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Abstract Overweight children in schools can become victims of stereotyping and

discrimination from both peers and teachers. Research on stereotypical expectations

and impression and judgment formation has suggested that teachers might rely on

their negative stereotypical expectations when judging students. In the present

study, we experimentally investigated whether pre-service academic subject

teachers’ judgments about students were biased through stereotypical expectations

about students’ weights. Pre-service teachers were presented with a case report of an

overweight- and a normal-weight student, and judged their academic performance

and social skills. Results demonstrated that the overweight student was judged as

performing better compared to his normal-weight counterpart academically while

perceived social skills did not differ. Response latencies suggest that these findings

relate to pre-service teachers’ positive stereotypical beliefs about overweight stu-

dents. These findings inspire to further investigate this surprising positivity bias and

develop trainings for pre-service students to overcome other stereotypical expec-

tations, which should ideally lead to evaluations based solely on actual academic

performance and not stereotypical expectations, whether they are positive or

negative.
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1 Introduction

Overweight and obesity is a growing problem in the western world and linked to

diseases such as diabetes and cancer, as well as cardiovascular diseases (World

Health Organization 2013). But not only is obesity and overweight a health

problem, overweight individuals also experience problems in the form of social

stigmatization—with overweight children in schools becoming victims of stereo-

typing and discrimination from both peers and teachers (Neumark-Sztainer et al.

2002; Puhl and Brownell 2006; Warschburger 2005). Research has suggested that

overweight students reach a lower educational level than their normal-weight peers

(e.g., Latinen et al. 2002), and that the negative stereotyping of teachers might be

related to this lower performance, for example through more negative comments

during class against overweight students (Puhl and Heuer 2009). The present study

aimed to experimentally investigate whether teachers’ stereotypical expectations

about students with overweight influence teachers’ academic judgments about these

students.

1.1 Academic consequences of negative stereotyping

Stereotypical expectations about overweight people are widespread, with over-

weight people being perceived as lazy, unsuccessful, and unintelligent (e.g., Puhl

and Heuer 2009). Research on stereotypes about overweight students in the

classroom has mainly focused on physical education teachers, as they are involved

and should play a pivotal role in the prevention and treatment of overweight and

obesity (O’Brien et al. 2007; Savage 1995). It has been shown that physical

education teachers see overweight students as being less successful than their

normal-weight peers (Neumark-Sztainer et al. 1999) and pre-service physical

education teachers expressed strong beliefs that overweight students were lazier

than normal-weight students (Chambliss et al. 2004). In addition, these studies show

that very often children themselves were held largely responsible for their

overweight (Greenleaf and Weiller 2005; Neumark-Sztainer et al. 1999) and were

perceived as less socially competent than normal-weight students (Greenleaf and

Weiller 2005). Although sports may be the subject related strongly to overweight,

teachers from other subjects might hold stereotypical expectations as well. In line

with this, research among pre-service teachers preparing for various educational

subjects has found a bias against obesity and overweight (Walter et al. 2013) and

even physical education teachers express lower expectations regarding the

reasoning ability of overweight students (Greenleaf and Weiller 2005).

It has been suggested that those negative stereotypical expectations might

promote prejudice and discrimination (Puhl and Heuer 2010). In line with this

assumption, research has demonstrated that being overweight is linked to higher

absenteeism in school (Geier et al. 2007), and that the chances to develop personally

at school decrease with an increase in body weight (Puhl and Heuer 2009), while the

likelihood of being held back a grade increases (Falkner et al. 2001; Shore et al.

2008). Furthermore, it has been observed that overweight students are more likely to
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be referred to special education compared to normal-weight students (e.g.,

Tershakovec et al. 1994), and this negative trend continues in higher education,

with overweight students being less likely accepted to college (Crandall 1991).

Differences in performance disappeared after controlling for socioeconomic status

and ethnicity, thus these negative consequences could partly be the result of

variables associated with overweight and obesity (Datar et al. 2004).

As these studies are predominantly correlational (see Taras and Potts-Datema

2005), we designed an experiment to investigate whether pre-service teachers’

negative stereotypical expectations contribute to their academic judgment of the

performance of overweight students. Since pre-service teachers are future teachers,

it seems of high importance to investigate whether they enter the classroom with

negative stereotypical expectations about overweight students. Pre-service teachers

might then already be trained during their academic studies to overcome

stereotypical biases. Thus, focussing on pre-service teachers is vital to improve a

fair treatment of all students, independent of their body weight.

1.2 Theoretical background

Stereotypical expectations have been considered in dual process models of

impression and judgment formation (Brewer 1988; Fiske et al. 1999; Fiske and

Neuberg 1990; Smith and Decoster 2000). These models suggest that people rely on

their stereotypical expectations whenever possible. Those expectations often derive

from very little information (e.g., Chang and Sue 2003; Jussim 1989; Rosenthal and

Jacobson 1968) and they might determine how information about a person is

processed and how this person is judged. Once stereotypical expectations are

activated, they guide attention, information processing, inferences, and judgment

(Smith 1998). This stereotype- or category-based information processing and

judgment formation is fundamental (Smith and Decoster 2000) and assumed to be

the default strategy (Fiske and Neuberg 1990), as this process is effortless and

efficient (Macrae et al. 1994). Dual process models, however, specify that the

occurrence of the stereotype-based strategy depends on the configuration of

information about the person in question (Brewer 1988; Fiske and Neuberg 1990).

Thus, only information that is consistent with stereotypical expectations is able to

elicit stereotype-based judgment formation. In contrast, information about a person

that is inconsistent with stereotypical expectations leads to information-integrating

processing (Fiske and Neuberg 1990). This strategy is effortful, as people integrate

attribute for attribute into their judgment, thereby reviewing carefully all available

information (Fiske and Neuberg 1990). To this extend, the information-integration

strategy often results in more accurate judgments (Tetlock and Kim 1987) because

people rely more on the actual person information than on their stereotypical

expectations. Nonetheless, because of the careful inspection of all available

information, this strategy is more time-consuming (Hemsley and Marmurek 1982;

Sherman et al. 1998) than the stereotype-based one.

Hence, people have two information processing strategies at hand depending on

the person information configuration. Expectation-consistent person information is

suggested to result in stereotype-based processing and judgments that are biased
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through activated expectations, while expectation-inconsistent information should

result in information-integrating processing and more accurate judgments. Research

has already demonstrated that teachers as well as pre-service teachers rely on

stereotypical expectations when it comes to the academic judgment of negatively

stereotyped students such as racial or ethnic minority students (Glock et al. 2013;

Glock and Krolak-Schwerdt 2013; McCombs and Gay 1988; Parks and Kennedy

2007). This research implies that academic achievement judgments are not biased

through race or ethnicity per se, but rather that students who confirm negative

stereotypical expectations were judged according to the stereotype while students

who did not behave stereotypically did not experience disadvantages because of

their race or ethnicity (Glock and Krolak-Schwerdt 2013; Neal et al. 2003). This

might lead to a vicious circle in which low performing students confirming the

negative stereotype are evaluated more negatively, which in turn leads to a stronger

confirmation of the stereotype and to even more negative evaluations.

1.3 Research question

Although research has provided evidence for racial or ethnic stereotypical

expectations influencing academic achievement judgment, research has hardly

considered teachers’ academic achievement judgments of overweight students.

Therefore, in the present study, we experimentally investigated whether pre-service

teachers’ academic judgments about students depended on the weight of the

students and thus, were biased through stereotypical expectations. Corresponding to

the theoretical framework outlined above, we expected that pre-service teachers’

academic judgments were biased through their stereotypical expectations when

student information was expectation-consistent and that their academic judgments

were more accurate when student information was expectation-inconsistent. As

overweight people are perceived as lazy, unsuccessful and unintelligent (e.g., Puhl

and Heuer 2009), and this form of negative stereotyping is suggested to be socially

accepted (Puhl and Heuer 2010), we assumed that a below-average student

described as lethargic, performing poorly in the academic subjects, isolated, and not

very popular in class, would provide expectation-consistent information about

overweight students, but the same information would be expectation-inconsistent

information about normal-weight students. On the other hand, a description of a

student as interested, performing very well in the academic subjects, and connected

with others, would be expectation-consistent information for a normal-weight

student, but expectation-inconsistent for an overweight student.

Hence, half of the pre-service teachers read two case reports that both confirmed

stereotypical expectations: one with information of an overweight below-average

student and one of a normal-weight above-average student. The other half of pre-

service teachers read two case reports that both disconfirmed stereotypical

expectations: one with information of an overweight above-average student and

one with information of a normal-weight below-average student. After reading each

case report, participants were asked to judge the students’ academic performance on

math and language, overall intelligence, as well as social skills and assertiveness

(see also Glock and Krolak-Schwerdt 2013). Drawing on the research findings on
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the disadvantages of obese people and on dual process models of impression and

judgment formation, we expected that pre-service teachers who read a case report

about overweight students employed a stereotype-based information processing

strategy. This should result in more unfavourable and faster academic judgments of

the below-average student than of the normal-weight counterpart and this effect

should be observable on all judgment dimensions. Accordingly, we expected that

pre-service teachers who read a case report about above-average students would

apply the information integrating strategy. Thus, no differences in the academic

judgments and in judgment latencies should emerge between the above-average

overweight student and his normal-weight counterpart.

2 Method

2.1 Participants and design

Fifty-seven pre-service teachers (54 female, age range 17–35 years) with a mean

age of 20.98 years (SD = 5.83) participated in this study. All participants majored

in academic subjects. Participants’ teaching experience ranged from 1 to 470 h. To

explain the high teaching experience, it needs to be known that in the Netherlands

where this study was conducted, pre-service teachers start already within their first

year at the university with teaching classes to gain as much hands-on experience as

possible. This is done in practical courses throughout the year. At the end of their

studies, the teaching load increases. We designed this study as an online-study and

emailed possible participants the link by which they could start the study. Email

addresses were obtained from the University. To ensure that only pre-service

teachers participated in the study, the email list only entailed undergraduates in

education. Participation was voluntary. Participants received course credit for

participation and, additionally, had the possibility to win one of two vouchers for an

online shop worth 20 Euros (about US$ 27). The experiment had a 2 9 2 mixed

between-within factorial design with expectation-consistency (confirming vs.

disconfirming) varying between participants and student weight (overweight vs.

normal-weight) varying within participants. As no medical procedure was applied to

participants, and no physical or psychological risks were associated with partic-

ipation, no ethical approval was requested.

2.2 Procedure and materials

Participants could download the experiment from the Internet. Participants were

then informed that this study would take about 20 min and that they should ensure

that they were not disturbed and inattentive during those 20 min. After giving

informed consent, the experiment started with instructing participants that they were

presented with case reports of two fictional students, and that their task was to read

these reports carefully.

We randomly allocated participants to the different experimental conditions.

Participants read either the stereotype-disconfirming case reports of an overweight
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male above-average student in class and a normal-weight male below-average

student, or they were presented with the stereotype-confirming case reports of the

normal-weight male above-average student in class and the overweight male below-

average student. Which descriptions participants read was randomized and

counterbalanced. The sentences of the case reports were presented one item at a

time; when participants pressed the space key, the next item was presented.

The items for student descriptions were collected from earlier research (Glock and

Krolak-Schwerdt 2013). For instance, the above-average student was described as

industrious, performing well in school, and highly motivated. The case report for the

below-average student was constructed in the same way. For instance, the below-

average student did not perform well in school, was poorly integrated in class, and

uninvolved in lessons. The items were framed as sentences, resulting in 17 sentences

regarding items describing an above-average student and 17 sentences regarding items

describing the below-average student (the case reports can be received by contacting

the corresponding author). The below-average student was always called ‘‘Mathijs’’

and the above-average student was always called ‘‘Martijn’’. The case reports were

adjusted in such a way that information about the weight of the student was provided: It

was stated in the first sentence that the student was either overweight or was of normal

weight. All other information was the same for the two the above-average case reports

and the two below-average case reports.

After each case report, participants were asked to evaluate the students’

characteristics on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (little present) to 7 (clearly

present), presented as one-word or two-word items. Earlier research demonstrated the

effectiveness of this measurement (Glock and Krolak-Schwerdt 2013). Judgments

concerned academic competencies in math (one item called ‘math competence’),

Dutch language proficiency (three items called ‘Dutch reading comprehension’,

‘Dutch writing knowledge’, and ‘Dutch language comprehension’, Cronbach’s

abelow-average student = .98, Cronbach’s aabove-average student = .92), intelligence (two

items called ‘intelligence’ and ‘information processing’, SBbelow-average student = .72,

SBabove-average student = .91), social skills (two items covering social isolation and

emotionality (fear), SBbelow-average student = .50, SBabove-average student = .59), and

assertiveness (two items covering active engagement and personal assertiveness,

SBbelow-average student = .42, SBabove-average student = .53) were assessed, as well as

judgment latencies. Judgment latencies were measured from the moment an item was

presented on the screen until the participant gave a response.

Subsequently, participants were asked for demographic data such as their age,

gender, their academic studies, the school track they were on to prepare for teaching,

and their instruction experience. In the end, participants were thanked and debriefed.

3 Results

3.1 Judgment dimensions

Five separate 2 (expectation-consistency: confirming vs. disconfirming) 9 2

(student weight: overweight vs. normal weight) mixed (between-within factorial)
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ANOVAs were conducted, with expectation-consistency as between-subjects factor,

student weight as within-subjects factor, and the mean scores of the five dimensions

math, Dutch language proficiency, intelligence, social skills, and assertiveness as

dependent variables. Bonferroni comparisons were applied for post hoc analyses.

Confirming means that participants saw these two case reports: one of a below-

average overweight student and one of an above-average normal-weight student.

Disconfirming means that participants saw these two case reports: one of a below-

average normal-weight student and one of an above-average overweight student.

Because of the studies’ design, only two comparisons were of interest for the

different experimental conditions: (1) the comparison between the below-average

overweight student and the below-average normal-weight student and (2) the

comparison between the above-average overweight student and the above-average

normal-weight student. All other comparisons were not relevant because they

compared students with completely different academic achievement profiles and

thus, had to become significant. Thus, we only report on the interaction effects. If

applicable, Bonferroni corrected post hoc analyses were applied.

3.1.1 Maths competency

ANOVA revealed a significant interaction between expectation-consistency and

student weight, F(1, 55) = 4.41, p = .040, gp
2 = .074. Post-hoc comparisons

revealed that for the above-average students, the overweight student (M = 6.56,

SD = .86) was evaluated as more competent in maths than the normal-weight

student (M = 5.83, SD = 1.44), F(1, 55) = 5.81, p = .019, gp
2 = .096 (see

Fig. 1a). This difference was not found for the below-average students, F(1,

55) = 1.84, p = .18, gp
2 = .032.

3.1.2 Dutch language proficiency

ANOVA yielded a significant interaction between expectation-consistency and

student weight, F(1, 55) = 11.04, p = .002, gp
2 = .167. Post-hoc comparisons

revealed that for the above-average students, the overweight student (M = 6.43,

SD = .58) was evaluated as more proficient in language than the normal-weight

student (M = 5.59, SD = 1.31), F(1, 55) = 10.79, p = .002, gp
2 = .164. For the

below-average students, the same difference between the overweight (M = 3.65,

SD = 1.53) and the normal-weight student (M = 2.85, SD = .95) was observed,

F(1,55) = 5.95, p = .018, gp
2 = .098 (see Fig. 1b).

3.1.3 Intelligence

A significant interaction between expectation-consistency and student weight was

found, F(1, 55) = 5.59, p = .022, gp
2 = .092. Post-hoc comparisons revealed that

for the above-average students, the overweight student (M = 6.69, SD = .49) was

evaluated as more intelligent than the normal-weight student (M = 6.17,

SD = 1.31), F(1, 55) = 4.40, p = .040; gp
2 = .074. For the below-average
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students, the same difference between the overweight (M = 3.98, SD = 1.40) and

the normal-weight student (M = 3.35, SD = .85) was found, F(1, 55) = 4.40,

p = .040; gp
2 = .074 (see Fig. 1c).

M
at
h

(a)

D
ut
ch

(b)

In
te
lli
ge

nc
e

(c)

Fig. 1 Evaluations in a math,
b language, and c intelligence,
as a function of student weight
(overweight vs. normal-weight)
and expectation-consistency
(below-average vs. above-
average)
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3.1.4 Social skills

The interaction between expectation-consistency and student weight did not reach

significant F(1, 55) = 1.04, p = .31, gp
2 = .019.

3.1.5 Assertiveness

The interaction did not reach significance, F(1, 55) = 2.61, p = .11, gp
2 = .045).

3.2 Correlations between academic judgments

To provide the reader with a full understanding of the data, we explored the

relationships between the different judgements in more detail. Exploratory

correlations were calculated for the below-average student and the above-average

student separately. For both student descriptions, academic performance in math,

language, and intelligence correlated positively. Furthermore, these three measures

also correlated positively with assertiveness, as students seen as better in math,

better in language, and being more intelligent were also evaluated as more assertive.

Social skills correlated negatively with all other academic judgments for both the

above-average student and for the below-average student, meaning that the less

isolated a student was perceived, the higher the academic judgments were in math,

language, intelligence, and assertiveness (see Tables 1, 2 for all correlations).

Table 1 Correlations between judgment dimensions (Pearson correlation) for the below-average student

Below-average

student

Math

competence

Dutch

proficiency

Intelligence Social

skills

Assertiveness

Math competence 1

Dutch proficiency .624** 1

Intelligence .730** .682** 1

Social skills -.445** -.394** -.454** 1

Assertiveness .516** .415** .533** -.387** 1

** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed)

Table 2 Correlations between judgment dimensions (Pearson correlation) for the above-average student

Above-average

student

Math

competence

Dutch

proficiency

Intelligence Social

skills

Assertiveness

Math competence 1

Dutch proficiency .540** 1

Intelligence .523** .828** 1

Social skills -.440** -.434** -.440** 1

Assertiveness .494** .505** .555** -.564** 1

** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed)
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3.3 Judgment latencies

3.3.1 Maths competency

Judgment latencies in ms were submitted to an ANOVA, which revealed a

significant interaction between expectation-consistency and student weight, F(1,

55) = 8.96, p = .004, gp
2 = .140). For the above-average students, participants

made faster judgments for the overweight (M = 2310, SD = 1098) than for the

normal-weight student (M = 2992, SD = 1686), F(1, 55) = 3.43 p = .069,

gp
2 = .059. For the below-average students, participants tended to make faster

judgments of the overweight (M = 2678, SD = 1187) than the normal-weight

students (M = 3630, SD = 1755), F(1, 55) = 5.15, p = .027, gp
2 = .086.

3.3.2 Dutch language proficiency

ANOVA yielded a significant interaction between expectation-consistency and

student weight, F(1, 55) = 8.18, p = .006, gp
2 = .130. For the above-average

students, participants made faster judgments of the overweight (M = 2678,

SD = 1340) than of the normal-weight student (M = 4119, SD = 1947), F(1,

55) = 10.98, p = .002, gp
2 = .166. For the below-average students, we found no

differences in judgments latencies between the overweight (M = 3193, SD = 1256)

and the normal-weight student (M = 3588, SD = 2190), F(1, 55) = .61, p = .439,

gp
2 = .01.

3.3.3 Intelligence

A marginally significant interaction between expectation-consistency and student

weight was found, F(1, 55) = 3.62, p = .062, gp
2 = .062. For the above-average

students, participants made faster judgments of the overweight (M = 3343,

SD = 1604) than of the normal-weight student (M = 4605, SD = 1891), F(1,

55) = 7.33, p = .009, gp
2 = .118. For the below-average students, there was no

difference in judgment latencies between the overweight (M = 5542, SD = 1938)

and the normal-weight student (M = 6062, SD = 3507), F(1, 55) = .42, p = .52,

gp
2 = .008.

3.3.4 Social skills

The interaction failed to reach significance, F(1, 55) = 2.85, p = .10, gp
2 = .049.

3.3.5 Assertiveness

The interaction did not reach significance, F(1, 55) = .91, p = .34, gp
2 = .016).
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4 Discussion

In the present study, we experimentally investigated whether pre-service teachers’

academic judgments about students depended on the weight of the students and

thus, were biased through stereotypical expectations. Drawing on dual process

models of impression and judgment formation (Brewer 1988; Fiske et al. 1999;

Fiske and Neuberg 1990), we expected that pre-service teachers who were

confronted with expectation-consistent information about overweight students

employed a stereotype-based information processing strategy resulting in more

unfavourable and faster judgments of the below-average student than of the normal-

weight counterpart on all judgment dimensions. Accordingly, we expected that pre-

service teachers who were confronted with expectation-inconsistent student

information would apply the information integrating strategy, resulting in that no

differences in the academic judgments and in judgment latencies should emerge

between the above-average overweight student and his normal-weight counterpart.

Surprisingly, independently of whether the information given to the pre-service

teachers was expectation-consistent or expectation-inconsistent, overweight stu-

dents were consistently judged as scoring higher in maths, having higher language

proficiency, and as more intelligent than their normal-weight counterparts. When

looking at the response latencies, it seems that this is partly due to faster judgments

for the overweight student compared to the normal-weight student, at least when he

performs above average. Thus, pre-service teachers in the present study seemingly

rely on automatically activated stereotypical judgements. For the below-average

student, faster responses for judging the overweight student were only found for

math performance. No significant differences were found on judgments and

judgment latencies concerning social skills and assertiveness. Interestingly,

however, correlations suggest that there is a relationship between academic

judgments and social judgments: both for the below-average student and for the

above-average student, the higher academic judgments were, the more engaged and

the less socially isolated students were perceived. It could be speculated whether

pre-service teachers are worse in judging students on social dimensions, as they lack

the in-class experience, while they are well trained to judge academic performance.

This could at least partly explain the low internal consistencies for the social skills

and assertiveness items. Another possibility might be that the reports presented did

not adequately display social competences. Because of these low internal

consistencies, results should be taken with caution and further research is needed

to investigate this question.

Our findings that overweight students are judged more favourably and that this

also relates to more positive social impressions suggest that—contrarily to previous

research—stereotypical expectations about obese students are quite positive,

particularly in relation to academic achievement. This assumption is supported by

our findings regarding judgment latencies, which decreased for the judgments of the

above-average student. Since research has shown that stereotypical expectations

operate quite automatically when activated (Macrae et al. 1994) and this

automaticity results in faster judgments (Smith et al. 1988; Smith and Lerner
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1986), we conclude that pre-service teachers expected overweight students to

academically perform above the average. Thus, pre-service teachers applied the

stereotype-based strategy depending on the weight of the student. To this extend,

our assumption regarding stereotype-inconsistent and stereotype-consistent infor-

mation about overweight students—although derived from previous research on

obesity—did not hold, as pre-service teachers generally judged the overweight

student more favourably. This might have several reasons. It might be that our

participants simply do not hold negative stereotypical expectations towards

overweight students. Research has shown that a positivity bias towards thinness

is more likely responsible for often found anti-obesity biases (Glock et al. 2016;

Roddy et al. 2010). However, if this explanation holds, we should have found more

favourable academic judgments of normal-weight students. Future research is

needed to investigate these differences in findings.

Although research suggested that obesity bias is a socially accepted form of

negativity bias (Puhl and Heuer 2010), our participants might also be highly

intrinsically motivated to control their negative stereotypes against overweight

students, which enabled them to minimise the influence of stereotypical expecta-

tions on their judgments (see also Gordijn et al. 2004). Such high intrinsic

motivation to control stereotypical thinking has already been observed among pre-

service teachers (Glock et al. 2016). Intrinsic motivation to suppress stereotypes

leads to chronic stereotype suppression and faster responses to stereotype

inconsistent information (Wyer et al. 2000). Furthermore, a high intrinsic

motivation to suppress stereotypes can lead to automatic inhibition of negative

stereotypes, and as such is a useful tool to reduce stereotypes (Monteith et al. 1998;

Moskowitz et al. 1999; Wyer et al. 2000). Stereotype suppression can result in the

affirmation of the counter-stereotype (Gawronski et al. 2008), which we might have

observed in our data. Therefore, future research should apply a free-association

paradigm in order to shed light on the content of stereotypical expectations about

overweight students and investigate the automaticity of this content, for example by

using a lexical decision task, which is suggested to assess activated stereotypical

expectations (Baldwin et al. 1993; Fazio 2001). Moreover, including a measure of

intrinsic motivation to control stereotypes might also prove valuable.

4.1 Limitations

There are some limiting aspects of our study that should be addressed. Because

teachers and pre-service teachers tend to judge male students less favourably than

female students (Maniadaki et al. 2003; Parks and Kennedy 2007), we suggested

that stereotypical expectations were more pronounced for male students and thus,

did not provide information about female students. Furthermore, recent research

shows that gender differences, at least in minority groups, are more complex and

depend on school level and the teacher’s gender (see Glock and Klapproth

2017). Future research should investigate whether our findings can be replicated or

whether pre-service teachers apply negative overweight-related stereotypical

expectations when they judge female students. In the case of overweight students,

female students are more vulnerable to social stigmatization related to overweight
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than male students (Crosnoe 2007). Moreover, lower academic performance is more

frequently observed among female overweight students than among male

overweight students (Sargent and Blanchflower 1995), even though female

normal-weight students’ academic achievement is superior to male students (for

an overview see Voyer and Voyer 2014). Additionally, most of our participants

were female. In further research, academic judgments of male pre-service teachers

should be taken into account.

Secondly, academic judgments could at least partly depend on teachers’ own

BMI, which was not assessed in the present study. Research on the influence of

persons’ own body weight on the perception of overweight people is inconsistent: it

either suggests that a person’s own body weight is not related to their values and

beliefs about overweight people (Crandall 1994) or that it is (Degner and Wentura

2009). Thus, the relationship between own BMI of teachers and pre-service teachers

and academic judgments of overweight students should be investigated in the future,

as this relationship might reflect in-group favouritism often observed in judgments

(Brewer 1999). In addition, as the class situation in daily life is more demanding for

teachers than the present study (in which academic judgments could be given

without real interaction and possible distracting factors), observing teachers’

behaviour in the classroom interaction would be furthermore advisable to validate

the present findings. By doing so, not only academic judgments but also the possible

relationship with social skills could be investigated.

Another factor that might prove valuable to be investigated in future research is

related to the environment of teachers and pre-service teachers. Research has shown

that in schools with higher rates of overweight students, social stigmatisation of

overweight students decreases (Crosnoe 2007), and that more frequent contact with

overweight people results in a change of visual preferences toward overweight

people (Robinson and Christiansen 2014). Thus, the environment of pre-service

teachers might contribute to their academic judgments of overweight students by

making them more favourable because they frequently encounter overweight

students. It might therefore be valuable to assess these processes in future research.

4.2 Conclusions

Our research provides first and important insights into stereotypical expectations of

pre-service teachers about overweight students. The more favourable academic

judgments we found regarding overweight students stand, nevertheless, in contrast

to a fair treatment of all students. This implies that teacher education programs

should focus on judgment formation processes: initiating self-reflective processes

among pre-service teachers, for example by providing them with knowledge about

biases in social judgment formation and how they could prevent them, might ensure

the fair treatment of all students. Engagement in reflection has been found to have a

positive influence on self-efficacy beliefs (Oude Groote Beverborg et al. 2015). In

this case, self-reflection might boost teachers’ expectation to be efficacious in

judging students fairly on merits and not on appearance. With practice, this might

transfer to one’s efficacy beliefs about the capacity to apply data-driven decision

making, aimed at improving one’s teaching (Bandura 1997; Schwarzer and Hallum
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2008; Staman et al. 2014). Teaching pre-service teachers about the factors that

might play a role in judgment formation such as stereotypes, attitudes, and

particular student characteristics can help to increase their awareness of biasing

factors (Pendry et al. 2007). This state of high self-focus induces people to suppress

stereotypes (Macrae et al. 1998) and with sufficient practice (Monteith et al. 1998)

in the safe environment of the university, pre-service teachers might be able to

overcome stereotypical biases, which might, in turn, lead to a fairer academic

judgment of students.
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