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To understand the persistent social class achievement gap, researchers have investigated how educational
settings affect lower versus higher socioeconomic status (SES) students’ performance. We move beyond the
question of actual performance to study its assessment by evaluators. We hypothesized that even in the
absence of performance differences, assessment’s function of selection (i.e., compare, rank, and track students)
leads evaluators to create a SES achievement gap. In 2 experiments (N ⫽ 196; N ⫽ 259), participants had to
assess a test supposedly produced by a high- or a low-SES student, and used assessment for selection (i.e.,
normative grading) or learning (i.e., formative comments). Results showed that evaluators using assessment
for selection found more mistakes if the test was attributed to a low-rather than a high-SES student, a
difference reduced in the assessment for learning condition. The third and fourth experiments (N ⫽ 374;
N ⫽ 306) directly manipulated the function of assessment to investigate whether the production of
the social class achievement gap was facilitated by the function of selection to a greater extent than
the educational function. Results of Experiment 3 supported this hypothesis. The effect did not reach
significance for Experiment 4, but an internal meta-analysis confirmed that assessment used for
selection led evaluators to create a SES achievement gap more than assessment used for learning,
thereby contributing to the reproduction of social inequalities.

Educational Impact and Implications Statement
Evaluators’ knowledge about students’ social class can bias their assessment, in favor of privileged
students. The present research suggests that assessment in itself does not trigger such a bias, nor are
teachers biased in themselves; rather it is the function given to assessment that can trigger or prevent
discriminatory assessment. This research found that a social class gap in evaluation appears when
assessment is used for selective purposes (i.e., gauging merit and sorting students) to a greater extent that
when it is used for educational purposes (i.e., fostering learning). The findings indicate that to ensure
equality in educational institutions, closer attention should be paid to the role and meaning of assessment.
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In most industrialized countries, educational institutions have
developed with the goal of establishing a fair society in which
social positions are ascribed based on individual merit, irrespective
of individuals’ social class (Bell, 1973; Duru-Bellat, 2006; Turner,
1961). And yet, a wealth of empirical evidence questions the fact
that the educational system truly provides equal opportunities and

fosters social mobility. For example, international testing such as
the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) consistently shows that, across many countries (65 involved in 2012),
low socioeconomic status (SES) students are more likely to underperform compared with high-SES students (OECD, 2006,
2013a). To explain the persistent social class achievement gap,
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some scholars pointed to the way educational institutions function
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Croizet, Goudeau, Marot, & Millet,
2017; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). A steadily growing
research stream in social and educational psychology has investigated how educational settings create a set of barriers that hinder
the success of low-SES students while supporting the performance
of high-SES students (e.g., stereotype threat, cultural mismatch;
Croizet & Claire, 1998; Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, &
Covarrubias, 2012). In the present article, we propose to move
beyond the question of the processes affecting students’ performance, and address the processes that contribute to the social class
achievement gap via evaluators. We argue that the use of assessment practices with a focus on selection (i.e., compare and rank
students to guide them toward different social positions) can lead
evaluators to create a social class achievement gap, even in the
absence of objective performance differences.

social class, and pave the way to interventions aimed at reducing
the effects of those barriers (see Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Jury,
Darnon, Dompnier, & Butera, 2017). For instance, Harackiewicz
et al. (2014) have shown that an intervention asking students to
write about their most important values serves as a buffer against
social identity threat and reduces the social class achievement gap
(see also Tibbetts et al., 2016). These results may lead one to think
that if the barriers affecting lower SES students’ performance were
removed then educational institutions would offer real equality of
opportunity. Yet, we propose that even in the absence of actual
performance differences, other processes are at work to maintain
the social class achievement gap. Thus, we now turn to a set of
studies that point to sources of inequalities that go beyond students’ performance.

Educational Institutions and Students’ Performance

A parallel line of research has pointed out that teachers’ evaluation of performance can be biased by their knowledge of a
student’s social background (e.g., see Malouff & Thorsteinsson,
2016). For example, Sprietsma (2013) asked German teachers to
grade essays of unknown fourth-graders. Typical German or Turkish names were randomly assigned to the same essays. The essays
received lower grades when the teachers thought that students with
a migrant background, compared with native students, had produced them. It should be noted that students with a migrant
background tend to be socioeconomically disadvantaged compared
with native students (OECD, 2013a). Rangvid (2015) used largescale data registers to compare teacher scores and external exam
scores. Disparities between these scores indicate bias in teachers
grading. The study showed notably that pupils with low-educated
parents (an aspect of lower social class backgrounds) receive lower
teacher scores than pupils with high-educated parents with similar
external scores.
The above results strikingly reveal that, even if actual performance is identical, the outcome of assessment is influenced by the
students’ social background. However, in these studies, discrimination in grading is usually interpreted as an effect of teachers’
bias: They hold prejudiced expectations based on the students’
social backgrounds, which affect their behavior, even if this discrimination is not intentional. Without underplaying the impact of
expectations, we propose that biased assessment cannot be isolated
from the sociocultural context in which this behavior is produced.
When assessing, teachers act as agents of an institution that conveys specific values and norms and promote specific practices;
thus, we contend that biased assessment can be interpreted as the
product of the way educational institutions are structured and
operate.

Many analyses of educational institutions suggest that they play
a role in perpetuating social inequalities (e.g., Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Croizet & Millet, 2012; Fine & Burns, 2003; Stephens,
Hamedani, & Destin, 2014). The way institutions operate can be
understood as a social product that not only conveys cultural ideas,
values, and beliefs (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998;
Markus & Hamedani, 2007), but also carries traces of power
relations between social groups that participate in the creation,
maintenance and justification of inequalities (Adams, Biernat,
Branscombe, Crandall, & Wrightsman, 2008; Jackman, 1994).
Educational institutions have been created around values, norms
regarding language use, bodily posture, self models, and forms of
knowledge that are close to those of the middle and upper classes
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Croizet et al., 2017; Stephens et al.,
2014). One consequence is that students from low status groups
suffer harmful effects in these institutions while the experience of
individuals from dominant groups is improved (Goudeau &
Croizet, 2017; Jury, Smeding, et al., 2017).
In line with these ideas, research has identified a set of characteristics of educational settings that leads low-SES students to
underperform and foster the performance of high-SES students.
The evaluative dimension of educational settings, by making lower
social class students’ stereotype of incompetence salient (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson, & Tagler, 2001; Durante & Fiske, 2017), contributes to the SES performance gap (Croizet & Claire, 1998; Croizet
& Dutrévis, 2004; Désert, Préaux, & Jund, 2009; Harrison, Stevens, Monty, & Coakley, 2006; Spencer & Castano, 2007). Another line of research argues that the performance gap is fueled by
the norms of independence (i.e., express yourself, follow your own
path) institutionalized in American universities, that match the
middle or upper class students’ upbringing, but mismatch the more
interdependent socialization of lower class students1 (i.e., be responsive to others, work with them, and contribute to a community; Stephens et al., 2012, 2014).
These lines of research are important because they document
how educational settings are often organized in a way that leads
lower SES students to be outperformed by higher SES students
(via stereotype threat, cultural mismatch). As a consequence, they
mitigate the interpretation of the social class achievement gap in
terms of essentialized differences between students of different

Educational Institutions and Evaluators’ Behavior

1
In the various lines of research presented in this section, social class is
operationalized in different ways. In some studies, it refers to socioeconomic status (e.g., Croizet & Claire, 1998), whereas in other to sociocultural status (e.g., first/continuing generation to attend University; Stephens
et al., 2012). A comparison of the various aspects of social class is beyond
the scope of the present work, and has been reviewed by others (Goudeau,
Autin, & Croizet, 2017; Kraus, Callaghan, & Ondish, in press). We have
referred to these various lines of research without highlighting the differences in operationalization to the extent that in all of these studies social
class refers to a social background that relates to more or less chances of
success in education.

SELECTION AND SOCIAL CLASS
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Two Functions of Educational Institutions
Modernized industrial societies are faced with a paradox: How
to reconcile an endorsement of equality of all humans as a fundamental value, with being stratified (i.e., different occupations give
unequal access to symbolic and material resources). To find justifiable ways to rank individuals, most Western societies opted for
an ascription of social positions based on a characteristic seemingly naturally distributed across individuals: individual merit
(Bisseret, 1974; Carson, 2007). Educational institutions became
the place where individual differences can be detected, gauged,
and certified, to give access to the corresponding social positions.
The paradox between equality and stratification is embodied in
educational institutions, which are expected to serve two different
functions in society: an educational function, ensuring equality of
opportunity, and a function of selection, sorting individuals by
merit (Darnon, Dompnier, Delmas, Pulfrey, & Butera, 2009; Dornbusch, Glasgow, & Lin, 1996).

Educational Function
Following the Universal Declaration of Human Rights stating
that “everyone has the right to education,” most Western societies
implemented compulsory elementary education and free access to
public schools. The unrestricted access to education serves as a
safeguard for equality of opportunity. The educational function of
educational institutions refers to their role in equipping all students
with knowledge, skills, and capacities for learning and helping
them develop their potential. Having all individuals master basic
knowledge and competence ensures that they can all take part in
society (Dubet, 2004; Forquin, 1992; Parsons, 1959). Moreover,
the democratization of knowledge is expected to expand opportunities and ensure that no talent is wasted; accordingly, the educational function is perceived as promoting social mobility (Bowen,
Kurzweil, Tobin, & Pichler, 2005; Duru-Bellat, 2008).

Function of Selection
If mass education offers to all the opportunity to show their
potential, then education institutions fulfill a function of selection
by sorting individuals into different educational paths and ultimately different occupations. The 2012 PISA survey established
that in all 65 countries, educational institutions implement some
form of selection practices (OECD, 2013b), which include school
admission, transfer, grade repetition, tracking into academic or
vocational programs, grouping across and within classes, and
combinations of these. To illustrate, tracking into different programs occurs in 75% of the countries. Across countries, 43% of the
15-year-old students are in academically selective schools, 75%
attend schools that use between-classes ability grouping, and 49%
within-classes grouping. The time and rigidity of this stratification
varies between countries; nevertheless, all selection practices have
consequences for the students’ educational trajectory and, at each
step of selection, a reduced proportion of the population moves to
the most valued tracks.
The different educational lanes are conceptualized as a way to
develop the students’ potential, meet their needs and assure that
they are in the right place (Chmielewski, 2014; LeTendre, Hofer,
& Shimizu, 2003). Indeed, the function of selection is intertwined
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with the meritocratic ideal. Educational institutions are viewed as
a neutral context to detect and measure the qualities of students,
and select the most deserving (Carson, 2007; Lemann, 1999).
Accordingly, educational institutions have been described as a
social filter (Arrow, 1973), or sorting machines (Domina, Penner,
& Penner, 2017), because academic credentials have become the
supposedly fair basis for ascribing positions in the occupational
hierarchy.
To fulfill both their functions— education and selection— educational institutions rely notably on assessment. As a consequence,
the distinction between different functions exists in the theorization of assessment. Assessment can serve an educational role of
promotion of learning, and a social role of estimation of merit,
ranking and certification, namely the function of selection (Filer,
2002; Taras, 2005, 2009; Torrance & Pryor, 1998). We contend
that beyond the consequences for students’ learning, the two
functions underlying assessment can have consequences in terms
of social inequalities. This contention builds on research focusing
on the function of assessment and inequalities in students’ performance. Giving a formative framing to evaluation, by stating that
critical feedback reveals the teacher’s belief in the students’ potential, improved low-status students’ performance (Yeager et al.,
2014). On the contrary, reminding students of the function of
selection increased their belief in the utility of outperforming
others to succeed at college and consequently increased their
endorsement of such a performance-approach goal (Jury, Darnon,
et. al., 2017). Endorsing this goal predicted better grades but only
for higher social class students (Darnon, Jury, & Aelenei, 2017).
More directly related to the present research, assessment presented
as a tool for selecting the best students elicited a SES achievement
gap on an exam, a gap that was closed when assessment was
presented as a tool for learning (Smeding, Darnon, Souchal,
Toczek-Capelle, & Butera, 2013). Similarly, simply reminding
students of the function of selection of university led lower SES
students to underperform compared with higher SES students
(Jury, Smeding, & Darnon, 2015). We argue that, as the institutional function of assessment impacts the student’s construal of the
performance setting, it can likewise influence the evaluator’s construal of the assessment setting. We propose that assessment for
selection reflects a meritocratic ethos while assessment for learning reflects an egalitarian ethos, which beget different consequences for the reproduction of inequalities. Specifically, we propose that assessment for selection might induce more reproduction
of inequalities than assessment for learning.

Assessment for Selection and Inequality
Although all forms of assessment can serve both educational
and selection functions, grading may especially be relevant for
selective purposes, in that it allows normative assessment. Traditionally, normative assessment, or norm-referenced assessment, is
conceived as allowing one to compare the performance of the
person being assessed to that of other persons (Glaser, 1963).
Normative assessment uses indicators such as numerical grades,
letters, percentages, or value judgments (e.g., good, excellent), that
can also be used in other assessment methods, but perfectly serve
the purpose of normative assessment, namely comparison with a
standard and across individuals (Rosenholtz & Simpson, 1984;
Thorndike, 1913). These indicators summarize performance in a
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number— or a letter, or a judgment—and thereby constitute an
easily interpretable criterion of relative success or failure (Butler,
1987; Butler & Nisan, 1986). In industrialized countries, normative grading constitutes the most widely used method of assessment in educational and professional settings (Knight & Yorke,
2003), and is the main basis for admission to schools and programs
(OECD, 2013b).
Beyond the institutional role of grading, this form of evaluation
is seen as well suited to select students who are most deserving. In
fact, research has shown that the more individuals believed that the
function of educational institutions is to select the best students,
the more they supported the implementation of normative grading;
this relationship was mediated by the belief that grading fulfills
equity justice principles (Autin, Batruch, & Butera, 2015). Other
research showed that both teachers and students believe that grade
distribution is fair as long as it follows an equity principle (Jasso
& Resh, 2002; Resh, 2009; Sabbagh, Faher-Aladeen, & Resh,
2004). These elements highlight the intertwinement of normative
grading, the function of selection and the meritocratic ethos, which
assumes that rewards should be allocated equitably, on the basis of
individual ability and hard work (Son Hing et al., 2011; Wiederkehr, Bonnot, Krauth-Gruber, & Darnon, 2015). This feature of
educational institutions, however, is not without consequences in
terms of inequalities.
Contexts emphasizing meritocratic selection elicit psychological
and behavioral tendencies to justify and maintain social inequalities. For example, believing in meritocracy decreases perceptions
of discrimination in low status groups (McCoy & Major, 2007) and
perceptions of privilege in dominant groups (Knowles & Lowery,
2012). Moreover, the perceived violation of meritocratic selection
is central in the opposition to social policies that challenge the
status quo (Bobocel, Son Hing, Davey, Stanley, & Zanna, 1998;
Faniko, Lorenzi-Cioldi, Buschini, & Chatard, 2012; Zdaniuk &
Bobocel, 2011). In education, the more students and parents believe in school meritocracy the less they are willing to implement
a pedagogical intervention that reduces the SES achievement gap
(Darnon, Smeding, & Redersdorff, 2017).
More directly related to the effect of meritocratic assessment on
bias in evaluators, Castilla and Benard (2010) found that inducing
an organizational culture that emphasizes meritocracy led individuals in a managerial position to favor a male employee over a
female employee who achieved similar performance. Closely related to the matter of academic assessment, a recent study had
preservice teachers grade a test that was attributed either to a lowor a high-SES student. When the student was presented as being
enrolled in a selective program, preservice teachers gave a lower
grade to the test attributed to a low-SES student comparatively to
a high-SES student. The gap in evaluation was reduced if students
were supposedly enrolled in a less selective program (Batruch,
Autin, & Butera, 2017). It is important to note that we do not
suggest that assessment in itself necessarily produces biased evaluations; instead, we propose that assessment practices that focus
on meritocratic selection, such as normative grading, may lead
evaluators to reproduce inequalities in their evaluations.

Assessment for Learning and Equality
Alternative forms of assessment have long been developed,
including formative assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998), which

can be defined as assessment providing specific and detailed
feedback with the goal of adjusting the teaching and learning
activities to the students’ needs and providing relevant comments
on how to overcome difficulties and make progress (Frey &
Schmitt, 2007; Sadler, 1989). Formative assessment is often opposed to summative assessment, to the extent that the former
intervenes during the learning process and the latter at the end of
it (Bloom, Hastings, & Madaus, 1971). However, in the present
research we do not focus on the temporal aspects of formative
assessment, but on its function, that of providing feedback for
learning. In particular, among the various existing kinds of formative assessment, we refer to qualitative feedback that points to
specific learning objectives and suggests ways to improve (Bennett, 2011; Shute, 2008). Formative feedback provides useful
information to students: what the expected outcome is and guidance on how to attain it (Sadler, 1989); and most importantly,
feedback related to the task reduces the focus on social comparison
and enhances the focus on the mastery of the task (Bloom, 1968;
Butler, 1987). Because of its focus on the development of competence and knowledge, formative assessment is in line with
educational institution’s educational function.
Equality is central to the rationale for implementing formative
assessment. It is presented as a tool to implement a corrective
process and reduce the gap between individuals who are unequal
before entering school (Crahay, 2012; Perrenoud, 1995). By enabling adjustment to meet the students’ needs, formative feedback
aims at helping all students to attain a high level of competence,
irrespective of their initial abilities. Formative assessment seems to
convey the institutional purpose of education centered on equality.
Beyond this institutional role, research shows that people’s support
for formative feedback is related to a principle of corrective justice
that ensures equality of outcomes through adjustment to the students’ needs (Autin et al., 2015).
More important, promoting equality has positive effects on the
treatment of groups. People’s endorsement of egalitarian principles
relates to lower levels of stereotyping (Moskowitz, Gollwitzer,
Wasel, & Schaal, 1999; Moskowitz, Salomon, & Taylor, 2000)
and the support for social policies aimed at reducing social inequalities (Zdaniuk & Bobocel, 2011). Invoking the concept of
equality also induces a more favorable implicit evaluation of an
out-group (Zogmaister, Arcuri, Castelli, & Smith, 2008). Compared with activating meritocratic values, activating egalitarian
values reduces the accessibility of negative stereotypes (Wyer,
2003) and elicits more positive attitudes toward a low status group
(Katz & Hass, 1988). It also diminishes the extent to which
prejudice relates to avoidance activation in response to low status
groups (Wyer, 2010). Thus, we propose that assessment practices
oriented toward educational purposes, such as formative feedback,
may prevent evaluators from reproducing inequalities in their
evaluation.

Hypotheses and Overview
In the present research, we argue that institutional practices of
assessment constrain the way individuals in a position of evaluator
behave toward students from lower or higher social class. In two
experiments, we test the hypothesis that, compared with assessment for learning, assessment for selection leads evaluators to
create a larger achievement gap that reproduces existing social
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inequalities (i.e., low-SES students have a lower performance than
high-SES students), even though the actual performance is identical. In a third and fourth experiment, we test that it is indeed the
function of assessment, rather than the form of assessment (grade
vs. comments), that leads evaluators to differentially evaluate
students as a function of their SES.
It should be noted that considering the difficulty to recruit
practicing teachers, the studies were conducted with college students playing the role of teachers. Although this is a limitation, we
decided to first test our hypotheses and paradigm with an accessible population to be able to conduct well-powered studies. We
believe that the long-lasting socialization of the students in the
educational institution implies that they are well aware of its
functions and practices (see Darnon et al., 2009) and, therefore,
able to enact them. After all, we hypothesize that it is the educational system’s selective function that should drive the effects.
Moreover previous studies has shown similar results with students
acting as teachers and actual teachers (Batruch, Autin, Bataillard,
& Butera, 2018; Rattan, Good, & Dweck, 2012; Simon, Ditrichs,
& Grier, 1995).

Experiment 1
Method
Participants. A total of 220 students from a medium-size
French-speaking Swiss university participated in return for a 10
CHF (10.30 USD) gift card. At the time of the study, we used a
rule of at least 50 participants per cell to determine sample size
(Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2011). Data collection stopped
at the end of the semester considering that the sample size requirement had been reached. Data from 17 non-French native speakers
and 7 participants who failed the manipulation check were excluded. The analyses including participants who failed the check
are reported in the online supplemental material. The final sample
comprised 196 students (117 women, 79 men, Mage ⫽ 22.29,
SDage ⫽ 1.87). Participants were randomly assigned to one of the
experimental conditions in the Assessment method (grading vs.
formative comments) ⫻ Target’s SES (low vs. high) betweenparticipants design. The target’s sex was also manipulated as a
control and was not part of our hypotheses. It should be noted that
in Switzerland experiments that do not include physical measures
or vulnerable participants do not need permission from an ethical
committee and the experiment was conducted in compliance with
the American Psychological Association ethical guidelines. Participants were informed about confidentiality and anonymity of
data, right to decline and withdraw without consequences, and
whom to contact in case of questions.
Material and procedure. Students were approached in university cafeterias by one of two experimenters and asked whether
they would take part in a study about assessment tools used by
teachers. Participants received a booklet containing instructions
about the assessment method, a description of the target (i.e., the
student who produced the test) followed by a dictation to be
assessed. Participants read a cover story asking them to imagine
that they were a French-language teacher in a secondary school,
and to assess a dictation test using a specific method.
Manipulation of the assessment method. Instructions were
based on the specific properties of the assessment method re-
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viewed above (i.e., grading vs. formative comments). Participants
in the assessment for selection condition read that, as a teacher,
they were to use a method based only on grades. They were to give
students grades depending on the number of mistakes they made.
The instructions also referred to the normative aspect of this
assessment, that relates to the social function of certification and
ranking (cf. Taras, 2009, 2005). Participants read that this method
allows checking the student’s level and whether he or she met the
requirements. They also read that this method allows assessment of
the students’ learning, their standing compared with a norm that
defines success and compared with the other students. This explanation was illustrated with an example of a math test graded with
this method.
Participants in the assessment for learning condition read that
they were to use a method based on formative comments only.
They were to make comments to help the students learn from their
mistakes. Instruction referred to the educational role of assessment. Participants read that this method explains to students how
to improve and to adapt to learning situations. They also read that
such method allows assessment of the students’ learning and their
distance from the learning goals, and propose them strategies to
meet these goals. This description was illustrated with an example
of a math test corrected with this method.
Manipulation of the target’s SES. After reading about the
assessment method, participants were presented with information
about a student allegedly belonging to their class. Participants saw
the student file (similar to the official student file in use) and a
brief description of his or her extracurricular activities. Relevant
information about the target’s SES were presented among neutral
information (e.g., date of birth, address, nationality—all targets
were presented as Swiss). SES was manipulated via a series of
indicators. The student’s first name was manipulated using stereotypical names of higher-versus lower-SES girls and boys (e.g.,
“Louis” for a high-SES boy, “Brian” for a low-SES boy, “Charlotte” for a high-SES girl, and “Cindy” for a low-SES girl), based
on Coulmont’s (2011) work on the sociology of first names.
Moreover, parental occupation (mother: director of marketing vs.
waitress; father: architect vs. construction workman), number of
siblings (1 vs. 4) and extracurricular activities (e.g., local amusement park vs. traveling to London) were also manipulated. Sex
was manipulated through the student’s first name and reported sex.
Dictation test. After reading the relevant information about
the target, participants had to correct a dictation test. They were
asked to first underline all the mistakes. Then, in the assessment
for selection condition, participants had to give a grade in line with
common practice in Swiss schools, that is, from 1 to 6, with higher
numbers indicating better performance. In the assessment for
learning condition, participants had to write a comment next to
each mistake to explain the student what mistake he or she did and
how to improve. The test contained 11 obvious mistakes (wrong
spelling, wrong verb conjugation, and wrong name-adjective
agreement) and 6 ambiguous mistakes (two possible conjugations
or spellings).2
2
The booklet also included a questionnaire measuring the predicted
future success of the target and the perception of the assessment method
and of academic performance. These measures are not relevant for the
hypothesis presented here, and we did not report the results, but they are
available upon request from the authors.
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The booklet ended with some manipulation check items—two
asking to report information presented in the description of the
target and one asking to rate the socioeconomic background of the
target (from 1 ⫽ highly disadvantaged to 7 ⫽ highly advantaged)—as well as sociodemographic questions, including selfreported GPA. Finally, participants were thanked and debriefed.
As we anticipated that the use of formative comments would take
more time than the use of grading, we recorded the time that
participants took to complete the study.
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Results
Perceived SES. To determine whether the description of the
target affected participants’ perception of his or her SES, we
analyzed participants’ rating of the target’s socioeconomic background with the full sample except for nonnative speakers. The
regression included the Assessment Method (assessment for selection coded ⫺0.5, assessment for learning coded 0.5), Target’s SES
(low-SES coded ⫺0.5, high-SES coded 0.5) and the interaction as
predictors.3 As expected, a main effect of Target’s SES was
obtained indicating that low-SES targets were perceived as coming
from a more disadvantaged background (M ⫽ 3.84, SD ⫽ .87,
95% confidence interval, CI [3.67, 4.01]) than high-SES targets
(M ⫽ 5.92, SD ⫽ .75, 95% CI [5.77, 6.07]), b ⫽ 2.07, 95% CI
[1.85, 2.31], t(197) ⫽ 18.14, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .63, 95% CI [.55,
.68]). The main effect of Assessment Method and the interaction
did not reach significance, respectively, b ⫽ 0.02, t(197) ⫽ 0.20,
p ⫽ .84 and b ⫽ 0.27, t(197) ⫽ 1.19, p ⫽ .23. As the vast majority
of participants perceived the targets as belonging to the expected
social class, we decided to exclude the seven participants mentioned in the Participants section because they either perceived a
low-SES target’s socioeconomic background as “advantaged,” or a
high-SES target’s socioeconomic background as “average” or
“disadvantaged.”
Number of mistakes. A preliminary analysis revealed that
participants took more time to complete the study when they had
to use formative comments (M ⫽ 22.00, SD ⫽ 6.04, 95% CI
[20.81, 23.19]), compared with grading (M ⫽ 14.94, SD ⫽ 4.30,
95% CI [14.07, 15.82]), b ⫽ 7.09, 95% CI [5.59, 8.58], t(192) ⫽
9.37, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .31, 95% CI [.21, .41]. Time was not affected
by the target’s SES or interactions between SES and Assessment
Method, respectively, b ⫽ 0.59, t(192) ⫽ 0.78, p ⫽ .43 and
b ⫽ ⫺0.25, t(192) ⫽ ⫺0.16, p ⫽ .87. We decided to control for
time in the analysis of the number of mistakes detected in the
dictation test, because the time needed to assess a test could affect
the number of mistakes found, but is not a variable of interest here.
Following the recommendations for the inclusion of covariates, we
tested for possible interactions between the covariate Time and the
predictors (Judd, McClelland, & Ryan, 2011). We performed a
regression analysis on the total number of mistakes with Assessment Method (assessment for selection coded ⫺0.5, assessment
for learning coded 0.5), Target’s SES (low-SES coded ⫺0.5,
high-SES coded 0.5), Time (centered) and all interaction terms as
predictors.4
Results showed a main effect of Time, with participants detecting more mistakes as they took more time to complete the study,
b ⫽ 0.17, 95% CI [0.11, 0.24], t(185) ⫽ 5.25, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .13,
95% CI [.05, .22]. The main effect of Assessment Method also
reached significance indicating that participants detected more

mistakes when using assessment for selection (M ⫽ 10.16, SD ⫽
2.53, 95% CI [9.57, 10.75]) than assessment for learning (M ⫽
8.61, SD ⫽ 2.18, 95% CI [8.11, 9.10]), b ⫽ ⫺1.55, 95% CI
[⫺2.32, ⫺0.78], t(185) ⫽ ⫺3.97, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .07, 95% CI [.02,
.16]. The target’s SES also affected the number of mistakes such
that participants found more mistakes in the dictation of low-SES
students (M ⫽ 9.90, SD ⫽ 2.54, 95% CI [9.33, 10.47]) than in that
of high-SES students (M ⫽ 8.87, SD ⫽ 2.16, 95% CI [8.34, 9.39]),
b ⫽ ⫺1.03, 95% CI [⫺1.81, ⫺0.26], t(185) ⫽ ⫺2.64, p ⫽ .009,
p2 ⫽ .03, 95% CI [.00, .10]. Time interacted with Assessment
Method, b ⫽ ⫺0.17, 95% CI [⫺0.29, ⫺0.04], t(185) ⫽ ⫺2.55,
p ⫽ .01, p2 ⫽ .03, 95% CI [.00, .10] and with the Target’s SES,
b ⫽ ⫺0.15, 95% CI [⫺0.28, ⫺0.02], t(185) ⫽ ⫺2.33, p ⫽ .02,
p2 ⫽ .03, 95% CI [.00, .09]. The positive relationship between
time and the number of mistakes was stronger in the grading
compared with the formative comments condition and for low-SES
students compared with high-SES students. The expected interaction between SES and method was not significant, b ⫽ 0.92, 95%
CI [⫺0.62, 2.47], t(185) ⫽ 1.18, p ⫽ .24, p2 ⫽ .01, 95% CI [.00,
.05], Cohen’s d ⫽ .19, but in the expected direction, suggesting a
greater gap in the number of mistakes between low and high SES
students in the assessment for selection condition than in the
assessment for learning condition.
However, these effects were qualified by a three-way interaction
between Time, Assessment Method and Target’s SES, b ⫽ 0.46,
95% CI [0.20, 0.72], t(185) ⫽ 3.52, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .06, 95% CI
[.01, .14]. This interaction, depicted in Figure 1, was unexpected
but made sense given the effect of time and was, therefore,
decomposed by assessment method. In the assessment for selection
condition, the positive relationship between time and the number
of mistakes was significantly stronger for low-SES targets than for
high-SES targets, b ⫽ ⫺0.38, 95% CI [⫺0.60, ⫺0.17],
t(185) ⫽ ⫺3.50, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .06, 95% CI [.01, .14]. In other
words, the more participants spent time assessing a dictation test
with grading, the more they found mistakes, especially if the target
was from a low socioeconomic background. As a result, participants who took a moderate and long time to complete the study in
the assessment for selection condition found on average, respectively, 1.50 (95% CI for b [⫺2.68, ⫺0.31]), and 3.90 (95% CI for
b [⫺6.22, ⫺1.59]) more mistakes in the dictation of a low-SES
student than in the dictation of a high-SES student, respectively,
t(185) ⫽ ⫺2.50, p ⫽ .01, p2 ⫽ .03, 95% CI [.00, .10], and
t(185) ⫽ ⫺3.33, p ⫽ .001, p2 ⫽ .06, 95% CI [.01, .13]. In the
assessment for learning condition, the positive relationship between time and the number of mistakes did not significantly differ
as a function of Target’s SES, b ⫽ 0.08, 95% CI [⫺0.07, 0.22],
t(185) ⫽ 1.07, p ⫽ .28, p2 ⫽ .01, 95% CI [.00, .05].
Supplementary analyses.
Grades. To better understand the mechanisms at work in the
assessment for selection condition, we analyzed how mistakes
affected the participants’ grading of the test (given the design,
grades were only available for the assessment for selection condition). Grades were analyzed in a regression with the Target’s SES
3

Two values are missing because participants did not fill the item.
Three outliers were excluded from the analysis because of uncommon
deleted studentized residual, centered leverage values, and abnormal residuals.
4
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Figure 1. Experiment 1. Relationship between the time taken to complete the study and the number of mistakes
found in the dictation as a function of target’s socioeconomic status (SES) and assessment method. ⴱⴱ p ⱕ .01.
ⴱⴱⴱ
p ⬍ .001.

(low-SES coded ⫺0.5, high-SES coded 0.5), the number of mistakes (centered) and the interaction term as predictors.5 The analysis revealed a main effect of the number of mistakes, such that the
more mistakes were detected the lower the grade, b ⫽ ⫺0.14, 95%
CI [⫺0.18, ⫺0.09], t(87) ⫽ ⫺6.38, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .32, 95% CI
[.17, .45]. The main effect of SES was not significant, b ⫽ 0.22,
95% CI [⫺0.02, 0.45], t(87) ⫽ 1.85, p ⫽ .07, p2 ⫽ .04, 95% CI
[.00, .14]. The interaction between the number of mistakes and the
target’s SES was significant, b ⫽ 0.09, 95% CI [0.009, 0.19],
t(87) ⫽ 2.19, p ⫽ .03, p2 ⫽ .05, 95% CI [.00, .16]. As can be seen
in Figure 2, the negative relationship between the number of
mistakes and the grade was stronger for low-SES targets,
b ⫽ ⫺0.19, 95% CI [⫺0.25, ⫺0.13], t(87) ⫽ ⫺6.07, p ⬍ .001,
p2 ⫽ .29, 95% CI [.15, .43], compared with high-SES targets,
b ⫽ ⫺0.09, 95% CI [⫺0.15, ⫺0.03], t(87) ⫽ ⫺2.96, p ⫽ .004,
p2 ⫽ .09, 95% CI [.01, .22]. This suggests that mistakes led to a
more negative evaluation when they were produced by low-SES
students. More important, this negative evaluation resulted in more
low-SES students performing below the passing grade (4, in Swiss
schools). In the sample, we observed that 32.5% of the low-SES
targets received a grade lower than 4 but this proportion dropped
to 16.6% for the high-SES targets.
Impact of participants’ characteristics. We tested whether
participants’ own characteristics could account for or moderate the
results observed on the number of mistakes. We looked at the
effect of participants’ level of competence, gauged by self-reported
GPA, and their own social class, indicated by whether at least one
of their parents has a college degree (“continuing generation”) or
not (“first generation”). The analyses revealed no evidence that
including the participants’ level of competence or their social class
moderated the observed results (see online supplemental material).

Discussion
This first experiment was designed to test the hypothesis that
assessment for selection, more than assessment for learning, would
lead evaluators to reproduce existing social inequalities and find
lower performance for low-SES students than for high-SES stu-

dents, even though the actual performance was identical. The
target’s SES ⫻ Assessment Method interaction that tested this
hypothesis was not significant, although in the expected direction.
Participants found on average 1.49 more mistakes in the low-SES
test than in the high-SES test when using assessment for selection,
a SES performance gap reduced to .57 in the assessment for
learning condition. The size of this effect is small (p2 ⫽ .01,
Cohen’s d ⫽ .19) but we believe it should not be disregarded.
Indeed, students in the member countries of the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, e.g., United
States, Australia, Latvia, Korea, Germany, and Mexico) receive on
average 9 years of compulsory education and can expect to receive
17 years of study over their lifetime (OECD, 2006). During this
time, assessment is a frequent and important part of the students’
experience so small biases could have a large impact in the long
run.
The significant Time ⫻ SES ⫻ Assessment Method interaction,
although unexpected, indicates that the hypothesized creation of an
SES performance gap by participants using assessment for selection is stronger as participants spend more time on the study. We
interpret this effect as a consequence of the participants’ engagement in the study. It is possible that those who quickly completed
the study paid less attention to the instructions and the test and
were then less affected by the manipulations. The findings observed among those who spend more time on the study are in line
with the idea that evaluators asked to use a traditional, normative
form of assessment, artificially produce a performance gap that
corresponds to the existing status asymmetry more than evaluators
who use a form of assessment more oriented toward learning.
It is interesting that, when using assessment suited for selection,
the mistakes produced by low-SES students were judged in a more
punitive way, as indicated by an average decrease in grades of .19
points for every mistake made whereas making a mistake resulted
in a loss of .09 points for high-SES students. Ultimately, we
5
One outlier was excluded from the analysis because of uncommon
Cook’s distance and deleted studentized residuals.
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this interpretation we conducted a second study in which we
equalized the motivational and cognitive costs of the two assessment methods.

Experiment 2
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Method

Figure 2. Experiment 1. Relationship between the number of mistakes
and the grade as a function of target’s socioeconomic status (SES). ⴱⴱ p ⱕ
.01. ⴱⴱⴱ p ⬍ .001.

observed a rate of low-SES students below the pass threshold two
times higher than the rate of high-SES students. This effect is
consistent with previous research showing that evaluators can
redefine their assessment criteria (i.e., what is a weakness or a
strength) in a way that justifies discriminatory decisions (Norton,
Vandello, & Darley, 2004; Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005). For our
participants who used normative grading, mistakes became less of
a weakness when produced by a high-than a low-SES student. This
finding further supports the idea that the practice of grading may
lead evaluators to restrain the success of low status students (see
also Batruch et al., 2017).
Supplementary analyses considered the impact of the participants’ competence (i.e., self-reported GPA) and social class. In all
cases, the interaction between target’s SES, assessment method
and time remained significant and was not further moderated. This
rules out the idea that variations in competence could explain the
results. Moreover, participants’ own social class did not affect
their behavior toward the target, which suggests that the bias
against the lower SES students does not reflect an intergroup bias
(Hewstone, Rubin, & Willis, 2002). Thus, it seems that our work
does not fall in the scope of intergroup feedback. This literature
showed that evaluators from a majority group do not communicate
the same praise and criticism to majority and minority students
(Croft & Schmader, 2012; Crosby & Monin, 2007). In our research, we hypothesized that participants endorsed their role of
agents of the educational institution and acted as such, beyond
their own social identity. The results supported this contention.
The unexpected interaction with the time spent on the task raises
questions. The longer time needed to use formative assessment
might indicate the greater cognitive and motivational costs of such
a method, which requires one to identify and explain in simple
words the rules underlying each mistake and to think of ways to
improve. It remains possible that, even after accounting for time,
the cost of formative assessment contributed to the lower number
of mistakes found by participants using this method. To rule out

Participants. A total of 269 students from a medium-size
French-speaking Swiss university voluntarily took part in the
study. Data collection stopped at the end of the semester considering that we achieved the minimum of 50 participants per cell of
the 2 (SES) ⫻ 2 (Assessment Method) design. Data from 10
participants were excluded because they were suspicious (N ⫽ 6)
or failed the manipulation checks (N ⫽ 4; see online supplemental
material for analysis with the full sample). The final sample
consisted of 163 women, 93 men, 3 unspecified (Mage ⫽ 21.55,
SDage ⫽ 2.35). Each participant was randomly assigned to one of
the experimental conditions in the Assessment method (for selection vs. for learning) ⫻ Target’s SES (low vs. high) betweenparticipants design. The target’s sex was also manipulated as a
control and was not part of our hypotheses.
Material and procedure. Students were approached in university cafeterias by the experimenter and asked to take part in a
study about assessment tools used by teachers. The procedure was
similar to the one followed in Experiment 1. The main difference
was in the instructions about assessment. Participants in the assessment for selection condition read that they would have to give
a grade, while participants in the assessment for learning condition
would have to write formative comments. However, to equalize
the motivational and cognitive costs of the two assessment methods, and hopefully time spent on the task, participants were asked
to only underline the mistakes “for the time being,” and told that
they will be asked to give the grade or write the comments at a
later stage (but were actually never asked to do so). The dictation
test was a slightly modified version of the one used in Experiment
1 and contained 14 obvious mistakes (thus, three additional mistakes as compared with Experiment 1) and 6 ambiguous mistakes.
At the end of this task, participants moved on to the following
pages of the booklet. In the last section, participants answered the
manipulation checks and the sociodemographic questions.6 Finally, participants were thanked and debriefed.

Results
Perceived SES. Participants’ perception of the target’s SES
was analyzed in a regression with Assessment Method (assessment
for selection coded ⫺0.5, assessment for learning coded 0.5),
Target’s SES (low-SES coded ⫺0.5, high-SES coded 0.5), and the
interaction term as predictors. The analysis was run on the sample
that excluded suspicious participants (N ⫽ 263, but 1 missing
value). As expected, Target’s SES had a main effect on ratings,
b ⫽ 2.16, 95% CI [1.97, 2.34], t(258) ⫽ 22.94, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .67,
6
The booklet also included a questionnaire measuring the predicted
future success of the target, the rating of the test and tracking recommendations. These measures are not relevant for the hypothesis presented here,
and we did not report the results, but they are available upon request from
the authors.
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95% CI [.61, .72]. The low-SES targets were perceived as coming
from a more disadvantaged background (M ⫽ 3.87, SD ⫽ .78,
95% CI [3.74, 4.00]) than the high-SES targets (M ⫽ 6.03, SD ⫽
.75, 95% CI [5.90, 6.16]). The main effect of Assessment Method
and the interaction between Assessment Method and Target’s SES
did not reach significance (b ⫽ ⫺0.13, t(258) ⫽ ⫺1.35, p ⫽ .18
and b ⫽ 0.07, t(258) ⫽ 0.38, p ⫽ .71). We excluded four participants, mentioned in the Participant section, who did not properly
perceive the target’s SES.
Time to complete the study. An important goal of this study
was to test the hypothesis without the methodological problem
related to the difference in time needed to perform the two types of
assessments that we observed in Experiment 1. We analyzed the
time taken by participants to complete the study in a regression
including Assessment Method, Target’s SES and the interaction as
predictors.7 The analysis indicated that participants took a similar
amount of time when they used grades (M ⫽ 13.51, SD ⫽ 3.29,
95% CI [12.93, 14.09]) and formative comments (M ⫽ 13.15,
SD ⫽ 3.92, 95% CI [12.47, 13.83]), b ⫽ ⫺0.36, t(254) ⫽ ⫺0.78,
p ⫽ .43. No SES main effect or interaction reached significance,
b ⫽ ⫺0.24, t(254) ⫽ ⫺0.54, p ⫽ .59 and b ⫽ 0.44, t(254) ⫽ 0.48,
p ⫽ .63.
Number of mistakes. We analyzed the number of mistakes
detected by the participants in the dictation test in a regression with
Assessment Method, Target’s SES and the interaction as predictors. Results showed no main effect of Assessment Method,
b ⫽ ⫺0.01, 95% CI [⫺0.67, 0.65], t(255) ⫽ ⫺0.03, p ⫽ .98, p2 ⫽
.00, 95% CI [.00, .00] and a main effect of the Target’s SES,
indicating that again participants detected more mistakes in the
dictation of low-SES targets (M ⫽ 12.09, SD ⫽ 2.66, 95% CI
[11.62, 12.55]) than in that of high-SES targets (M ⫽ 11.29, SD ⫽
2.674, 95% CI [10.83, 11.75]), b ⫽ ⫺.80, 95% CI [⫺1.46, ⫺0.14],
t(255) ⫽ ⫺2.39, p ⫽ .02, p2 ⫽ .02, 95% CI [.00, .07]. The
predicted Target’s SES ⫻ Assessment Method interaction was
significant, b ⫽ 1.37, 95% CI [0.06, 2.68], t(255) ⫽ 2.05, p ⫽ .04,
p2 ⫽ .02, 95% CI [.00, .06], Cohen’s d ⫽ .26. As shown in Figure
3, when participants used assessment for selection, they found a
greater number of mistakes in the dictation attributed to low-SES
students (M ⫽ 12.43, SD ⫽ 2.86, 95% CI [11.77, 13.09]) compared with high-SES students (M ⫽ 10.95, SD ⫽ 2.69, 95% CI
[10.29, 11.61]), b ⫽ ⫺1.48, 95% CI [⫺2.42, ⫺0.55],
t(255) ⫽ ⫺3.12, p ⫽ .002, p2 ⫽ .04, 95% CI [.01, .09]. This
difference was not significant when participants used assessment
for learning (Mlow-SES ⫽ 11.74, SDlow-SES ⫽ 2.41, 95% CI [11.09,
12.39]; Mhigh-SES ⫽ 11.63, SDhigh-SES ⫽ 2.77, 95% CI [10.97,
12.28]), b ⫽ ⫺0.11, 95% CI [⫺1.04, 0.81], t(255) ⫽ ⫺0.23, p ⫽
.81, p2 ⫽ .00, 95% CI [.00, .02]. The participants’ self-reported
GPA and social class did not account for, or moderate these results
(see online supplemental material for detailed analyses).

Figure 3. Experiment 2. Number of mistakes found in the dictation as a
function of the target’s socioeconomic status (SES) and the assessment
method. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals.

complete the task, regardless of the condition. As in Experiment 1,
participants found a greater number of mistakes in the dictation
tests of low- as compared with high-SES students. More important,
the predicted Assessment Method ⫻ Target’s SES interaction was
significant. As expected, a significant social class achievement gap
was artificially produced by participants who used assessment for
selection, but not by participants who used assessment for learning. Participants who used assessment for selection reported on
average 1.48 more mistakes in the test of low-SES students than in
the test of high-SES students. Again, the participants’ characteristics did not moderate this effect.
In the theoretical development of our hypothesis, we argued that
the impact of normative grading on the creation of social class
inequalities is because of the fact that this method epitomizes the
function of selection of educational institutions. This assumption
was grounded in research showing that, from the perspective of
students, assessment oriented toward selection triggered a greater
SES performance gap than assessment for learning (Smeding et al.,
2013) and that, from the perspective of evaluators, adherence to
the function of selection related to more support for grading (Autin
et al., 2015). We conducted a third experiment to directly test the
hypothesis that the selective purposes of assessment, usually conveyed by normative grading, is indeed what underlies evaluators’
tendency to artificially produce performance differences, whatever
the form of assessment.

Experiment 3

Discussion
This study intended to test our hypothesis without the interference of the effect of time. To do so, we asked all participants to
underline the mistakes in the dictation test, and only mentioned
that they would write the formative comments or provide a grade
(depending on the condition) at a later stage. Results showed that
after equalizing the motivational and cognitive costs of assessment, participants took approximately the same amount of time to
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To test this hypothesis, we manipulated the function of assessment,
to induce either selective or educational purposes. We expected that
evaluators would create a social class achievement gap when assessment is framed as a way to select the best students more than when it
is presented as a tool to improve learning. This hypothesis could lead
7

One missing value.
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to two possible effects: The function of selection may potentiate the
effect of normative grading in the creation of the social class gap and
the educational function may potentiate the egalitarian effect of formative comments. In this case, a Function of Assessment ⫻ Assessment Method ⫻ Target’s SES interaction should emerge. However,
because we conceptualize assessment methods as tools to fulfill a
specific institutional purpose it is also possible that the function of
assessment overrides the effect of assessment tools (i.e., grading vs.
formative comments). In this case, a Function of Assessment ⫻
Target’s SES interaction should emerge.
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Method
Participants. A total of 501 students from a medium-size
French-speaking Swiss university voluntarily took part in the study
in the cafeterias on campus or in class (data were collected in
several classes, resulting in a field-related diversity similar to the
data collected in cafeterias). We decided to double the sample size,
and data collection was contingent on the classes we had access to
and the end of the semester. Each participant was randomly assigned to one of the experimental conditions in the Assessment
Method (assessment for selection vs. assessment for learning) ⫻
Target’s SES (low vs. high) ⫻ Function of Assessment (selection
vs. education) between-participants design. To avoid increasing
the complexity of the experimental design, and as target’s sex was
not a variable of interest, this factor was not included in the present
design; we only used boys as targets. Data from 10 participants
were excluded because they expressed suspicion, were unable to
assess the test or were not students. Data from 117 participants
were excluded because they failed the manipulation checks regarding the Target’s SES (N ⫽ 37), the Function of Assessment (N ⫽
74) or both (N ⫽ 6; see online supplemental material for analysis
with the full sample). The number of participants per condition
ranged from 40 to 52. We believe this high number of failures can
be explained by the lack of involvement from students in the
collective sessions in class, a recruitment method that we did not
use in the two previous experiments. Even though they were
explicitly asked to carefully read the instructions, failure on the
manipulations checks indicate that they did not read the main
instructions or that they refused to comply with them. More
important, including participants who were unable to accurately
report the function of assessment might prevent us from properly
testing the main hypothesis of this study: the underlying role
of this structural factor in the creation of a SES gap. We considered
that the validity of these data was questionable and that including
them would increase noise (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & Davidenko,
2009). The final sample of 374 students consisted of 212 female,
153 male, 9 unspecified (Mage ⫽ 22.39, SDage ⫽ 2.65).
Material and procedure. The procedure was similar to the one
followed in Experiment 2. After reading about the assessment method
they have to use, and the profile of the target, participants were
required to assess the dictation test. At the top of the page containing
the dictation test, we presented a reminder of the assessment method
and the specific instructions about the function of the assessment.
Participants in the selection condition read that the mistakes they
would find in the test would eventually help them to decide whether
the student should move to next grade or not. Participants in the
education condition read that the mistakes they would find in the test
would help them to propose learning strategies that allow the student

to improve. After they underlined the mistakes in the test, participants
answered the manipulation checks and the sociodemographic questions.8 Finally, participants were thanked and debriefed.

Results
Perceived SES. Perception of the students’ socioeconomic
background was analyzed in a regression with Assessment Method
(assessment for selection coded ⫺0.5, assessment for learning
coded 0.5), Target’s SES (low-SES coded ⫺0.5, high-SES coded
0.5), Function of Assessment (selection coded ⫺0.5, education
coded 0.5), and all interactions as predictors. The analysis was
conducted on the sample of nonsuspicious participants (N ⫽ 491,
but three missing values). The Target’s SES influenced the perception of socioeconomic background in the expected direction
(Mlow SES ⫽ 3.88, SDlow SES ⫽ .92, 95% CI [3.77, 3.99]; Mhigh SES ⫽
5.97, SDhigh SES ⫽ .79, 95% CI [5.86, 6.08]), b ⫽ 2.09, 95% CI
[1.93, 2.24], t(480) ⫽ 26.49, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .59, 95% CI [.54, .64].
No other effects reached significance (ts ⬍ 1.60, ps ⬎ .11).
Among the participants excluded, 37 were taken out from the final
sample because they did not correctly report the target’s socioeconomic background.
Number of mistakes. The number of mistakes found in the
test was analyzed in a regression with Assessment Method, Target’s SES, Function of Assessment and all interactions as predictors.9 The analysis revealed a significant interaction between the
Function of Assessment and the Target’s SES, b ⫽ 1.34, 95% CI
[0.12, 2.56], t(365) ⫽ 2.16, p ⫽ .03, p2 ⫽ .01, 95% CI [.00, .04],
Cohen’s d ⫽ .20. As shown in Figure 4, when participants
thought the assessment was aimed at selecting the students, they
found more mistakes in the test of a low-SES student (M ⫽
12.71, SD ⫽ 2.75, 95% CI [12.07, 13.35]) than in the test of a
high-SES student (M ⫽ 11.59, SD ⫽ 2.94, 95% CI [10.98,
12.20]), b ⫽ ⫺1.12, 95% CI [⫺2.00, ⫺0.24], t(365) ⫽ ⫺2.50,
p ⫽ .01, p2 ⫽ .02, 95% CI [.00, .05]. This social class gap was
not significant when the assessment was presented with an
educational purpose (Mlow SES ⫽ 11.44, SDlow SES ⫽ 3.35, 95%
CI [10.84, 12.05]; Mhigh SES ⫽ 11.66, SDhigh SES ⫽ 2.84, 95%
CI [11.08, 12.14]), b ⫽ 0.22, 95% CI [⫺0.62, 1.06], t(365) ⫽
0.51, p ⫽ .61, p2 ⫽ .00, 95% CI [.00, .02]. The three-way
interaction between Assessment Method, Function of Assessment and Target’s SES did not reach significance, b ⫽ 1.72,
95% CI [⫺0.72, 4.15], t(365) ⫽ 1.38, p ⫽ .17, p2 ⫽ .01, 95%
CI [.00, .03]. These results were not impacted or further moderated by the participant’s level of competence or social class
(see online supplemental material).

Discussion
This study sought to test the hypothesis that the selective (rather
that educational) role of assessment is the mechanism that leads
evaluators to create a performance gap that corresponds to existing
8
The booklet also included a questionnaire measuring the predicted
future success of the target and the rating of the test. These measures are
not relevant for the hypothesis presented here, and we did not report the
results, but they are available upon request from the authors.
9
One outlier was excluded because of uncommon deleted studentized
residual.
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Figure 4. Experiment 3. Number of mistakes found in the dictation as a
function of the target’s socioeconomic status (SES) and the function of
assessment. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals.

status asymmetries in the absence of actual differences in performance. Results supported our hypothesis: The Function of Assessment ⫻ Target’s SES interaction revealed that when assessment
was presented as a way to select the best students, evaluators found
on average 1.12 more mistakes in a dictation supposedly produced
by a low-SES student than in that attributed to a high-SES student.
This artificial performance gap was reduced when assessment was
presented as a way to help students improve. The results did not
show a significant moderating effect of the assessment method
(i.e., assessment for selection vs. learning). These findings suggest
that it is not so much normative grading and formative comments
per se that lead evaluators to, respectively, create or not a social
class performance gap, but rather the function attributed to the
assessment tools.
However, a high number of participants had to be excluded in
particular for not properly reporting the function of assessment.
This raises concerns about the design and suggests a possible
conflict between instructions about the assessment method and the
function of assessment. For example, it might have been difficult
for participants to understand or comply with the instruction of
both looking for mistakes to help improve learning and decide
whether the student should move to the next grade. This is actually
not surprising if we consider that the function of selection is
positively associated with support for grading whereas negatively
associated with support for formative comments (Autin et al.,
2015). Contradicting the usual associations might have led to
unpredictable consequences on the participants’ behavior.
Therefore, we designed a fourth study to test the hypothesis that
it is the function of assessment that triggers or not the creation of
a SES performance gap. To avoid confusion between the assessment tools and their functions, we kept the assessment tool constant. Because of the link between normative grading and a selective function and between formative comments and educational
functions, we decided not to use these assessment methods. Rather,
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we relied on a less common procedure based on the highlighting of
sections of the student’s work. Participants had to highlight in two
different colors the positive and negative aspects of an essay (see
Croft & Schmader, 2012, for a similar design). The fourth study
aims to replicate the previously observed findings on a different
measure of evaluation.
Moreover, this assessment tool provides information about both
positive and negative feedback, which could shed light on how the
SES performance gap is created. Indeed, in the previous studies,
we observed the creation of a difference between the low- and
high-SES student but could not definitely determine whether this
difference resulted from negative behavior against the low-SES
student or advantage given to the high-SES student. Indeed, inequalities were traditionally framed as the product of discrimination, bias against low status groups but they actually also result
from favoritism, bias for high status groups (e.g., Adams et al.,
2008). Some even argue that in societies where hostility toward
low status groups and intergroup conflicts are not acceptable,
favoritism is more prevalent (Brewer, 1999; DiTomaso, 2015;
Greenwald & Pettigrew, 2014). Disentangling the processes at
play behind the creation of the social class achievement gap is not
the central question addressed in the present paper, yet we could
expect that when evaluating an essay with a selective purpose, if
participants discriminate against low-SES students, they will provide more negative feedback to this student compared with a
high-SES student. If participants favor high-SES students, they
might provide more positive feedback to this student compared
with a low-SES student. When assessment is used with an educational purpose, these differences should be attenuated.
Finally, the fourth study investigated a potential conflation
between the educational versus selection function of assessment
and a growth versus fixed mindset. A sizable literature has shown
that individuals can adopt a growth mindset that refers to the belief
that one’s qualities are malleable and expandable through learning,
or a fixed mindset that corresponds to the belief that qualities are
unchangeable (Dweck, 2012). Rattan et al. (2012) showed that
instructors with a fixed theory of intelligence, compared with a
malleable theory, attribute low ability to low-performing students
and give them less engaging feedback. Because the induction of
the educational function focuses evaluators on improvement and
learning, it might be associated with a growth mindset. Conversely, the function of selection focuses evaluators on the student’s stance relative to the requirement and might relate to a fixed
mindset. We included a measure of the evaluators’ perception of
the malleability of students’ intelligence to test whether the function of assessment affects their mindset.

Experiment 4
Method
Participants. A total of 335 students in a French university
participated in the study, in exchange for course credit (N ⫽ 227)
or were recruited in a university library (N ⫽ 108). We aimed for
at least 50 participants per cell; as we anticipated attrition, we
oversampled. Twenty-eight participants were excluded for not
being able to report the function of assessment (N ⫽ 7), the SES
of the target (N ⫽ 19) or both (N ⫽ 3; see online supplemental
material for analyses on the full sample). The final 306 participants
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(246 women, 57 men, 3 unspecified, Mage ⫽ 19.69, SD ⫽ 3.80)
were randomly assigned to one of the experimental conditions in
the Function of Assessment (selection vs. education) ⫻ Target’s
SES (low vs. high) between-participants design.
Material and procedure. Participants had to imagine that
they were a history teacher who has to assess an essay produced by
an eighth grade male student using a new assessment tool. They
had to highlight in one color (yellow) the parts of the essay that
were well written (i.e., clear, logical, and important for the structure of the text) and in another color (orange) the parts that needed
to be revised (i.e., unclear, misplaced regarding the logical organization of the text, spelling, syntax, or grammar errors). An
example was provided.
Manipulation of the function of assessment. To emphasize
the function of selection, half of the participants read that their
evaluation of the student’s skills counted toward his semester
GPA. Evaluating the essay would give them information to decide
whether the student should move to the next grade or not by
identifying his strengths and weaknesses in this kind of exercise.
To focus the other half of the participants on the educational
function, they read that their evaluation of the student’s skills was
part of a learning program. Evaluating the essay would give them
information to help the student improve his learning by identifying
strategies to make progress in this kind of exercise.
Manipulation of the student’s SES. Participants were then
asked to read the file of the student who supposedly produced the
essay. The files were similar to the ones used in Experiment 3 but
adapted to the French context. The target’s SES was manipulated
by changing the student’s name, parental occupation, and extracurricular activities.
Implicit theories of intelligence. Eight items were adapted
from Souchal and Toczek (2010) to measure participants’ conception
of students’ intelligence. Four items referred to an entity theory (e.g.,
“Students have a certain level of intelligence and no matter what they
do, it cannot change”) and four to an incremental theory (e.g., “Students’ intelligence grows with every new experience they live”). A
factor analysis revealed one factor (value ⫽ 2.69, 33.6% of explained
variance) including the four entity items and two incremental items
(reversed). We then computed a score of entity by averaging the
scores on these items (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .78).
After completing the questionnaire, participants assessed the essay.
They were briefly reminded of the Function of Assessment and of the
instructions regarding the use of highlighters to provide positive and
negative feedback. The essay was a picture of a 20 line-long handwritten text inspired from actual essays. The number of characters
highlighted in each color was computed as indicators of the quantity
of positive (yellow) and negative (orange) feedback.
After the assessment of the essay,10 participants reported the
function of the assessment, two types of information presented in
the student file and estimated his background on a 7-point scale
(1 ⫽ highly disadvantaged to 7 ⫽ highly advantaged). They
provided sociodemographic information (age, sex, parental level
of education, and occupations), were thanked and debriefed.

Results
Perceived SES. Participants’ perception of the target’s SES
was analyzed on the full sample in a regression with the Function
of Assessment (selection coded ⫺0.5, education coded 0.5), Tar-

get’s SES (low-SES coded ⫺0.5, high-SES coded 0.5), and the
interaction term as predictors.11 Results showed a main effect of
Target’s SES, b ⫽ 1.75, 95% CI [1.56, 1.94], t(328) ⫽ 18.34, p ⬍
.001, p2 ⫽ .51, 95% CI [.43, .57]. The low-SES target was
perceived as coming from a more disadvantaged background (M ⫽
3.98, SD ⫽ 0.86, 95% CI [3.84, 4.11]) than the high-SES target
(M ⫽ 5.72, SD ⫽ .88, 95% CI [5.59, 5.86]). The Function main
effect and interaction did not reach significance, b ⫽ ⫺0.09,
t(328) ⫽ ⫺0.91, p ⫽ .36 and b ⫽ ⫺0.09, t(328) ⫽ 1.13, p ⫽ .26.
Ratio of negative feedback. We computed the number of
characters highlighted in each color as indicators of negative and
positive feedback. We calculated a ratio of negative feedback
relative to the total amount of positive and negative feedback such
that higher scores indicate more negativity in the evaluation. This
ratio was created to have a negative evaluation indicator that is
comparable to evaluation in our previous studies (i.e., finding
mistakes in a test). This ratio was analyzed in a regression with the
Function of Assessment (selection coded ⫺0.5, education coded
0.5), Target’s SES (low-SES coded ⫺0.5, high-SES coded 0.5),
and the interaction as predictors.12 The results showed no main
effect of the Target’s SES, b ⫽ ⫺0.03, 95% CI [⫺0.05, 0.00],
t(300) ⫽ ⫺1.82, p ⫽ .07, p2 ⫽ .01, 95% CI [.00, .05] or the
Function of Assessment, b ⫽ ⫺0.004, 95% CI [⫺0.03, 0.02],
t(300) ⫽ ⫺0.29, p ⫽ .77, p2 ⫽ .00, 95% CI [.00, .02]. The
expected interaction between SES and Function did not reach
significance, b ⫽ 0.03, 95% CI [⫺0.03, 0.08], t(300) ⫽ 0.91, p ⫽
.36, p2 ⫽ .00, 95% CI [.00, .03], Cohen’s d ⫽ .10. However, this
interaction was in the expected direction with a larger difference in
ratio between low and high SES students when the assessment was
meant to select (Mlow SES ⫽ .42, SDlow SES ⫽ .12, 95% CI [.39,
.44] vs. Mhigh SES ⫽ .38, SDhigh SES ⫽ .13, 95% CI [.35, .41])
rather than to improve learning (Mlow SES ⫽ .40, SDlow SES ⫽ .12,
95% CI [.38, .43] vs. Mhigh SES ⫽ .39, SDhigh SES ⫽ .13, 95% CI
[.36, .42]).
Positive and negative feedback. The number of characters
highlighted was analyzed in a 2 (Function of Assessment: selection
vs. education) ⫻ 2 (Target’s SES: high vs. low) ⫻ 2 (Type of
Feedback: negative vs. positive) mixed analysis of variance
(ANOVA) with the last factor as a within-participant factor.13 The
analysis revealed a main effect of the Type of feedback, F(1,
299) ⫽ 189.34, p ⬍ .001, p2 ⫽ .39, indicating that participants
gave more positive feedback (M ⫽ 418, SD ⫽ 189) than negative
feedback (M ⫽ 272, SD ⫽ 133). This effect was qualified by an
interaction with the Target’s SES, F(1, 299) ⫽ 7.05, p ⫽ .008,
p2 ⫽ .023, 90% CI [.00, .06]. Participants gave more positive
feedback to a high SES student (M ⫽ 446, SD ⫽ 204, 95% CI
[413, 479]) compared with a low SES student (M ⫽ 392, SD ⫽
171, 95% CI [365, 419]), F(1, 299) ⫽ 5.98, p ⫽ .015, p2 ⫽ .02,
90% CI [.00, .05]. This difference between SES was not significant
for negative feedback, F(299) ⫽ .38, p ⫽ .54, p2 ⫽ .00, 90% CI
[.00, .01]. No other effect reached significance Fs ⬍ 2.53, ps ⬎
10
The booklet also included an evaluation of the essay on a 10-point
scale. The results are available upon request from the authors.
11
Three participants did not fill the item.
12
Two outliers were removed from the analysis because of elevated
cooks’ distances and studentized deleted residuals.
13
Three participants were excluded because of abnormal residuals,
elevated cooks’ distances, and studentized deleted residuals.
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.11, sp2 ⬍ .01, including the expected interaction between the
Type of feedback, SES and the Function of Assessment, F(299) ⫽
0.03, p ⫽ .86, p2 ⫽ .00, 90% CI [.00, .01].
Entity theory of intelligence. The score of belief in an entity
theory of intelligence was analyzed in a regression with the Function of Assessment (selection coded ⫺0.5, education coded 0.5),
Target’s SES (low-SES coded ⫺0.5, high-SES coded 0.5), and the
interaction as predictors.14 The main effect of Function that would
indicate an impact of that induction on mindset did not reach
significance b ⫽ 0.02, 95% CI [⫺0.14, 0.18], t(298) ⫽ 0.25, p ⫽
.80, p2 ⫽ .00, 95% CI [.00, .01]. The main effect of SES and the
interaction were also nonsignificant, respectively, b ⫽ 0.05, 95%
CI [⫺0.12, 0.21], t(298) ⫽ 0.55, p ⫽ .59, p2 ⫽ .00, 95% CI [.00,
.02], and b ⫽ ⫺0.23, 95% CI [⫺0.55, 0.10], t(298) ⫽ ⫺1.36, p ⫽
.17, p2 ⫽ .01, 95% CI [.00, .04].
Supplementary analyses investigating the impact of the participants’ own social class were conducted (see online supplemental
material for the details) and showed no change or moderation of
the described results.

Discussion
This fourth study first aimed at testing the hypothesis that the
function of selection, while keeping the assessment tool constant,
triggers the creation of a SES performance gap, compared with the
educational function. The analysis on the ratio of negative feedback showed a pattern that was congruent with this hypothesis, but
the effect was not significant. The results on the number of
characters highlighted showed an overall favoritism of the higher
social class student. Irrespective of the function of assessment,
participants provided more positive feedback to the high-SES
student than the low-SES student. This result is in line with the
idea that nowadays the creation of inequalities relies on a favorable
bias for high status group members who are offered more positive
experience (e.g., DiTomaso, 2015). However, further replication
of this effect is needed as we initially predicted that it would
appear only when the context emphasizes on selection. Moreover,
a possible way to disentangle favoritism toward the high-SES
student from negative treatment toward the low-SES student could
be to include a control condition with no information about the
target’s SES (i.e., anonymous). This would provide information
about whether it is the low-SES condition that triggers more
negative assessment than the control or the high-SES condition
that triggers more positive assessment, or whether both discrimination and favoritism are at play.
A secondary goal of this study was to examine whether the
function of assessment could impact the evaluators’ mindset, with
selective purposes fostering a more entity theory of the student’s
abilities than educational purposes. The results are not in line with
this proposition. Previous research showing changes in mindset
used direct intervention by telling participants that intelligence is
fixed or can grow (Rattan, Savani, Chugh, & Dweck, 2015). It
could be that information about the function of assessment is not
sufficiently powerful to affect the mindset. Yet, some studies
suggest that mindsets are also sensitive to subtle information such
as praise or generic statements about categories (i.e., talking about
boys in general instead of a boy in particular; Cimpian & Markman, 2011; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). At this stage, the impact of
the function of assessment on the belief in an entity theory of
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intelligence remains an open question, although the effect size
(p2 ⫽ .00, 95% CI [.00, .01]) could suggest a possibly negligible
effect.
Finally, it should be recognized that the sample of this experiment presents an imbalance in terms of gender and recruitment
location. Such an imbalance makes it difficult to test the effects of
these variables, but as the personal characteristics of the participants do not seem to alter the observed effects (see online supplemental material), we believe that this asymmetry should not be a
source of concern.

Meta-Analysis
To understand more precisely the size of the effect of interest,
we ran an internal meta-analysis on the four experiments (Cumming, 2013) and estimated the effect size of the moderation of the
SES performance gap by the orientation of assessment toward
selection (i.e., grading or selection function) or education (i.e.,
formative comments or educational function). We computed the
standardized mean difference corresponding to the difference of
simple effects of SES between the selection and education assessment practices [(X lowSES_selection ⫺ X highSES_selection) ⫺
(X lowSES_education ⫺ X highSES_education)]/2ⴱsp (where sp is
the pooled SD; Westfall, 2015). In Experiment 1, we used the
effect size of the SES ⫻ Assessment Method interaction at a
moderate time spent on the study. In Experiment 4, we used the
effect size of the SES ⫻ Function of Assessment interaction on the
ratio of negative feedback, as this measure is the functional equivalent to the number of mistakes measured in the previous three
studies. We used a weighted random-effects model (Cumming,
2013). A weighted model lowers the contribution of studies with
higher variance around the effect size. Random effects models take
into account the heterogeneity between studies and postulates that
different studies can estimate different effect sizes.
The analysis revealed a small and significant effect size, d ⫽
0.19, p ⫽ .002, 95% CI [0.07; 0.30]. The variance index between
the four studies was not significant, suggesting low heterogeneity
between studies Q(df ⫽ 3) ⫽ 0.84, p ⫽ .84. This internal metaanalysis provides evidence that evaluators artificially create a
greater SES performance gap when assessment is used to select
rather than foster learning. The effect size is small but we nonetheless believe it should be interpreted in light of the length of
education and the frequency of assessment. Very small differences
in repeated evaluations can have important consequences on the
overall experiences and educational outcomes of students when
they accumulate over time.

General Discussion
A growing line of research has addressed the question of the
cultural and structural determinants underlying the social class
achievement gap (e.g., Croizet & Claire, 1998; Stephens et al.,
2012). This endeavor has been particularly valuable in revealing
the sociocultural influences that contribute to the social class
inequalities. However, the majority of these studies have focused
on the psychological processes (e.g., stereotype threat, cultural
14
Four outliers were excluded because of abnormal residuals, elevated
cooks’ distances, and studentized deleted residuals.
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mismatch) that impact the academic performance of students. In
the present research, we argue that, in addition, a new stream of
research should emerge that addresses how evaluators’ behavior
contributes to the social class achievement gap, independent of the
students’ actual performance. We proposed that the endemic use of
normative grading in education, given its strong association with
the meritocratic ideal and the function of selection of educational
institutions, leads evaluators to reproduce existing social class
asymmetries. In contrast, assessment with an educational function
and an egalitarian ethos should reduce the impact of the student’s
social class on evaluation. More specifically, we hypothesized that
evaluators would differentially assess the work produced by lowand high-SES students when using assessment for selection, even
in the absence of any objective differences. This tendency should
be reduced when using assessment for learning.
Experiments 1 and 2 showed consistent evidence that when
evaluators used an assessment method oriented toward selection
(i.e., normative grading; cf. Autin et al., 2015), they actively
detected more mistakes for low-SES students than for high-SES
students. This effect emerged in a dictation test that objectively
contained the same number of mistakes in all conditions (with a
moderation by the time spent on the task in Experiment 1). The
creation of such an artificial social class achievement gap was not
observed when evaluators used an assessment method oriented
toward education (i.e., formative comments). We believe that a
strong asset of these results is the use of a behavioral measure—the
number of mistakes that participants actually found in the test—
that did not allow participants to control the social desirability of
their responses (Dompnier, Darnon, & Butera, 2009).
Experiments 3 and 4 manipulated the mechanism that we assumed to explain the results observed in the first two experiments:
the function of assessment. Indeed, we expected that evaluators
reproduce in their assessment existing social class asymmetries
when using normative grading because this form of assessment
epitomizes the function of selection of educational institutions.
The results support this hypothesis. In Experiment 3, making the
selection function of assessment salient led evaluators to find
significantly more mistakes for low-SES students than for highSES students, regardless of the assessment method they used. Such
a differential treatment was no longer significant when the educational function of assessment was made salient. In Experiment 4,
the replication of this finding with a different assessment tool (i.e.,
highlighting sections in the student’s essay) showed a consistent
but not significant pattern in the ratio of negative feedback. And
accordingly, we conducted a small-scale meta-analysis to test the
overall support to our main hypothesis received from the four
studies. Overall, the results of the meta-analysis support the hypothesis that even in the absence of objective differences in performance, social class inequalities can be perpetuated by evaluators who re-create an achievement gap, especially when the
selective purpose of assessment is put to the fore.
Experiment 4 secondarily aimed at specifying how the social
class achievement gap was created in the selection context, by
using both negative and positive feedback. This question goes
beyond the scope of the present article, as the primary goal here
was to document the creation of a SES performance gap. Yet, we
postulated that inequalities are the byproduct not only of negative
treatment against low status individuals but also of the privilege of
high status individuals (e.g., Adams et al., 2008). The results

showed an overall effect of favoritism toward high-SES students.
This unexpected effect calls for further investigation but is consistent with an understanding of the mechanisms of inequalities
that emphasizes the implication of favoritism. For example, it has
been observed that high-status individuals receive advantages, and
especially better evaluation from both high- and low-status actors
(DiTomaso, Post, Smith, Farris, & Cordero, 2007). Previous research documented how higher social class students benefit from
many aspects of the educational institutions such as valued forms
of knowledge, language, or posture, compatible self-models and
boosting evaluative settings (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Croizet
et al., 2017; Lareau, 2011; Stephens, Markus, et al., 2014). The
present results suggest that evaluator’s behavior during assessment
might also be one of the privileges that enhance the academic
experience of higher social class students.

Contribution to Ongoing Debates
The first contribution of the present research is to participate in
the growing effort to bring the study of social class to the core of
social and educational psychological investigations (S. T. Fiske &
Markus, 2012). Alongside previous research directly studying student performance (e.g., Goudeau & Croizet, 2017; Jury et al.,
2015), the present article unveils a new path through which social
class inequalities are reproduced in schools via the assessment of
performance. Our research suggests that, even if the educational
system could offer a matching and nonthreatening environment to
all students, evaluators could still artificially create a social class
achievement gap when they assess with selective purposes.
The second contribution pertains to research in sociology of
education. Observing that evaluators create a social class achievement gap is in line with the classic sociological theory of social
reproduction, and in particular with the proposition that agents of
institutions play an important role in the reproduction of social
inequalities (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Our research provides
experimental evidence of the evaluators’ role in social reproduction and, more importantly, identified an institutional factor that
leads evaluators to create social inequalities: the selection versus
educational function of assessment.
Finally, our findings are consistent with previous research in
educational sciences showing discrimination by evaluators in assessing the same product attributed to students of different backgrounds (e.g., Sprietsma, 2013). However, the existing literature
had only investigated this phenomenon in settings using grading,
and our comparison with alternative forms of assessment offers
new insights. Not only because this comparison shows that discriminatory behavior is not inherent to assessment, but also—and
especially— because it shows that evaluators do not always act in
a biased manner. Regarding the discriminatory behavior previously observed in grading, our results suggest that it would be
better interpreted as the product of the selective purposes conveyed
by such assessment practices, rather than biased individual evaluators. This result is consistent with qualitative work showing that
changing the tools (e.g., replacing grades with formative comments) is not enough to change the vision of assessment, and that
ultimately teachers use all forms of assessment primarily with
quantifying and ranking purposes (McNair, Bhargava, Adams,
Edgerton, & Kypros, 2003). Moreover, teacher’s use of assessment
has been related to the requirement of educational institutions
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stemming from their societal role of selection (Gewirtz, 2000;
Hall, Collins, Benjamin, Nind, & Sheehy, 2004; Popham, 2001).
Our research concurs with an analysis of assessment practices as
contingent on the institutional function they serve. Through the
prism of selection, all forms of assessment might produce inequalities in evaluation.
Overall, the present research underscores the need for a sociocultural approach to understanding inequalities (Adams et al.,
2008; Markus & Stephens, 2017) that highlights the intertwining
of individuals with institutions in their production (see also Kraus
& Park, 2017). Social class inequalities cannot be reduced to
consequences of direct and intentional actions of biased individuals (i.e., biased evaluators), or to byproducts of agentless institutions that mechanically exclude lower social class students and
favor higher social class students (i.e., biased schools). We rather
propose that the educational institutions’ logic shapes evaluators’
behavior, and in turn low- and high-SES students’ experience.
More specifically, the functions of educational institutions seem to
affect the way evaluators make sense of the assessment situation
and cause them to differentially evaluate students’ performance
based on their social class.

Limitations and Conclusion
Several limitations of the present research should be acknowledged. First, the studies were conducted with students who were
put in the position of a teacher, and not real teachers. Replicating
these findings with teachers would certainly increase their ecological validity, but we do not expect any remarkable difference.
Indeed, our theoretical approach is precisely that institutional
norms and functions shape their agents’ behaviors; thus, the observed effects should be reproducible with actual teachers, as they
have been socialized in the very context that we have experimentally induced in this research. Furthermore, previous research
using role-playing paradigms showed that participants adjust their
attitudes to the role (Covington & Omelich, 1979; Harari & Covington, 1981; Houston & Holmes, 1975), and our results are
consistent with those obtained in research conducted with teachers
(e.g., Hinnerich, Höglin, & Johannesson, 2015; Rangvid, 2015;
Sprietsma, 2013).
Second, more research is needed to understand the psychological mechanisms at play in the discriminatory behavior of evaluators. The present research proposed a sociocultural approach and
therefore, in the last two experiments, we manipulated a structurallevel mechanism (i.e., the function of selection vs. education)
believed to underlie the creation of the social class achievement
gap. However, future research may also be interested in individuallevel variables induced by both functions of assessment. We argued that assessment for selection relates to a meritocratic ethos
whereas the assessment for learning relates to an egalitarian ethos
(Autin et al., 2015). Egalitarianism and meritocratic values have
contrasted consequences in terms of stereotyping and attitudes
toward groups (e.g., Wyer, 2003) and are involved in the reduction/maintenance of inequalities (e.g., Costa-Lopes, Dovidio,
Pereira, & Jost, 2013). The perception of egalitarian versus meritocratic values is, therefore, a possible mechanism underlying the
effect of assessment for learning versus selection on the creation of
a social class performance gap. Downstream mechanisms could
also be explored. For example, assessment as an apparatus of
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meritocratic selection might give participants a greater sense of
objectivity than assessment to foster learning. Feelings of objectivity are known to increase bias in decisions (Uhlmann & Cohen,
2007). Assessment for selection also requires a more firm, nonambiguous response (to give a grade, to decide about grade repetition)
than assessment for learning. The desire for clear-cut answers—
known as need for closure—relates to biases in thinking (Webster
& Kruglanski, 1997), and high need for closure can be involved in
discrimination in grading (Kruglanski & Freund, 1983). It is,
therefore, possible that the discriminatory behavior observed in the
present studies is partly because of the higher need for closure
triggered by the selection context compared with the educational
context. It is also possible that different processes simultaneously
occur when evaluators focus on educational purposes. For example, participants might feel more accountable for their evaluation
when told that they have to write formative comments or suggest
learning strategies to improve, and accountability reduces bias in
decisions (Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; Uhlmann & Cohen, 2007).
Finally, in the absence of a control condition for the function of
assessment, it is impossible to conclude from the present experiments whether the effects are driven by assessment for selection or
assessment for learning. However, in the current sociocultural and
educational context it seems unlikely to have a control assessment
condition that does not conjure an institutional function. Given that
normative grading is by far the most widespread assessment
method in OECD countries (Knight & Yorke, 2003), and that the
social class achievement gap is also omnipresent in these countries
(OECD, 2013a), we believe that an “ecological” control condition
(e.g., “please, assess this dictation test”) would probably be interpreted as the assessment for selection conditions. Moreover, creating a “neutral” control condition (without any form of assessment; e.g., “please, find all the mistakes in this dictation to prove
your skills”) would be pointless, as in such a condition the participant would no longer be an evaluator. The difficulty to have a
control condition explains why, like the majority of research
investigating the factors contributing to inequalities in education
(see Croizet et al., 2017; Jury, Darnon, et. al., 2017), we compared
a situation where these factors are at play to a situation where they
are actively countered.
To conclude, this line of research challenges the idea that
educational institutions perform a meritocratic selection based
solely on an objective assessment of individuals’ qualities. To
the contrary, this selection function might actually contribute to
the reproduction of social inequalities by leading evaluators
to create a social class achievement gap. There is a growing
literature demonstrating how the way educational institutions
operate is involved in the reproduction of social inequalities
(e.g., Croizet et al., 2017; Jury, Darnon, et. al., 2017). Our
research adds to this literature by identifying a structural factor—the function of selection of assessment—that shapes the
role of evaluators in the creation of a social class achievement
gap, even when there are no actual differences in performance.
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