continuum 
model of impression formation (Fiske et  al. 2018; Fiske and Neuberg 1990), 
teachers should use ethnic stereotypes to judge students if the students’ ethnicity 
is salient and if their previous achievement confirms the ethnic stereotype. Our 
study was guided by the following hypotheses.

Since grades are the most important information for teachers’ predictions 
of students’ future achievement (Arnold et  al. 2007), we assumed that teachers 
would use the mean of the grades for making their placement decisions. Because 
in Germany grades range on a scale from 1 to 6, where 1 means “very good” and 
6 means “insufficient”, we expected that students with a lower mean of all grades 
would be more likely to be recommended for the highest track than students 
with a higher mean of all grades. Moreover, we assumed that the probability of 
a highest-track recommendation would depend on the achievement development 
of the students. Students who improved their GPA between two school reports 
should have a higher chance of receiving a recommendation for the highest track 
than students who declined in their GPA. Furthermore, we expected an effect of 
the ethnicity of the students on teachers’ placement decisions. In particular, we 
hypothesized that teachers would be prone to recommend German students more 
frequently for the highest track than students with a Turkish background. Thus, 
we expected three additive effects to occur: a main effect of the grand mean of 
grades, a main effect of achievement development, and a main effect of students’ 
ethnicity.

In addition to these main effects, we supposed that students’ achievement devel-
opment would play a different role for teachers’ judgments depending on whether 
the ethnic stereotype about a student is confirmed or refuted by the students’ GPA. 
Confirmation of the ethnic stereotype would be the case if a native student shows 
rather high achievement, or an immigrant student shows rather low achievement. If 
the stereotype is confirmed, students’ achievement development should affect place-
ment decisions only to a relatively small degree. Conversely, disconfirmation of 
the ethnic stereotype would be the case if a native student exhibits rather low, or 
an immigrant student shows rather high achievement. If the stereotype is not con-
firmed, students’ achievement development should affect placement decisions to a 
larger degree, because teachers should consider all available information about the 
students. Thus, we expected smaller differences in the probability of highest-track 
recommendations between improving and declining students when students fit the 
ethnic stereotype than when students don’t fit the stereotype. Moreover, we hypoth-
esized that this effect should be moderated by student ethnicity. Whereas with Ger-
man students, the difference in placement probabilities between improving and 
declining students should be lowest for rather high achieving students, the reverse 
should be the case when the students had a Turkish background.
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3  Method

3.1  Participants

We expected a medium effect (around d = 0.50, which translates to an odds ratio 
of 2.72 in logistic regression; Borenstein et al. 2009) of students’ characteristics on 
teacher judgments to occur, since main effects of student attributes on preservice 
teachers’ judgments have been shown to be on average d = 0.67 (Klapproth and Fis-
cher 2019). We conducted a power analysis using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al. 2009) 
and we assumed that the event rate under  H0 is p = .5. When prespecifying α = .05, 
β = .70, and the estimate of the squared multiple correlation with the covariates to be 
R2 = 0 (since all covariates were noncorrelated), power analysis yielded a total sam-
ple size of N = 85, which we deemed to be the minimum sample size.

Actually, a total of N = 102 primary-school teachers participated in this study. 
Of these participants, 87.2% were female and 12.8% were male. The distribution 
of gender in our sample was in accordance with the distribution of teacher gender 
in German primary schools (Neugebauer and Gerth 2013). The participants’ mean 
age was 35.40 years (SD = 9.26), with an average of 9.36 years (SD = 5.73) teaching 
experience, and 95.1% of them were German. The participants were recruited across 
the country, with the majority (64.8%) living in Berlin, 15.7% living in North-Rhine 
Westphalia, and the remaining living in Hamburg (5.9%), Lower Saxony (5.9%), 
Saxony (3.9), Thuringia (1.9), and Brandenburg (1.9%). All participants volunteered 
without any reward.

3.2  Materials

Each participant received 16 male student vignettes. We used only male student 
vignettes because we deemed presenting a total of more than 16 vignettes a pos-
sible burden for the participants, which might increase the likelihood of dropping 
out from the study. Similar vignettes have been used in previous studies (Klapproth 
et al. 2018; Klapproth and Fischer 2019). Each vignette contained six grades vary-
ing between 1 (“very good”) and 4 (“sufficient”), with each grade being related to 
one school subject. However, the school subjects were not specified (e.g. subject A: 
“2,” subject B: “2,” subject C: “4,” subject D: “1,” subject E: “2,” subject F: “3”), so 
that the participants had to rely entirely on the value of the grades and not be able to 
apply subjective weighing of the school subjects. To reach a single GPA (e.g. 2.17), 
the combination of grades (e.g. 1; 2; 2; 2; 2; 4) was always the same. The realized 
grand means of the grades of the vignettes were M = {2.33; 2.50; 2.67; 2.83}, with 
higher means representing lower achievements. These means were used because in 
some German federal states (e.g. Berlin) the interval between 2.30 and 2.70 neces-
sitates a well-founded judgment by the teacher as to which school track a student 
has to be recommended for. Grand means of grades lower than 2.30 will result auto-
matically to a highest-track recommendation, whereas grand means of grades higher 
than 2.70 will lead to lower-track recommendations (e.g. Senatsverwaltung für Bil-
dung, Jugend und Familie 2019).
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The grand means emerged from two school reports from the last 2  years of a 
6-year German primary school. These school reports showed either improvement or 
decline of grades. In case of improvement, the GPAs of the first school report (repre-
senting grades obtained in school year 5, second semester) were 2.50, 2.67, 2.83, or 
3.00 and the corresponding GPAs of the second school report (representing grades 
obtained in school year 6, first semester) were 2.17, 2.33, 2.50, or 2.67, respectively, 
so that the magnitude of improvement was always the same between two school 
reports. Accordingly, in case of decline, the GPAs of the first school report were 
smaller than those of the second school report. Note that the change of GPAs was 
always due to the change of grades in one school subject by an amount of 2.0. For 
instance, when a student improved in his GPA (e.g. from 2.50 to 2.17, yielding a 
grand mean of 2.33), he realized this improvement by the change of grades in a sin-
gle school subject from 4 (“sufficient”) to 2 (“good”). The grand means of the GPAs 
were unrelated to both the students’ ethnicity and whether there was improvement or 
decline of grades.

The ethnicity of the students was manipulated by the names that were assigned 
to the students, which were common names of either Turkish or German male 
students. The names were intended to elicit a social stereotype of either ethnicity, 
which in turn should affect the participants’ attitudes toward the students described 
in the vignettes. Very common names were chosen to prevent the activation of other 
concepts like a certain socioeconomic background by rarely used names that are 
especially common in certain social and economic milieus (Gerhards 2010). Each 
participant was given eight vignettes with German and eight vignettes with Turkish 
names.

Each vignette was supplemented with information regarding the students’ work-
ing habits and social behavior in order to make the vignettes more similar to real-
life school reports. This information was delivered by two rather short sentences, 
which were derived from standardized sentences used for appraisal of the working 
habits and social behavior in schools (Niedersächsisches Kultusministerium 2010). 
All sentences used in the vignettes displayed behavior that is regarded in school as 
“meeting the expectations.” Thus, all vignettes showed student behavior that was 
evaluated in nearly the same way. An example of the vignettes is presented in the 
“Appendix”.

The three factors (the students’ grand mean of GPAs, their ethnicity, and their 
achievement development) were varied orthogonally, resulting in a 2 (ethnic-
ity: Turkish or German) × 2 (development: improvement or decline) × 4 (grand 
mean = 2.33, 2.50, 2.67, or 2.83) within-subjects factorial design. The dependent 
variable was the decision of the participants, which was either in favor of or against 
placement in the highest school track. We additionally collected data about the par-
ticipants’ age, gender, and nationality.

3.3  Procedure

The experiment was conducted online on www.sosci surve y.de. Participants per-
formed the task on a computer or any other device that was connected to the Internet. 

http://www.soscisurvey.de
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The study was open for 14 days. The participants were instructed to imagine that 
they were a teacher of a class in the last grade of primary school and asked to make 
a decision on the future secondary school track for each student in the class. They 
were given the options “in favor of the highest track” or “not in favor of the high-
est track” at the end of each student description. The participants were instructed 
to use all the information that was presented to them for each of the 16 students. 
After the general instruction, an example task followed which helped the partici-
pants get acquainted with the procedure. After that, the student vignettes followed 
in random order. In case a participant did not make a judgment (and instead clicked 
on the “next” button), a prompt popped up which reminded the participant to make 
a decision. A new vignette was shown on the screen after the preceding vignette was 
closed by the decision of the participant. There was no time restriction for the par-
ticipants to read the vignettes. Once the decisions were made for all 16 students, the 
participants were requested to give some information about their sociodemographic 
background. Finally, they were all thanked, debriefed about the purpose of the study, 
and asked for comments and requests.

3.4  Data analyses

We used multilevel logistic regression analysis to test our hypotheses. In this analy-
sis, the judgments of the participants are nested within the participants. Hence, the 
level-1 unit of the analysis consists of the repeated measures for each participant, 
and the level-2 unit is the participant. The predictors in the regression model were 
the grand mean of grades (with the values 2.33, 2.50, 2.67, and 2.83) as a metric 
covariate, as well as the ethnicity of the students and the achievement development 
as nominal variables. The ethnicity was coded as 0 (German) and 1 (Turkish), and 
achievement development was coded as 0 (decline) and 1 (improvement). Prior to 
analyses, we z-standardized the metric predictor variable (grand mean of grades) for 
two reasons. First, the magnitude of its effects was comparable to the magnitude of 
the effects of the qualitative predictors; second, since through z-standardization the 
value of zero became meaningful, interpretations of interactions were made easier 
(actually, the value of zero of the z-standardized grand mean of grades was equal to 
the mean of all unstandardized grand means, which was equivalent to 2.58).

We estimated two regression models. The first model contained only main effects, 
whereas in the second model interaction terms were included.

4  Results

The participants were quite fast with making their decisions. On average, they 
needed 5.23 min (SD = 1.67) for judging 16 students. Table 1 shows the mean pro-
portions of high-track recommendations for each condition. Actually, most recom-
mendations (80.1%) of the participants were against the highest track.

We report the results of the regression models according to the guidelines sug-
gested by Peng et al. (2002). Table 2 displays the results of the regression analyses. 
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The resulting logistic regression equation of Model 1, containing only main effects, 
was as follows:

(1) Predicted logit of high-track recommendation = − 2.02 + 0.15 * Ethnic-
ity + 0.92 * Development − 0.29 * z(Grand Mean).

Except for ethnicity, all main effects were found to be significant. Students show-
ing improvement in achievement were 2.52 times more likely to receive a high-track 
recommendation than students showing deterioration, χ2 = 28.19, p < .001. Further-
more, students’ grand mean of grades was significantly related to school-placement 
decisions, with higher grand means corresponding to a lower probability for a high-
track recommendation, χ2 = 25.12, p < .001. When the z-standardized Grand mean 
of grades increased by one unit (which corresponded to the standard deviation of 
the grand mean, SD = 0.19), the chance for receiving a high-track recommendation 
dropped by 0.68.

We next applied a regression model containing both main effects and interaction 
effects. The resulting regression equation reads as follows:

(2) Predicted logit of high-track recommendation = − 1.94 − 0.04 * Ethnic-
ity + 0.80 * Development − 0.39 * z(Grand Mean) + 0.27 * Ethnicity × Devel-
opment + 0.10 * Ethnicity × z(Grand Mean) + 0.29 * Development × z(Grand 
Mean) − 0.42 * Ethnicity × Development × z(Grand Mean).

Compared to model 1, the goodness of fit of Model 2, indicated by the quasi-
likelihood under the independence model criterion (QIC), was slightly smaller 
and, hence, indicated better fit to the data. As in model 1, the main effect due to 
the achievement development, χ2 = 16.15, p < .001, and the main effect due to the 
grand mean, χ2 = 7.45, p = .006, were significant. Model 2 also revealed a sig-
nificant Development × Grand mean interaction effect, χ2 = 5.27, p = .022, and a 
significant three-way interaction effect, χ2 = 7.62, p = .006.

When interaction terms are included in a logistic regression equation, the coef-
ficients for the main effects no longer represent main effects in the traditional 
sense. Instead, their exponents represent an odds ratio comparing the odds for a 

Table 1  Mean proportions of 
high-track recommendations

Grand mean Ethnicity

Turkish German

Achievement development

Improving Declining Improving Declining

2.33 0.45 0.19 0.15 0.19
2.50 0.18 0.11 0.42 0.16
2.67 0.44 0.12 0.25 0.12
2.83 0.11 0.09 0.15 0.07
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specific predictor scored 1 (on a nominal variable) with the odds for the reference 
group (scored 0) when all other predictors in interaction terms with this specific 
predictor are set to zero. For instance, the main effect of achievement develop-
ment in Equation 2 means that improving students had a 2.22 times higher chance 
of being recommended for the highest track than students who deteriorated, when 
students were German (Ethnicity = 0) and the z-standardized grand mean of 
grades was zero (corresponding to an unstandardized grand mean of 2.58). Fig-
ure 1 shows the predicted logits for all conditions realized in the experiment, with 
the grand mean of grades being regressed to achievement development. In the 
upper panel, predicted logits are shown for students accompanied by a name typi-
cal for German males (in the following “German students”), in the lower panel 
logits are depicted for students accompanied by a name typical for Turkish males 
(in the following “Turkish students”).

Figure  1 might help understand the interaction effects obtained. The slopes 
of the regression lines depicted in Fig.  1 represent the effect of students’ 
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Fig. 1  Predicted logits of the probability of high-track recommendations, obtained from the different 
conditions in the experiment, depending on the grand mean of all grades and whether the achievement 
development was improving or declining. Upper panel: predicted logits for German students. Lower 
panel: predicted logits for Turkish students Note: GM means grand mean of grades
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achievement development on teachers’ placement recommendations. The steeper 
the slopes are, the more did teachers consider achievement development for their 
decisions. The Development × Grand mean interaction means that the slopes of 
the regression lines, and hence the effect of achievement development on place-
ment recommendations, differed between different grand means of grades. For 
example, for German students the effect of achievement development was appar-
ently smaller for students showing relatively good achievement than for rather 
low-achieving students.

The three-way interaction effect means that the Development × Grand mean 
interaction significantly differed between German and Turkish students. Whereas 
with German students the effect of achievement development on placement rec-
ommendations decreased with increasing achievement, the reverse was the case 
with Turkish students. Teachers considered the achievement development of Turk-
ish low-performers to a lesser degree than they did with rather high-performers.

To reveal more meaning from the main and interaction effects, we conducted 
simple slope tests by estimating whether the slopes of all simple regression 
equations were significantly different from zero (cf. Cohen et  al. 2003). A sim-
ple regression equation is the equation for each of the simple regression lines 
depicted in Fig. 1. Table 3 shows the results of the simple slope tests.

Simple slope tests revealed that for all but one regression line the slopes were 
significantly different from zero, which means that achievement development 
significantly affected the probability of high-track recommendations in seven of 
eight conditions.

We additionally conducted pairwise slope difference tests to examine whether 
the slopes of the regression lines were significantly different from one another (cf. 
Robinson et  al. 2013). From a total of 28 comparisons of slopes, only two differ-
ences were significant. These were the differences between German-GM = 2.33 and 
German-GM = 2.83 students (t = − 2.62, p = .009), and between Turkish-GM = 2.33 
and German-GM = 2.33 students (t = 2.78, p = .006).

Since only 5 (of 102) participants had an immigration background (three were 
Russian, one was Turkish, and one was Austrian), we abstained from integrating 
the participants’ ethnicity as a predictor variable into the regression models. How-
ever, for the sake of a coarse impression, we correlated the participants’ ethnicity 
with each participant’s mean frequency of recommendations for the highest track, 
separated for students with a Turkish or German name. There was no significant 

Table 3  Results of the simple 
slope tests

Grand mean Ethnicity

Turkish German

B t p B t p

2.33 1.23 5.01 < .001 0.40 1.84 .067
2.50 1.12 5.36 < .001 0.67 3.55 < .001
2.67 1.01 4.44 < .001 0.93 4.15 < .001
2.83 0.91 3.16 .002 1.19 3.96 < .001
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correlation between the participants’ ethnicity and the frequency of high-track 
recommendation for students with Turkish (r = .06, p = .524) or German names 
(r = − .01, p = .903).

5  Discussion

5.1  Discussion of the results obtained

With the present study, we examined whether primary-school teachers regarded 
both the ethnicity of primary-school students and their development of GPAs, 
indicated by two successive school reports, when making recommendations for 
a students’ track in secondary school. This experimental study yielded several 
important results.

The participants mostly did not recommend students for the highest track. Less 
than 1/5 of the participants’ recommendations (19.9%) were in favor of the high-
est track. Obviously, the participants judged most of the students’ achievements 
not suitable for being taught on the highest track. Usually, students are recom-
mended for the highest track if they show a grand mean of grades less than 2.3, 
whereas if their mean of grades is between 2.3 and 2.7, teachers may opt for the 
highest track if they find additional supportive information about the students, 
like for example, productive working behavior or high achievement motivation 
(Riek and van Ophuysen 2014). In our study only the development of achieve-
ment might have served as supportive information. However, since in most con-
ditions students did not increase their achievements, the participants’ judgments 
seem to be rational on the basis of official recommendation guidelines.

As hypothesized, students were more likely to be recommended for the high-
est track when their grand mean of grades was rather small (indicating higher 
achievements). This result clearly shows that the teachers participating in our 
study acknowledged the overall achievement indicated by the grades of two 
school reports as a basis for their decision.

Moreover, we assumed that teachers would consider the achievement devel-
opment of the students when making school-track recommendations. In line 
with this hypothesis, students who improved were about 2.5 times more likely 
to receive a high-track recommendation than students whose grades deteriorated. 
These results confirm previous results (e.g. Klapproth and Fischer 2019) and are 
also in line with the sustaining-expectations hypothesis (Cooper 1985; Good and 
Brophy 2003), whereby teachers assume that improvement of students’ achieve-
ments would be followed by further improvement and impairment would be fol-
lowed by further impairment. Note that this effect occurred due to a rather moder-
ate change in GPA. The difference between the successive school reports was an 
increase or a decrease of one single grade (out of 6) by the amount of 2 units on 
the German grade scale. That is, the GPAs between both school reports differed 
by 1/3 unit.

In contrast to our hypothesis, there was no significant main effect of stu-
dent ethnicity on teachers’ track recommendations. That is, on average, the 
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participants recommended students for the highest track with equal probability 
for Turkish and for German students. However, as is indicted by the significant 
three-way interaction, teachers made a difference between both ethnicities when 
concurrently considering their school achievement, represented by their school 
grades, and their development of achievement. The data show that for German 
students, teachers were affected by students’ achievement development to a larger 
degree when students were rather low achievers—that is, when they obtained a 
rather large grand mean of grades—whereas when they performed rather well—
meaning that they obtained lower grand means of grades—their development was 
of lower importance for the teachers’ recommendations. This effect was reversed 
with Turkish students. Teachers were less affected by Turkish students’ achieve-
ment development when they were rather low achievers.

The results confirm our hypothesis that students’ achievement development 
would play a different role for teachers’ recommendations depending on whether the 
ethnic stereotype about a student is confirmed or refuted by the students’ GPA. We 
supposed that the stereotype about a Turkish student is likely to be activated when 
the school reports that are accompanied by a Turkish name represent rather low 
achievements, whereas in case of rather high achievements, activation of the Turk-
ish student stereotype should be inhibited (cf. Casper et al. 2010). Conversely, with 
German students activation of the German student stereotype is likely when school 
reports represent rather high achievements and are accompanied by a name that is 
often used for German children. The results also confirm results previously obtained 
by Klapproth et al. (2018) who could show that students not fitting an ethnic stereo-
type (e.g. Turkish students identifying themselves with Christianity or German stu-
dents identifying themselves with Islam) were judged more thoroughly on the basis 
of actual achievements than students fitting the stereotype (Turkish-Muslim students 
or German-Christian students).

Once the stereotype is activated and confirmed by salient achievement informa-
tion, teachers should—according to the continuum model of impression formation 
(Fiske et al. 2018; Fiske and Neuberg 1990)—be likely to ignore further informa-
tion about the student, like, for example, the students’ achievement development. 
Decision making will then be category-based (Fiske and Neuberg 1990), and even if 
some attributes of the to-be judged individual are stereotype-inconsistent, category-
based judgments are likely to prevail (Fiske 1998).

The three-way interaction effect obtained in this study also points out how the 
importance of grades differed for teachers when they judged students of different 
ethnicities. With German students, the grand mean of grades played a minor role for 
improving and a major role for declining students. That is, students who improved 
were judged more or less despite their actual grades documented in their school 
reports, whereas students who deteriorated were judged more carefully by consider-
ing their actual grades more thoroughly. The reverse was the case with Turkish stu-
dents. Teachers considered the grand mean of grades to a lesser degree when Turk-
ish students declined than when they improved. These results imply that stereotypes 
about German and Turkish students led the participants to rely their judgments more 
on assumed rather than on actual abilities of these students, if descriptions of these 
students fitted an ethnic stereotype.
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However, data of this study also suggest that stereotypes about German students 
affected teachers’ judgments more than stereotypes about Turkish students. The 
effect of achievement development on placement recommendations was on aver-
age smaller for German than for Turkish students, which means that teachers val-
ued achievement development as an additional information rather for Turkish than 
for German students. There is evidence from previous research showing that eth-
nic majority or native students elicit bias in teachers’ judgments (e.g. Ready and 
Chu 2015; Tobisch and Dresel 2017). Moreover, Tobisch and Dresel (2017) found 
that teachers’ bias in judging future achievement and achievement aspiration of both 
Turkish and German students was higher for German than for Turkish students. The 
authors concluded that teachers probably were aware of stereotypes and prejudices 
about Turkish students and therefore were motivated to control for stereotypic judg-
ments. However, the teachers may not have been aware of stereotypes about German 
students and their potential effect on their judgments.

5.2  Limitations

Four limitations pertinent to this study should be mentioned. First, this study was 
experimental in nature. While we therefore could expect the realization of a high 
level of internal validity, field investigations are nevertheless needed in order to rep-
licate the effects obtained in a natural environment. Second, grades were not associ-
ated with specific school subjects. This might have been confusing for some par-
ticipants, as in practice grades are always related to school subjects. However, to 
make the design of the study feasible and the results comparable to previous stud-
ies, we abstained from specifying school subjects. Moreover, teachers reported after 
the experiment that they were able to form an impression about the students despite 
being informed about the different school subjects. Third, all vignettes we used 
described male students. We therefore were unable to evaluate whether the results 
were affected by students’ gender. Fourth, we did not ask the participants whether or 
not they perceived the students as either German or Turkish students. It may be pos-
sible that participants perceived some “Turkish” students as students with an Arabic 
immigration background because some of the names we used (e.g. Mustafa) are also 
common names in the Arabic countries. However, all names that we applied were 
frequently used as male names in either Germany or Turkey.

Follow-up studies could shed more light into the complex decision-making pro-
cesses when teachers evaluate students regarding their appropriateness for a second-
ary school track. In order to validate the experimental studies, case studies could 
be applied in which participants would be presented with more elaborative student 
descriptions, and participants’ responses could be coded qualitatively. Moreover, 
further studies should also include evaluations of both male and female students. 
Finally, the provision of instructions that explicitly state how to handle information 
from both school reports could reduce the bias in placement recommendations.
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5.3  Conclusion and practical implications

In addition to previous studies (Caro et al. 2009; Klapproth and Fischer 2019), this 
study has confirmed that students’ academic achievement development at the end of 
primary school affects teacher judgments concerning the eligibility of these students 
for the highest track in secondary school. Moreover, we found strong evidence that 
teachers apply ethnic stereotypes when making school-placement recommendations. If 
the students fitted an ethnic stereotype, teachers judged them on the basis of assumed 
abilities according to the respective ethnic stereotype. However, if the students did not 
fit an ethnic stereotype, teacher judgments were rather based on all information that 
was provided about the students, that is, information about their achievement develop-
ment. Hence, achievement development was less important for school-placement rec-
ommendations when students were stereotyped than when they were not stereotyped. 
These results let us arrive at two conclusions. First, teachers should be made aware of 
their proneness to favor students who show a recent improvement over students show-
ing a recent decrement of achievements because recent changes may not be predictive 
for students’ future achievements in school (Klapproth and Fischer 2019). This might 
also be important because teachers in some German federal states (e.g. Berlin) are 
legally not allowed to deliberately consider the students’ academic development for 
placement recommendations, but instead have to stick to status information provided 
by the school reports (Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Jugend und Familie 2019). Sec-
ond, teachers should also know about their tendency to categorize students according 
to their salient attributes, which—in this study—led to partial disregarding of infor-
mation on achievement development for students fitting a category. Making teachers 
aware of judgment biases could be done within teacher training seminars (Pit-ten Cate 
et al. 2014). In addition, we think that it might be reasonable to start a debate on how 
information about students’ achievement development could be formally integrated 
into teachers’ placement decisions. One problem to be solved is that about the valid-
ity of the data from which achievement development is inferred. Usually, two times of 
measurement as used in the present investigation do not suffice to picture a valid tra-
jectory of achievement, as measurement error might be high and the change of grades 
may only be coincidental. A possible solution to this problem might lie in using more 
times of measurement, as is done, for instance, in several types of curriculum-based 
measurement (e.g. Fuchs 2016).
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Appendix

Name of student: Mustafa

School report semester 5/2

Subject A 2 Subject D 2
Subject B 4 Subject E 2
Subject C 1 Subject F 1

School report semester 6/1

Subject A 2 Subject D 2
Subject B 4 Subject E 2
Subject C 3 Subject F 1

Notes on social behavior and working habits:
Mustafa’s working habits meet the expectations of his teachers. He frequently 

takes part at common social activities.
Would you recommend Mustafa for the highest track (Gymnasium) in secondary 

school?

YES O NO O
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