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Abstract
Teacher expectation research has continued to establish an association between what 
teachers expect of their students and what students accomplish academically. These 
expectations affect students when they are communicated by teachers through dif-
ferential treatment in the class, but no qualitative research has sought adolescent 
students’ points of view about how they experience teacher expectation effects. 
This paper presents new research findings that explain how Grade 10 students expe-
rienced their teachers’ expectations in ways that they reflected impacted their aca-
demic outcomes. Classic grounded theory methods were used to develop this new 
knowledge, which has implications for how teachers are educated for, and practice, 
interacting with secondary school students. The findings are grounded in data from 
more than 100 interviews with students and 175 classroom observations in three 
Western Australian metropolitan public secondary schools. Students’ voices are pro-
jected, explaining how their teachers convey high academic expectations through 
classroom interactions that instil confidence in students. The discussion invokes a 
connection to Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory and its enduring tenants of self-
efficacy beliefs and mastery learning experiences.

Keywords Teacher expectations · Grounded theory · Student self-efficacy beliefs · 
Student voice

1 Introduction

Teachers’ expectations can have powerful effects on student academic attainment 
and their educational pathways (Papageorge et  al., 2020; Wu & Bai, 2015). The 
phrase ‘teacher expectations’ is defined here as the judgements that teachers infer 
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from their knowledge of students about if, when, and what students can achieve 
academically at school (Good, 1987; Rubie-Davies, 2014). Despite the relevance of 
teachers’ expectations for students’ experiences of school, a minority of research in 
this area has considered students’ points of view. Viewpoints of adults and educators 
have been privileged in the design of research approaches for the study and concep-
tualisation of teacher expectations.

A range of research methods have reflected this adult-educator focus in teacher 
expectation research. For example, some research has measured teacher expecta-
tions through teachers’ ability group recommendations (de Boer et al., 2010; Tim-
mermans et al., 2016), surveying teachers about students’ future prospects (Friedrich 
et  al., 2015), or by observations of teachers’ differential treatment (Bohlmann & 
Weinstein, 2013; Weinstein & Middlestadt, 1979). Only a small minority of stud-
ies about teacher expectations have sought to focus on the students’ points of view 
about their teachers’ expectations (Weinstein, 2002). While several studies have 
included quantitative surveys of students (Bohlmann & Weinstein, 2013; Chen et al., 
2011; Rubie-Davies & Peterson, 2016), the hypotheses tested still originated from 
an adult-educator viewpoint. Before the research presented in this paper, Weinstein’s 
(2002) research was still the only qualitative study that included both interviews and 
observations about how students experienced their teachers’ expectations of them.

The research findings presented in this paper are from a project that generated 
new theory about students’ experiences of their teachers’ expectations of them. The 
participants included 25 secondary school students, who were observed interact-
ing with their various learning area teachers across a week of school. The research 
contributes new substantive theory that explains how students experience teacher 
expectation effects, including through classroom interactions that instil confidence 
in students.

2  Literature about teacher expectations

The influence and formation of teachers’ expectations of their students is a topic 
with a long history of educational research, beginning even before the infamous Pyg-
malion study (Merton, 1948; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). Research has continued 
to show that teacher expectations can be significantly related to academic outcomes 
(Gentrup et al., 2020; Papageorge et al., 2020). The effect of teacher expectations is 
generally accepted to be a significant factor for student learning, with meta-analy-
sis calculating an average effect size of 0.43 (Hattie, 2008). Further meta-analyses 
of the existing research have quantified the effect, showing that teacher expecta-
tions can account for anywhere from 3 to 60% of variance in student academic out-
comes (Brophy & Good, 1984; Jussim & Harber, 2005; Jussim et  al., 1996). The 
wide variance in teacher expectation effects reflects a broad range of contextual fac-
tors that play a role (Weinstein, 2008), including differences in student and teacher 
characteristics.

Differences in student characteristics can influence the expectations that teachers 
form for their students’ academic achievement. Students from already disadvantaged 
backgrounds, such as low socio-economic status (SES) (Alvidrez & Weinstein, 
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1999; Rubie-Davies, 2006) and minority ethnicities (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007; van 
den Bergh et al., 2010) are more likely to experience teacher expectation effects than 
their higher SES and majority ethnic group peers. Furthermore, some teachers have 
more pronounced expectancy effects on their students than others. Teachers’ dif-
ferential behaviour between students communicates their expectations through both 
verbal and non-verbal messages (Babad & Taylor, 1992; Rosenthal, 2003). Differ-
ential behaviours can include preferential treatment, the work and activities offered, 
questioning of students, use of praise and criticism, ability grouping, behavioural 
expectations, offering of assistance, and the amount of student autonomy offered 
(Babad et  al., 1982; Marshall & Weinstein, 1984; Rosenthal, 1994). Some teach-
ers are prone to developing more stratified expectations of their students than others 
(Babad et al., 1982; Donohue et al., 2000), which can lead to increased differences in 
how they behave with different students in the class (Joseph et al., 2016; Le, 2014).

Teachers who use more of these differential behaviours when interacting with 
students have greater expectation effects on their students than teachers who use 
fewer differentiating behaviours (Kuklinski & Weinstein, 2001; Rubie-Davies, 
2007). Differential behaviour is to be distinguished from Tomlinson’s (2003) notion 
of differentiation, which is a philosophical approach to teaching and learning that 
provides variety in learning experiences in appreciation of student diversity (Tom-
linson, 2003, 2014). Differential behaviour communicates varying expectations for 
learning to students and sends them messages about their place on the classroom 
achievement hierarchy (Weinstein, 2002), which is contrary to the flexibility integral 
in Tomlinson’s model of differentiation (Tomlinson, 2014).

In addition to varying levels of differential behaviours, some teachers commu-
nicate expectations of student achievement that are overall ‘high’ or ‘low’. High 
expectation teachers tend to use differential behaviours less frequently, communicat-
ing high expectations to their students by using a facilitative approach, continually 
monitoring students’ progress, giving all students the same opportunities to learn, 
and encouraging student autonomy (Rubie-Davies et  al., 2015; Weinstein, 2002). 
On the other hand, low expectations teachers ask closed questions, group students 
inflexibly by ability, use more direct instruction and offer less choice (Rubie-Davies, 
2007). Surveys of students have confirmed that students associate these behaviours 
with teachers’ expectations (Rio, 2017; Segedin et al., 2012) and that these teacher 
behaviours can influence student academic self-concepts (Bohlmann & Weinstein, 
2013; Chen et al., 2011). However, there is very little research that provides qualita-
tive explanation about how teachers’ expectations are related to student achievement 
from the students’ point of view.

3  Students’ experiences of their teachers’ expectations

Research has investigated student perspectives of the influence that teachers’ expec-
tations have on student academic outcomes, with both quantitative and qualitative 
research findings that teacher expectations can influence students’ own beliefs about 
their capacity to succeed at school (Bohlmann & Weinstein, 2013; Rubie-Davies, 
2008). Students can be astute observers of their teachers’ expectations of them 
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(Wong, 2014), even at the primary school level (Le, 2014; Weinstein, 2002). How-
ever, Weinstein’s research is the only study to include deep qualitative exploration 
of students’ perspectives of their teachers’ differing expectations (Weinstein, 2002, 
2008; Weinstein & Worrell, 2016). Her work (2002) included observation and inter-
views of primary school students in the United States, developing new knowledge 
that students saw their position in the classroom hierarchy as more or less static 
depending on how much differentiating behaviour the teacher used. Consequentially, 
students who experienced a lot of differential treatment had little hope that their 
efforts at school would make a difference to their achievement, while students whose 
teachers used less differential treatment felt their efforts would positively impact on 
their learning outcomes.

Since Weinstein’s work, only one small study from India (Chandrasegaran & 
Padmakumari, 2018) has included some qualitative data about students’ percep-
tions of their teachers’ expectations, but these were pitted against their educators’ 
perspectives. The students in this study reported a general increase in confidence 
and feelings of self-worth that resulted in a positive attitude for students, which was 
attributed to the teachers’ feedback, but the data from the students lacked descrip-
tive depth. Further research from Gillborn et al. (2012) has considered how Black 
Caribbean adults in the United Kingdom recollect their experiences of low teachers’ 
expectations retrospectively and from their current perspectives as parents, reinforc-
ing racialised expectations as a barrier to equity in education. Yet, this research still 
does not include the perspectives of the students themselves, instead relying on their 
adult parents to qualify the students’ experiences.

Multiple international studies have found that young people continue to find their 
teachers’ expectations relevant for their experiences of schooling and their academic 
achievement (Andrews & Gutwein, 2017; Bae et  al., 2008; Bishop & Berryman, 
2006; Williams, 2013). However, these studies encountered teacher expectations in 
their findings while aiming to explore students’ experiences at school more gener-
ally. Teacher expectations were also found to be relevant in research that set out to 
study other aspects of students’ educational experiences, such as ability grouping 
(Hallam & Ireson, 2007). Other than Weinstein’s work, no qualitative research has 
been specifically designed to achieve to research aim of explaining how students 
experience their teachers’ expectations of them, from their perspectives.

Surveys of students and other quantitative approaches used in educational psy-
chology continue to establish how teachers’ expectations influence students when 
students adopt self-perceptions that reflect teachers’ expectations (Friedrich et  al., 
2015; Trusz, 2018). Researchers initially established a theoretical connection 
between teachers’ use of differential treatment, which communicated expecta-
tions to influence student “self-concepts” or “self-esteem” (Brattesani et al., 1984; 
Weinstein et al., 1982). This link between teachers’ communication of expectations 
through differential behaviour and the impact on students’ self-confidence has been 
established further in more recent research (Bohlmann & Weinstein, 2013; Trusz, 
2018). Students’ self-beliefs become more congruent with their teachers’ expecta-
tions when their teachers’ use more differential behaviours in the classroom, reflect-
ing how students’ perceptions of themselves mediate the teacher expectation effect 
(Chen et al., 2011; Friedrich et al., 2015).
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Students’ role in the teacher expectation effect is pivotal, yet no qualitative 
research in this area has sought the views of secondary school students to develop 
new knowledge about how they experience teacher expectation effects. Adolescents 
can provide a unique perspective as they find themselves at junctions where their 
educational decisions are directly associated with their future pathways. They also 
have distinct learning needs, and their maturity can make them more self-aware and 
reflective in their experiences of their teachers’ expectations. They interact with a 
variety of learning-area teachers in a variety of classrooms, so they experience dif-
ferent teacher expectations that they could contrast.

4  Research aim

This study sought to develop substantive grounded theory to explain how stu-
dents experience their teachers’ expectations of them. The main research question 
was: How do students experience their teachers’ expectations for their academic 
achievement?

5  Research approach

To answer the research question, a qualitative research approach based on the the-
oretical framework of symbolic interactionism was selected as most appropriate. 
Qualitative research allows research to ‘get at’ the inner happenings of participants 
to describe the experiences of the participants (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Creswell, 
2014), so this suited my study’s aim to focus on the meanings constructed by the 
Grade 10 student participants. The theoretical framework of symbolic interaction-
ism was used to inform the study because teacher expectations are communicated 
through the symbolic exchanges between teachers and students during classroom 
interactions (Blumer, 1969; Francis & Adams, 2019). The study sought to develop 
new theory about how students experience their teachers’ expectations of them, so a 
framework that acknowledges the importance of social interaction in creating mutu-
ally constructed realities was appropriate (Blumer, 1969; Powell, 2014).

Grounded theory was selected as the research approach because it is consistent 
with the philosophical framework of symbolic interactionism and suitable for the 
research goal of developing new theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Handberg et al., 
2015). Through grounded theory, a ‘web of meaning’ was created to reflect the 
mutual construction of social reality as well as its complexity and interconnectivity 
(Aldiabat & Navenec, 2011; Ezzy, 2002). Grounded theory, symbolic interaction-
ism, and the review of the literature about teacher expectations were drawn upon 
to develop a conceptual framework for this research, in conjunction with the exist-
ing literature about teacher expectations. The conceptual framework was designed 
as a basis for qualitative exploration of the conditions, actions, strategies and tactics, 
and consequences of students’ experiences of their teachers’ expectations (Blumer, 
1969; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Further guiding research questions were developed 
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based on the conceptual framework, which were used to develop conversational 
semi-structured interview questions.

Ethics approval was obtained from the University of Western Australia Human 
Research Ethics Committee and the Department of Education System Performance 
Branch. Student participants were recruited from three secondary schools in a West-
ern Australian Metropolitan area with student populations from mid-low average 
socio-economic status backgrounds. Students who were invited to participate were 
those who were identified by their peers, teachers, or through my own observation 
as students who were influenced by their teachers’ expectations of them—these 
students obtained As in some classes but Fs in others and were observed by the 
researcher, their peers, and/or their teacher to have altered behaviour according to 
class and teacher. Layered consent was gained firstly through the school principal, 
then the teachers, students, and parents who were progressively recruited.

Each participant student was followed to a variety of their Grade 10 classes 
over the course of a week of school, with interviews at the end of each day about 
their experiences of their teachers’ expectations. The classroom observations pro-
vided a shared “Appendix  A” context for discussion between the students and I 
(the researcher) during the interviews. A classroom observation tool is presented in 
“”, which was developed from observation tools that have been designed in previ-
ous research for observation of teacher expectations in the classroom (Bohlmann 
& Weinstein, 2013; Weinstein et al., 1982). All observations were conducted by a 
single field researcher, with students’ confirming instances where expectations had 
been communicated during the interviews. A total of 100 interviews and 175 class-
room observations were conducted across 25 weeks of school with 25 student par-
ticipants, with 34 different teachers’ classes observed. At each school, some of the 
Grade 10 teachers allowed multiple student participants in their class to be observed, 
so for example one English teacher allowed eight of her students to be observed 
in her class over eight weeks (one student per week was observed, one at a time). 
Each student was observed interacting with at least two different teachers in two dif-
ferent classes to facilitate comparison. The interview schedule (see “Appendix B”) 
included questions that invoked comparison between teachers, which was facilitated 
by the field researcher observing multiple classes each day.

Interviews were coded separately by the three authors of this paper to establish 
consistency of the coding and inter-rater reliability. Each interview was transcribed 
and analysed before returning to the field to collect more data the next day to allow 
for the grounded theory to develop through theoretical sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008; Glaser & Strauss, 2017). Theoretical sampling is integral to grounded theory 
research because it allows the theory to be built iteratively. This type of sampling is 
purposive and involves the intentional recruitment of participants who will maxi-
mize opportunities for the theory to be constructed (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). By 
progressively building the theory, the students were involved as we gradually con-
structed the theory together. A brief example is provided below and a full descrip-
tion of the process used to generate the grounded theory together with the students is 
available in a separate paper (Authors, 2021).

One example of how the students and I worked together to develop the theory 
also reflects the data analysis, synthesis, and abstraction process. I was observing 
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and interviewing the second student participant, “Curt.” I asked Curt how he knew 
that his teacher had high expectations of him, and he explained that high expec-
tations were communicated when his teacher praised him for “good thinking,” by 
saying “well done.” I asked Curt how he responded to the teachers’ communication 
of high expectations and he said it made him feel “good, because I got it right. It 
means I’m on the right track. He (the teacher) said to all the people who got it, he 
said ‘you guys should do Physics next year” (Curt).1 After transcribing the interview 
with Curt that evening, I coded this data with the open code of “encouragement” in 
NVivo, which I used to record my data analysis.

After the next day of classroom observations with Curt, I asked him during our 
interview if the code of “encouragement” was appropriate for what he had described. 
He confirmed that it was. We used the opportunity to further explore his experience, 
and he elaborated that the teachers’ encouragement “makes me feel smart…when I 
feel smart, I’m getting everything correct and I get higher marks in the test” (Curt). 
I coded this next piece of data under the open code of “feeling smart,” but Curt had 
pointed me towards a connection between teachers’ encouragement conveying high 
expectations and his “feeling smart.” Later, I would abstract these two open codes 
into the theoretical code of “increasing student confidence.”

By the time I was working with the 12th student participant, more than 200 open 
codes had accumulated and there was a need to abstract the data into provisional 
theoretical codes. The codes that Curt’s data had developed: “feeling smart” and 
“encouragement’ were synthesised with the codes of “pride,” and “self-confidence.” 
The theoretical category of “increasing student confidence” was developed, includ-
ing negative cases from the open codes of “disappointment” and “embarrassment.” 
The theoretical code was further explored and refined through theoretical sampling 
and constant comparison with the next student participants, until saturation of the 
theory was confirmed with the final 3 participants. In grounded theory, saturation 
occurs when there are no new properties and dimensions of the theory emerg-
ing, only data indicators of elements that have already been discovered (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008; Giles et al., 2016). Thus, the grounded theory was complete.

6  The grounded theory: reconciling with teachers’ expectations

The findings of the research are synthesised in a substantive theory which is a Basic 
Social Process (BSP) called Reconciling with teachers’ expectations. A BSP is a 
type of grounded theory that explains a fundamental process that occurs in social 
environments (Glaser, 1978). The BSP of Reconciling with teachers’ expectations 
explains the four-stage process through which students experience their teachers’ 
expectations of them.

Firstly, the students go through the step of ‘Appraising’, during which they 
ascertain their teachers’ expectations of them. These interactions inform stu-
dents’ ‘Responding’ to their teachers’ expectations during Stage 2. The students’ 

1 Random pseudonyms are used for the 14 participants whose quotes are used in this manuscript so that 
readers can differentiate between their voices.
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responses to the teacher expectations inform their ‘Acting’ in Stage 3 in ways that 
they ‘Reflect’ in Stage 4 are productive or detrimental to their academic outcomes 
at school. An example of this BSP is explored in the findings below, where students 
appraise high expectations when teachers convey belief in their capacity to succeed 
academically. The students respond by feeling encouraged and capable of achiev-
ing, which motivates them academically. They give their work effort and experience 
improved results, which leads to a self-reinforcing cycle of increased achievement.

The next two sections present the research findings according to the four stages. 
The first two stages and second two stages are reported together since the quotes 
from students are often illustrative of two stages. Rather than segment the quotes, 
they are presented together to provide to illustrate the richness of the data in context.

6.1  Appraising and responding

The students appraised whether their teachers had high expectations of them dur-
ing student–teacher interactions that conveyed belief in their capacity to succeed. 
Student–teacher interactions conveyed high expectations when teachers encouraged 
students by expressing pride in them, challenging them, and giving them opportuni-
ties to succeed.

Students were asked when their teachers had communicated high expectations dur-
ing the interviews. Their responses included “teachers that notice us doing good,” 
(Adam) “encouraging” (Corey) and “she encourages us” (Jaida). Encouragement 
was appraised by students as conveying high teacher expectations for their academic 
achievement by conveying pride in students verbally or non-verbally. For example, 
Rachel appraised high expectations in how her teacher had assigned a project: “He has 
high expectations, like he’s pretty impressed with all of us. Like I think he is excited 
to see what we come up with” (Rachel). High expectations were conveyed by teachers 
that that encouraged students by expressing pride in what they could accomplish.

Other students agreed that their teachers had communicated high teachers’ expec-
tations through encouragement when the students understood that their teachers were 
proud of them. Araya explained how she responded to high teachers’ expectations that 
were communicated through praise positively. She was asked when her teachers had 
communicated high expectations, and she brought up the example of a teachers’ praise 
when she answered a question correctly in class. She explained that when her teacher…

…was like ‘right! You are right on the money!’ and ‘Wow, you got it in one!’ I’m 
kind of really proud of myself. I’m like—yeah the teacher’s proud of me, and that 
makes me feel good about myself. I get more confident and put up my hand. I also 
just sort of feel like maybe it’s not a sort of hard as it would be before. (Araya)

Araya’s appraisal of high teachers’ expectations, communicated through encourage-
ment, made her feel proud of herself. Furthermore, her self-efficacy beliefs were 
improved, and she considers herself to be more likely to experience continued suc-
cess at learning in that class. Sarah echoed that a teacher had communicated high 
expectations that made her feel more confident when she praised her success:
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I explained it to her and she was really happy with the overall idea… she was 
like Yes YES YES! and thrusting her arms.…when she does stuff like that, it 
actually makes me feel really proud, because you’re on the right track, you’re 
going to do good (Sarah).

When Sarah’s teacher communicated high expectations by conveying pride in her, Sarah 
felt proud too. Other students agreed that verbal praise conveyed high expectations, 
which they responded to by feeling encouraged to engage in subsequent learning because 
they considered it likely that the outcome would be positive. When teachers were posi-
tive about students’ capacity to succeed, the students were positive in their approach to 
the learning too, because they were more confident that they would be successful.

The encouragement that conveyed high teacher expectations to students could be 
associated with praise in having noticed the students’ success, or in terms of encour-
aging students to engage in challenging learning. Thus, the students appraised high 
teachers’ expectations when their teachers looked back on their successes with pride, 
but also when their teachers carried this belief forward to share anticipation that the 
students could also succeed in the future. Belief that the students could achieve in 
the future was communicated by encouraging students to give effort. For example, 
the students described how they had experienced high teachers’ expectations when 
teachers said things that them feel more confident that they could succeed at future 
challenges. For example, Libby remembered a teacher who conveyed high expecta-
tions when “…he always says that “I really like that, you’re really trying”. He says 
that to every student. It gives you more confidence” (Libby). Araya elaborated that 
high expectations were communicated when her teacher challenged her: “…when he 
says, ‘I’m trying to make you think!’ …we need to think about it, like find the right 
answer. He’s just like, encouraging us” (Araya). Encouragement to give effort and 
engage in challenge was experienced by these students as indicative of the teachers’ 
high expectations that they could accomplish difficult learning.

Students often responded positively when high teacher expectations were commu-
nicated by teachers who challenged students to succeed at difficult learning. When the 
teachers encouraged challenge and conveyed a belief that the students could succeed, 
the students responded by sharing the teachers’ belief that they could succeed. Further-
more, they became motivated to manifest this belief. Jaida explained that when teach-
ers “encourage us (students), it makes me feel like I can do it. It makes me want to 
try” (Jaida). The students’ self-efficacy belief towards future learning was in this way 
improved when teacher communicated high expectations by encouraging and chal-
lenging students. Erin explained further when she mentioned that high expectations 
had been communicated when her teacher challenging her to attempt some “tricky” 
new work with encouragement, and how she felt when she experienced success:

…it kind of makes you feel good, because I understand it, but it’s tricky and 
new. It makes me feel happy, and good, because like, oh, I get it now, and it 
will be easier to do the other questions as well (Erin).

Erin responded to her teachers’ high expectations by feeling encouraged to keep 
trying and complete further questions when she experienced success. Her ini-
tial success was a result of the teachers’ encouragement, which was perceived as 
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praise for being able to accomplish a challenging learning task. Erin’s mastery led 
to her approaching further questions with confidence that she would be successful. 
Because her teacher encouraged her, she felt encouraged, too.

Students like Erin responded positively to teachers who communicated high 
expectations through assigning challenging learning. However, the challenging 
learning was presented encouragingly in a way that they reflected allowed them to 
succeed. They appraised this as communicating high expectations through encour-
agement, but some challenges were not appraised as high expectations or responded 
to positively. For example, Sarah invoked a comparison between high teacher expec-
tations in her above example with a scenario where the teacher had:

…he showed like a graph of our grades, and none of ours really moved. It was 
only like the other classes that moved. The grades went up, and ours did not. 
It was actually kind of confronting, because our class, like, it was BAD (stu-
dents’ emphasis)… It was kind of, exposing…it was so unfair… whenever the 
class was doing bad the teacher would be like “oh this is the (highest) class, 
you’re supposed to be good at this!” It was pretty mean (Sarah).

For student like Sarah, the teacher did not communicate high expectations when they 
compared them unfavourably to other students. She described this as not communicat-
ing high expectations, but as “mean”. Other students like Brad, Zane and Libby used the 
word ‘mean’ to describe teachers who compared them unfavourably with their peers.

Thus, the students appraised high expectations when their teachers encouraged 
them in their successes and efforts. High expectations were experienced by students 
whose teachers assigned them challenging learning tasks without comparing them 
unfavourably to other students. The students responded positively when high teach-
ers’ expectations were appraised through actions that improved their confidence, 
encouraging them to persevere in their learning. The students responded by becom-
ing confident that they could succeed, too.

6.2  Acting and reflecting

The students reflected that they would end up doing better in school when their 
teachers conveyed high expectations that instilled confidence in them. They 
approached their learning with more positivity and higher self-efficacy beliefs, 
which they felt improved their academic outcomes. For example, Brad reflected that 
when his teachers have high expectations:

…I think they just try to push me then, because they know that I can do that, 
but sometimes I just don’t. Instead of just saying, just say I don’t want to do my 
work, then they’ll say like “I can see you can do it” and then I end up doing it. 
I think I do more work when they do that (Brad).

Brad’s reflection summarises the students’ descriptions of their increased motiva-
tion when their teachers conveyed high expectations that increased their confidence. 
When the teachers communicated high expectations by encouraging them and 



1545

1 3

‘Believe in me, and I will too’: a study of how teachers’…

communicating belief in them, they felt like they could do it, so they tried harder 
and did “more work”.

Other students reflected that they persevered in giving difficult learning effort 
when their teachers had communicated confidence in their capacity to succeed. 
After describing her response to her teacher’s high expectations for a “tricky” learn-
ing task (above), Erin was asked how this affected her academic achievement. She 
explained that “…I have not met it (the teachers’ expectation) yet. I probably will 
soon, but not yet. Just not now” (Erin). Erin was working towards meeting the teach-
er’s high expectations and described her own confidence that she would eventually 
get there. She attributed her own confidence to the teachers’ confidence in her. Other 
students agreed that when teachers believed they would be able to achieve, they felt 
motivated. Jessica recalled her teacher challenging her:

… he’s like “prove it” and then I have that logic, okay I’ll prove it here, then 
I’ll think this is going to work, prove it. So I just sort of clarify how I think, 
like we had to change to this idea, that won’t work, we had to change to this 
idea, that won’t work, so we had to continuously trial and error (Jessica).

Jessica is prepared to persevere to meet her teachers’ high expectations, like Erin. 
These examples illustrate how the students’ confidence inspired their motivation to 
persist when learning was difficult.

Students also described committing more time to their learning when their teach-
ers had instilled confidence in them by communicating high expectations. For exam-
ple, Jenny described working towards achieving: “…some of them, just like the 
harder ones, because there’s lots of working out that you have to do, I just have to 
like, it’s like time“ (Jenny). She explained she “do(es) a lot of work at home” to meet 
her teachers’ high expectations. Her willingness to devote a lot of time to engaging 
to challenging learning was accredited to her teachers’ expectation of success: “…he 
thinks we probably could do it” (Jenny). Further willingness to devote time to study 
and schoolwork was described by students as a result of their teachers’ high expecta-
tions. Ryan described how he would have to do “extra when I get home and stuff” 
(Ryan) to make sure he understood. The students acted with increased time commit-
ment when their teachers communicated high expectations through confidence.

The students explained that when their teachers communicated high expectations 
by having belief in their capacity to succeed, they feel confident and “actually try.” 
This phrase was repeated by several students, including Libby who had described 
increased confidence from her teachers’ verbal encouragement (above). She went on 
to explain that “…it gives you more confidence. If a teacher just doesn’t say anything, 
you just feel like you’re not good enough and you don’t know how to do it. I actually 
try (in that class)” (Libby). Libby’s negative case of the teacher who does not build 
confidence emphasises the importance of communicating high expectations to stu-
dents, who can be susceptible to feeling “not good enough.” When students felt confi-
dent that they knew “how to do it,” they gave their learning authentic effort.

Teachers’ high expectations were motivating for students when they adopted 
their teachers’ beliefs in their capacity to succeed. Corey explained that his teachers’ 
praise had “encourage(d) me to do more work. I want to do more.” (Corey). When 
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the students were motivated by high teacher expectations, they did more. Sarah 
added that “I like just work to improve every time” (Sarah).

Nadia explained that his was because of increasing self-efficacy belief:

…he would motivate me to do more, I‘d be like “oh wow!” And I’d realise 
that I actually could do more. So it means that in like the next assignments he 
wouldn’t have to tell me, I could just do it, and it would just come naturally, 
and I wouldn’t have to put that extra effort in, like when he helped me with it. 
So after that it just starting increasing and my grades just kept getting higher 
(Nadia).

Nadia’s quote represents how students’ self-efficacy beliefs were improved when 
their teachers communicated high expectations through confidence, which could 
lead to a self-perpetuating cycle of continued achievement. For students like Nadia, 
it was the teachers’ high expectations that initiated academic improvements.

However, students did not always respond positively to teachers’ communication 
of high expectations for students’ capacity to succeed when it was communicated 
as disappointment in the students’ not fulfilling expectations. This was the case in 
the example from Sarah in the above section, when she described the teacher as 
“mean” for pressuring students to do better by comparing them unfavourably to 
another group. Sarah described this as communicating high expectations, but by 
using pressure to succeed rather than instilling confidence. Other students agreed 
that high teachers’ expectations only instilled confidence when they were encourag-
ing, not negative. For example, when Rachel was asked to explain when her teacher 
had communicated expectations for her academic achievement that day, she brought 
up an interaction where a teacher had been disappointed in her.

I know she’s, like, very disappointed. I’m like walk in—didn’t happen! When 
I feel, like, bad or, like, oh—why am I in this situation that I put myself in—
I’m just, like,—don’t think about it. but it probably, like, builds up and then 
at times I’ll think, oh a big sad, and then it will all, like, come up. I feel, like, 
yeah I’m living in the, like, yeah I’ll try hard next year, you know what I 
mean? (Rachel)

Rachel is describing how her teachers’ expectations made her feel as if she didn’t 
measure up, which had disappointed the teacher and led to Rachel being passive 
about her learning. Rachel explained that her teachers’ disappointment made her 
want to avoid future interactions with the teacher. Furthermore, she was passive 
about her efforts when her teacher expressed disappointment in her.

These findings show that when expectations were communicated in a context of 
students having not met expectations, students responded negatively and became 
passive about their learning. On the other hand, teachers’ high expectations that 
instilled confidence in students were experienced positively by students only when 
the teachers were encouraging during interactions with students.

Overall, the research findings illustrate how students experienced the influence 
of their teachers’ expectations through the teachers’ instilling confidence in them. 
The teachers’ expectations improved the students’ learning outcomes when they 
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effectively instilled a shared belief in the students’ capacity to succeed. The students 
appraised teachers as having high expectations when the teachers encouraged them 
and made them feel capable of learning, challenging them to engage in challeng-
ing tasks. The students felt that they could succeed and were motivated to persevere 
when the learning became difficult, which they reflected led to successes in learn-
ing. Success empowered the students so that they continued to act in and then act-
ing in ways that they reflected upon as improving academic outcomes. However, 
when teachers communicated high expectations by emphasising students’ lack of 
success by contrasting them to peers or dwelling on the students’ failure to meet 
high expectations, the students became passive about their learning. Such teachers 
were appraised as “mean” and did not effectively communicate high expectations 
that positively impacted on student learning.

7  Discussion

The findings of this study explain that students experience high teachers’ expecta-
tions as instilling confidence in their ability as learners. This finding can be under-
stood with consideration of enduring educational theory, such as that of student 
self-efficacy beliefs from Bandura (1986) and Dweck’s theory of Mindset (Dweck, 
2012). The findings also show how some of Weinstein’s findings about how pri-
mary school students experience their teachers’ expectations are exacerbated in the 
secondary school setting where student confidence is particularly vulnerable (Wein-
stein, 2002). A discussion of Rubie-Davies’ work (2006; Rubie-Davies & Peterson, 
2016) also furthers a situated understanding of the contribution to knowledge and 
understanding of teachers’ expectations provided by this research.

The connection between teachers’ expectations and students’ self-beliefs about 
their capacity to succeed at school has been established in previous quantitative 
research from educational psychology (Tyler & Boelter, 2008). The research find-
ings presented in this paper provide a student perspective on how teacher expecta-
tion effects occur, emphasising the direct effect on student self-beliefs. The students 
in the study referred to this as “confidence,” but their descriptions of the role of 
verbal encouragement and task mastery are most reminiscent of Bandura’s (1986) 
theoretical construct of self-efficacy belief. Bandura’s notion of self-efficacy beliefs 
are the crux of his enduring Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986). Student self-
efficacy beliefs, in education, are students’ perceptions of their own capacity for the 
organisation and behaviour they need to achieve a particular effect or outcome in 
their learning (Bandura, 1986; Zimmerman, 2000). The students’ self-efficacy about 
a learning task, for example, will shape their behaviour as they conduct that task.

The findings of the study presented in this paper can be understood through Ban-
dura’s theory, reinforcing that when students have high self-efficacy beliefs, they act 
by “pushing” themselves and “doing extra work” to achieve challenging learning 
outcomes. Bandura’s self-efficacy belief is conceptualised as specific to performance 
on certain tasks. Teachers can influence students’ self-efficacy beliefs positively by 
providing them with mastery learning experiences, encouragement, and access to 
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other students who model the skills and organisation that lead to success (Schunk 
& Usher, 2012; Sewell & St George, 2009). The students in this study experienced 
teachers who positively influenced their self-efficacy beliefs as communicating high 
expectations for their learning. This provides an explanation of how students experi-
enced their teachers’ expectations of them in ways that influence their achievement 
at school: through their self-efficacy beliefs.

The study presented in this paper is unique in that it included data about Grade 
10 students’ experiences of their teachers’ expectations across several of their dif-
ferent secondary school classes, explaining how these students were influenced by 
their teachers’ expectations: through classroom interactions that instilled confidence. 
When teachers provided challenging, but attainable, opportunities for students to 
experience mastery learning experiences, students regarded this as a characteristic 
of high expectation teachers and experienced increased confidence and academic 
attainment. As illustrated in the above examples of students like Sarah and Rachel, 
a student could experience confidence in learning in one class, but experience feel-
ings of inadequacy in learning in another class. For these students, this was related 
to how the teachers’ expectations were communicated during interactions with the 
teacher.

Previous research has discussed the notion of subject-specific student self-belief 
(Marsh et al., 2012), but this has been associated with the learning area itself rather 
than the teacher. The research presented in this paper shows that when teachers com-
municated high expectations with encouragement, pride, and challenge, students 
reacted by embracing challenging learning, “trying really hard” (Libby). However, 
when teachers communicated high expectations in a way that was comparative 
and emphasised students’ previous failure to meet high expectations, the students 
responded negatively. They appraised teachers that applied academic pressure in this 
way as “mean” (Sarah, Libby, Brad, Zane) and became passive about their learning. 
These findings suggest that student self-efficacy beliefs can become differentiated 
across learning areas based on varying experiences of teacher expectations.

The student experiences that were illustrated in the findings also reflect how 
students mindsets and concepts about themselves as learners are related to teacher 
expectations, which is reminiscent of Dweck’s contrasting growth and fixed mind-
sets about learning (Dweck, 2008). Similar to the primary school students in Rhona 
Weinstein’s (2002) study who experienced a loss of hope and belief in their capacity 
to change their position in the classroom hierarchy when their teacher communi-
cated low expectations, the students in the study presented in this paper described 
their experience of giving up on learning in classes where the teacher was appraised 
communicating expectations framed by contrasting student achievement against one 
another. When the students were compared unfavourably to their peers, they became 
passive in their learning. Rubie-Davies’ research (2007) affirms that teachers with 
low expectations group students inflexibly into ability groups. The research pre-
sented in this paper suggests that students experience fixed views of ability as detri-
mental to their confidence.

On the other hand, students felt empowered and confident in their learning with 
teachers who communicated high expectations. These findings show that Wein-
stein’s research with primary students is also relevant in the context of adolescent 
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students. Adolescent students are on the cusp of adulthood and are in the process of 
developing individual identity and aspiration, so the role of teacher expectations in 
this process is highly relevant. The findings also elaborate on why interactions that 
communicate teacher expectations are associated with student academic achieve-
ment: through student confidence. Rubie-Davies and her colleagues have also estab-
lished that high expectations teachers are more likely to give students another try at 
answering questions and ask for more detail, provide more feedback, and encourage 
student motivation and autonomy (Rubie-Davies et  al., 2015; Wang et  al., 2019). 
These practices communicate high expectations to students, but the research pre-
sented in this paper suggests that this is because they communicate a belief in stu-
dents that students then adopt in their own self-beliefs.

8  Limitations

This paper presents the results of a grounded theory study that was conducted at 
three Schools in the Perth Metropolitan area. The findings are only representative of 
the group and students under study, and more research would be needed to ascertain 
the extent to which the substantive theory could be used to develop a formal theory 
that is generalisable. It was not within this study’s aims to create a formal theory 
that represents all human interactions, because the research aim was to generate a 
substantive theory. Thus, the study is limited in its generalisability and makes no 
claims to apply to populations beyond those from which the data were collected. 
Some readers, however, may find the research or some aspects of it transferable to 
their own contexts.

9  Conclusion

The findings of this study presented in this paper show that students experience 
teacher expectation effects through the BSP of Reconciling with teachers’ expec-
tations when the teacher communicates expectations in ways that instil confidence 
in students (or fail to do so). The students’ beliefs about themselves as learners 
are shaped by the teacher’s communication of expectations for students, so that 
when the teacher coveys a belief that the student can succeed at school, the student 
believes it too and acts accordingly.

These findings have implications for teacher education and how teachers prepare 
for and practice interacting with their students. Teachers who aim to communicate 
high expectations can adopt the strategies suggested by the students in these find-
ings, including praising and encouraging student success during classroom interac-
tions to instil confidence. Teachers could also adapt these findings to inform how 
they challenge students to learn in their class, striking the right balance between 
pressuring students and empowering them. High teacher expectations were only 
effective in motivating students to act in ways that improved academic outcomes 
when they were presented without unfavourable comparison. High expectations 
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for all students, not just the top performers, were a contingency of positive teacher 
expectation effects.

The findings of this study add to knowledge about teacher expectations by 
explaining how teacher expectations can affect student academic outcomes through 
student confidence. High expectations were communicated when the teachers sup-
ported students’ accomplishment in challenging learning tasks by questioning them 
and encouraging their efforts and perseverance, expressing belief that they would 
succeed. Continued research in education emphasises that mastery experiences and 
verbal encouragement can shape student self-efficacy beliefs (Hendricks, 2016; 
Schunk, 2003; Wilson et al., 2014) and that self-efficacy beliefs are associated with 
improved student outcomes (Honicke & Broadbent, 2016). The research adds to this 
knowledge by explaining how teacher expectations influenced student self-beliefs 
and why this affected their educational outcomes. Interactions where students 
appraised high teacher expectations improved their self-belief, which led them to act 
in ways that they reflected promoted academic attainment.

Appendix A: Observation tool

See Fig. 1.

Fig. 1 "Appendix A".
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Appendix B: Interview schedule

See Fig. 2.

Fig. 2 "Appendix B".
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