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Hine do teachers perceive their studends' abilities? We would like to believe that all teachers recognize the preatest potential in all students.
But what if they don't* How does that affect their desire to change their practice to reach particular students? A part of a ressarch-practice
partnership (RPF) between Broward County (Florida) Public Schools (BCPS) and Outlier Research & Evaluation, a research group at the
University of Chicago, we asked these questions of approximately 6,000 elementary teachers. The surprising answers we received suggest
an important alternative focus for teacher professional leaming and eduational improvement.

With the support af the William and Flom Hewlett Foundation, Cutlier parinered with BCPS to spread what the Hewlett Foundation refers
to as “[heaper Learning” practices in the district. We fooused in particular on teaching practices that supported students’ critical thinking.
Our team provided capacity-building suppart for teachers to implement these practices, while also considering passible barriers to
spreading the practices. As we engaged in the work, we began to speculate about the teachers' motivation and commitment to change their
own practices to sappert their stadents’ critical thinking. We wondered, “Might teachers' perceptions of their students’ abilities to engage
im critical thinking affect their willingness to change their teaching® We administered questionnaires to BCPS elementany teachers to

fnd out.
AT A GLANCE Q

- A research-practice partnership between Broward
County (Florida) Public Schools and Outlier Research
& Evaluation sought to help teachers build students’
critical-thinking skills,

- & survey of elementary school teachers in the district
revealed that many teachers did not believe most of their
students were ablke to think critically or even learn to
think critically.

= The researchers sugeuest that these regative percepticns
of students abilities’ could affect teachers’ willingness to
change their practice to promote critical thinking.

= To improve teachers’ perception of students, they
suggest changing messaging about student akilities,
improving teacher self-efficacy about thelr own abdlities,
arnd directly addressing negatneg perceptions in



professional development programs.

Teacher expectations and student outcomes

While there is very little literature on the relationship between teachers’ percepticns of their students and those teachers’ willingness 1o
engage in new teaching practices, there is a great deal of reszarch on the relationship betwesn teachers’ expectations and student cutcomes
[Rubie-Davies =1 al., 201 5; Tenenbaum & Fock, JI:I'.'I'.'} En:nl:iau:j. stodents are more |i.'h=|.'|.' o succeed with teachers whio have :high
expectations than they are with teachers who hawe low expectations (Good & Nichals, 2001; Bubie-Davies et al,, 2015). Furthermaore,
research shows that teachers’ expectations sometimes are associated with students’ race, gender, sodoeconomic status, and other
characteristics {Gershensan, Holt & Papageorge, 201 5; Jamil, Larsen, & Hamre, 2018}, This leads to varied and inequitable teaching
practices. Thesz relaticnships are more aoate for shedents in the ey grades (Kuklingki & Weinstein, 2001), and the effects persist over
years for some stadents, especially those from marginalized groups (Hingant, OBrien, & Ghazarian, 2009).

The relationship between students' race and ethnicty and teachers' expectations appears at multiple schaol levels. For example, studies
hawe showm that teachers hawe loower expectations for low-income and Black stadents (Diamond, RBandolph, & Spillane, 2004}, and these
expectations can move beyond a single stadent to 2 whale class. For example, ooe study found that class-level teacher expectations were
significantly associated with stadents’ academic outcomes as well as students’ perceptions of their own academic competence {Rubie-
Diavis, Flint, & McDonald, 20121 And fmally, research has shown that teachers feel less responsibility for stadent learning in schools with
a large makeup of Black students than they do in schools with a higher percentage of white and Asian students (Diameond, Randolph, &
Spillane, 2004).

To state it plainky, teachers modify their instruction according to their expectations of whether they will have an impact on student
learning {Burgess & Greaves, 2013; Mechtenberg, 200%). Teachers with high expectations for all students believe that their instruction can
promaote bearning for all (Bubie-Davis et. al, 2001 5). Furthermors, they believe that developing unbiased expectations based cn students”
actual performance, rathes than prior performance or stereptypes, can promote student leaming and success {Rubie-Davis 1. al, 20135,

For cur RPF this research raises an important guestion: How might teachers’ perceptions of their students’ abilities be potential barriers to
our efforts to promate teaching practices that support crtical thinking?

Studying teacher beliefs

In the lang-standing partnership between Outlier and Broward County Public Schoals {the sixth largest school districtin the countryl,
researchers work arm in arm with teachers. Together, we developed a strategy that Focused on teaching critical thinking, with a foous cn
the skills of argumentation, using evidence, and communication. The evolving strategy inchuided demonstration schoals, teacher webinars
oo specihc dassronm strategies, gamerning support from the central affice, and clear messaging to teachers about expectations and
practices. Char waork started before the COVID- 19 pandemic and before the increased visibilioy of the Black Lives Matier movement in
2020, both of which subseguently caused us to reflact on and revise our approaches and messaging.

Concurrent with the capadty-building effarts, we administered teacher questiocnnaires in 3019, 2021, and 2022 that, among other things,
asked teachers to share their perceptions of their stodents’ abilities to engage in critical thinking. In our fall 201% administration, we found
that a strong majority of teachers perceived that 50% or fewer of their shadents were not able to think oitically {see Table ).
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In cur spring 2021 administration, the results were similary disappointing. Specifically, we asked teachers, *What percentage of your
students ARE ABLE to think citically right now® Mearly 72% of the responding elementary teachers reported that 50% or fewerof their
students were able to think citically. Similachy, when asked, “Right now, what percentage of your students are able to LEARN to think
critically?” more than a third {34%) of teachers reported that 50% or fewer of their students were able to LEARM to think critically righe
row. This suggests that they believed at feast halfof their students could act fearn to think critically Why did teachers perceive that so few
of their students were able to think critically or even able to d=am to think critically?

Sources of low expectations



Our BFF team steadfastly belizves that all stadents can think critically and that appropriate instruction can help them build their thinking
skills. We had made that explicit in cur commumication, but it appeared that teachers weren't hearing our message. Thus, we st out to
understand whyteachers perceived their students this way and determine what we could do about it

We decided to interriew teachers to explore what was behind their perceptions. In spring 2021, we interviewed 16 teachers and owo
administrators. During the interviews, we shared the 2019 questonnaire results and asked, “Why do you think so mamy teachers reported
that so many af their students were not able to think critically™ When we analyzed our transcripts, eight main reasons emerged, six of
which pertain to students and two of which pertain to teachers (s=e Tahle 2).
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To determine whether these reasons applied 1o the broader BCPS elementary teacher population, we incorporated them into our fall 2021
guesticnnaire. Teachers who indicated that fewer than afl of their stndents could think criticalby were directed to select up to three of the
reasons we'd identified and rank them in crder of importance. Table 2 shows the ranking, in arder. We also had an “other” opticn, but no
23 reasons emerged.

There was much to process here, but given cur focus cn eguity, we were particalacly interssted in the last beo reasons pertaining to
students: “students dom’t want to think aiticlly” and *stadents are not capable of thinking critically”™ We were surprised to see these
reasons come ot in the interviews, and even though they ek Sth and &th in fequency, almoest cne in fve of the teachers sarveyed
selectad one of those reasoms in their top three. This amounted to mare than 300 teachers. Why would so many teachers perceive that
students didn’t want to think critically or simply srerant capable of thinking critically? Would these views stand in the way of teachers'
willingress to Facilitate critical thinking in their dassrooms? We thought so.

We wondered if there msum:l‘hi-:ng r]u.l:d:isl:iug;l.l.ishnd these teachers from the other
teacher responidents. Why did thess teachers choose these two reascns while others

didn't? When we compared thess teachers to the remaining respendents, we found Wiy did teachers perceive that so few of
that, in fact, they were different. First, these teachers were mare likely to repart higher their students wese able to thick critically or
percentages of students who are not able to think critically wow, o able to leam to ewen able to leam to think critically?

think critically in the future. In other wards, they had lower expectations of their
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students than the other teachers.

We alza found that these teachers wers more likely to report fosver sedf efffcacy when it

came to facilitating critical thinking in their dassrooms and Jess will to prioritize Facilitating critical thinking in their dassrooms. These
Endings weren't as surprising as they might otherwise hawe been because, in cur interviews, some educators had speculated that teachers
said their students were unable to think critically becanse the teachers doubted their own understanding of critical thinking and ability to
facilitate it. In pther words, teachers may have managed their own lack of conBdence by reascning that the smaenir weren't able to think
critically (or leamm ta do so) anpway.

Improving teacher perceptions

These Andings left us asking what we could do to improve t=achers’ perceptions of their students” abilities and, by extensicn, their
willingreess to change their practices to promede mare critical thinking.

Chonge ouwr messaging

First, we took the relatively easy step of shifting our messaging, which we began doing when we frst saw the 201% data showing that

teachers beli=ved their students were not able to think critically, We had been using the phrase “DIG Deeper” to remind teachers to create
opportanities for stwdents o use evidence and engage in argumentation and communication. We changed this message 1o a phmse:



*Ewery Student Can DIG Desper to Learn” and set out to communicate this message to everyone we could.

We distributed stickers districtwide, added the hashtags #EveryStudentCan and #DigDeeperdLearn to social media communications, and
infused the messaging into professional development wherever possible. The district’s chief aademic officer, the director of elementany
learming, the STEM+C3 supervisor, and others used the hashtags in communications to ensure teachers saw and heard the message from
muttipls sowrces. Cur findings show that teachers’ awareness of this message increased from | 5% in fall 201% to 49% in fall 2021 and 57%
in spring 2022

Increase teacher seff-efficacy

We also fooased on teachers’ perceptions of their self-efficacy. While we kmew that providing professional learming opportunities about
critical thinking was helpful, our data indicated that this was not sufficient.

Oree step we have taken 1o increase self-eficacy is to identify where teachers already are fadlitating critical thicking among their stadents
without realizing it. We accomplished this partly through webinars in which teachers communicated directly to other teachers abont how
they had Facilitated critical thinking in their classrooms. Teachers were able to recognize same of their own practices in their colleagnes'
examples. Participants in the webinars alse shared actionable, job-embedded approaches that teachers could use immediately

Ohwr spring 2022 questionnaire administration showed a positive trend in overall perceptions of students {see Table 1) We couldn't say
how much of our efforts contributed to that, but we were pleased. Howewer, higher percentages of teachers chose reasons focused on
students' capability and will as explanations far their lack of critical thinking (Table 2), showing the persistence of these perceptians.
Explicitly and divectly oddress percepltions

We are also looking ahead to other steps we might take. One option is creating

professional learning experiences explicitly fooused on helping teachers recogrize ln.Eurmm:run o -|:r: i bl 1::1|'J1|:r

their perceptions of stdents. There are existing tools and processes designed to help uFﬂﬂt!frH.ImFET . il

teachers consider their student populations and their relationships to those FEMF@JM may m:t ben "

populations. Thess include working with teachers through coaching, mentaoring, and e mm.pn:hn:-umw e
have the capacity to doso.

self azzrsemeants to reduce deficit discourse about studenis, examine their
guestioning, and facilitate peer observations (Singer, 2015; The Education Hab, 2H18). Share thiz on § w in
We plan to use these tools to create leaming opportunities where teachers can

recognize the powerfal messages they might be delivering to their students,

intenticnally and unintentionally, and alter those messages as needed.

Start with teacher perceptions

W expect that what we learned in BCPE is not unigue. When working to bring new practices to your schools, we suggest an early step of
gathering data om your teachers' perceptions of their students. Had we not had this information, we likely would newer have identified
teacher perceptions as a possible barrier to our work on bringing oitical thinking to dassmooms. It is clear to us now that information and
training 1o build teacher capacity is important, but teachers' perceptions may affect teachess’ mill o engage in new practices even when
they have the capacity to do =0,
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