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Abstract
Previous research has provided evidence that teachers implicitly hold more negative attitudes toward ethnic minority students
than toward ethnic majority students. Furthermore, they attribute the lower educational success of ethnic minority students
predominantly to internal causes. So far, it is not known how implicit attitudes and causal attributions are related to preservice
teachers’ judgments of students’ academic competencies. We conducted a study to close this research gap. In a sample of
preservice teachers, our study showed mainly negative implicit attitudes toward ethnic minority students. On general, the
preservice teachers made external attributions. Implicit attitudes as well as causal attributions predicted the judgments.
Preservice teachers with more negative attitudes and preservice teachers, who attributed the failure of ethnic minority students
to these students’ abilities, less favorably judged the competence of ethnic minority students. Our results highlight the role of
teachers’ attitudes and causal attributions in determining the disadvantages that ethnic minority students experience in school.
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Ethnic minority students often perform worse in school than
their ethnic majority peers (Jordan, 2010). When investigating
the reasons for ethnic minority students’ low academic
achievement, one strand of research has focused on the con-
tribution of teachers. In this regard, research has shown that
teachers expect less from ethnic minority students than they
do from ethnic majority students (Tobisch & Dresel, 2017); as
a result, teachers (Glock, 2016; Tobisch & Dresel, 2017;
Kleen & Glock, 2018a) and preservice teachers judge ethnic
minority students less favorably than ethnic majority students
(Bonefeld & Dickhäuser, 2018). These disadvantages in
teacher judgments have appeared despite the fact that experi-
mental studies in this field held constant all information except
for students’ ethnic background. Such judgments are assumed
to be influenced by teachers’ attitudes, particularly by their
implicit attitudes, and research has supported this assumption
(van den Bergh et al., 2010; Peterson et al., 2016; Glock &
Böhmer, 2018). Studies have also shown that implicit atti-
tudes are related to causal attributions (Teachman et al.,

2003) and, in turn, that causal attributions are related to judg-
ments (Glock & Schuchart, 2020). To our knowledge, no
research in the educational context involving ethnic minority
students has combined teachers’ implicit attitudes, causal at-
tributions for the low educational success of ethnic minority
students, and academic competency judgments. We aimed to
close this research gap by investigating these variables and
their relations in a sample of preservice teachers.

Attitudes

Attitudes are defined as positive, negative, or neutral evalua-
tions of an entity such as a member of a social group (Eagly &
Chaiken, 1993). People’s attitudes are formed through direct
interpersonal contact and indirect experiences (e.g., through
parents or media reports) with members of different social
groups (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). Thus, socialization, culture,
and contact influence people’s attitudes toward social groups
(Hamilton & Sherman, 1996). Attitudes are stored as mental
representations in associative networks, whereby they repre-
sent links between the entity and the corresponding evaluation
(Smith, 1998).

We differentiate between implicit and explicit attitudes
(Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006). Explicit attitudes are
the controlled evaluations that are conscious and activated
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through complex cognitive processes (Gawronski &
Bodenhausen, 2006). Implicit attitudes are automatic evalua-
tions that are subject to unconscious, associative mental pro-
cesses (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006). It is often assumed
that implicit and explicit attitudes influence behaviors and
judgments differently (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006).
Controlled, conscious behaviors and judgments shouldmainly
rely on explicit attitudes, whereas more automatic behaviors
are assumed to be strongly guided by implicit attitudes (Olson
& Fazio, 2009a). However, the two processes are not distinct
(Olson & Fazio, 2009a). Implicit attitudes are likely to also
influence controlled processes because of their automatic na-
ture (Olson & Fazio, 2009b). Furthermore, explicit attitudes
might influence automatic processes, for example, in impor-
tant situations that prompt a lot of motivation (Olson & Fazio,
2009b).

In the educational context, research has shown that pre-
service (Glock et al., 2013; Glock & Karbach, 2015;
Bonefeld & Dickhäuser, 2018) and inservice teachers
(Kleen & Glock, 2018b) held more negative implicit atti-
tudes toward ethnic minority than toward ethnic majority
students. More specifically, inservice teachers’ implicit at-
titudes were more negative than those of preservice
teachers, but both groups held negative implicit attitudes.
However, one recent review (Denessen et al., 2021) and a
meta-analysis (Pit-ten Cate & Glock, 2019) did not find
differences between preservice and inservice teachers but
generally reported negative implicit attitudes. This does
not seem to stem entirely from a strong negative evaluation
of ethnic minority students but mainly results from more
positive implicit attitudes toward ethnic majority students
(Glock & Karbach, 2015). Teachers’ and preservice
teachers’ explicit attitudes toward ethnic minority students
have mostly been positive (van den Bergh et al., 2010;
Kleen & Glock, 2018c). Notwithstanding these different
measures, implicit and explicit attitudes play a role in
explaining teachers’ different judgments and behaviors.

Causal Attributions

Teachers’ and preservice teachers’ judgments are often in fa-
vor of ethnic majority students and thereby tend to disfavor
ethnic minority students (Tobisch & Dresel, 2017; Bonefeld
& Dickhäuser, 2018; Kleen & Glock, 2018a) even though
judgments about ethnic minority students have been found
to be more accurate than those about ethnic majority students
(Tobisch & Dresel, 2017). Therefore, stereotypical beliefs do
not always come into play when teachers judge ethnic minor-
ity students. However, stereotypical beliefs inform people
about the traits and behaviors that members of a social group
may show (Smith, 1998). Furthermore, people search for
causes of others’ behaviors (Weiner, 2000). When people try

to explain the behavior of others, they often engage in the
fundamental attribution error, which specifies that people con-
sistently overlook situational constraints and instead empha-
size dispositions (Ross, 1977). The ultimate attribution error
extends this concept to stereotyped groups (Pettigrew, 1979)
such that people attribute the negative behavior of a group
member to stable dispositions, and this tendency is enhanced
for ethnic minority groups (Pettigrew, 1979).When connected
toWeiner’s (1985) attribution theory, people attribute the neg-
ative behavior of stereotyped groupsmainly to internal causes.
These are located in the person and can be either stable or
variable. Stable internal causes are attributions to the person’s
ability, intelligence, or personality (Hewstone, 1990) and are
thus uncontrollable, whereas variable internal causes refer to
causes that are also in the person but are under individual
control, such as effort (Weiner, 1985). Intelligence can be seen
as a facet of ability and competence (Cuddy et al., 2008),
whereby subject-related ability is often more highly correlated
with academic achievement than general intelligence (Heyder
et al., 2017). However, both add to internal stable causes.
When it comes to personal behavior, the situational con-
straints refer to external causes that can be either controllable
or not (Weiner, 1985). Research has shown that teachers pri-
marily attribute their students’ educational failures to internal
causes (Wang & Hall, 2018), whereas they are likely to take
credit for their students’ successes (Yehuda, 2002). They pre-
dominantly attribute high-achieving students’ successes to in-
ternal causes (Natale et al., 2009), just as they do for the
failures of low-achieving students (Tur-Kaspa & Weisel,
2004).

When taking into account ethnic or racial background,
research has shown that teachers attributed the perfor-
mance of African American students to external causes
such as luck or the easiness of the tasks (Wiley &
Eskilson, 1978). In general, preservice teachers with more
negative stereotypes attributed ethnic minority students’
educational failures mainly to internal causes (Froehlich
et al., 2016). Teachers did the same to explain ethnic mi-
nority students’ problems (Jackson, 2002). Teachers attrib-
uted ethnic majority students’ successes to internal causes
(Tom & Cooper, 1986) but attributed ethnic minority stu-
dents’ successes to external causes (Riley & Ungerleider,
2012) or effort (Wissink & de Haan, 2013).

Two-Stage Model of Dispositional
Attributions

Taken together, not only their implicit attitudes but also
their causal attributions might predict preservice teachers’
judgments of ethnic minority students’ competencies in
different educational domains. According to the
two-stage model of dispositional attributions (Trope,
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1986), people derive trait judgments on the basis of two
processes. A first associative and automatic process—iden-
tification—relies on situational, behavioral, and identity
cues (Trope, 1986, 2004). Identity cues refer to prior infor-
mation about the person, such as group membership
(Gawronski & Creighton, 2013), which informs people
about the stereotypical attributes this person might possess.
This should activate implicit attitudes, as these are activat-
ed by the presence of people belonging to social groups
(Fazio, 2001). The meaning of the stereotypical trait attri-
butes are also positively related to attitudes (Fishbein,
2008), and thus, implicit attitudes have been shown to pre-
dict trait judgments (Lambert et al., 2005).

At the second stage, the categorization of the situation, the
behavior, and the identity of the person is relevant (Trope,
1986). Hence, the two stages are assumed to occur outside
conscious awareness to some extent (Trope & Gaunt, 1999)
and to add subsequent processes to the trait judgment
(Gawronski & Creighton, 2013). These three kinds of infor-
mation have a different impact on trait judgments (Trope,
1986). Whereas behavioral and identity information will pos-
itively impact the strength of trait judgments, situational cues
will lessen the strength (Trope, 1986). As outlined above,
people relate identity information to group membership
(Gawronski & Creighton, 2013), which can trigger implicit
attitudes toward this group (Gonsalkorale et al., 2010).
Behavioral information can be assumed to refer to internal
attributions as people spontaneously make inferences from
behavior to internal stable causes (e.g., dispositions), internal
variable causes, and other attributes (Uleman et al., 1996). The
situational cues in the two-stage model might reflect external
attributions, as situational constraints and behavior in certain
contexts are taken into account (Trope, 1986).

Hypotheses

Corresponding to the theoretical framework, we expected that
identity, behavioral, and situational information would predict
academic competency judgments about students. This infor-
mation was operationalized using implicit attitudes and inter-
nal and external attributions. More specifically, we expected
that more positive implicit attitudes would result in higher
competency judgments. As we asked about the attributions
of ethnic minority students’ lower educational success, we
also expected that lower internal and higher external attribu-
tions would result in higher competency judgments. In
Germany, one of the most disadvantaged (Kristen, 2000)
and largest group of ethnic minority students are students with
Turkish roots (Destatis, 2017). Therefore, we operationalized
students’ ethnic minority background by referring to
Turkish-origin students.

Method

Participants

A total of 167 preservice teachers participated in this study
(114 female, 50 male, 3 did not indicate their gender; Age:M
= 24.87 years, SD = 2.77), and 29 preservice teachers have an
ethnic minority background themselves (11 had Turkish
roots).

Materials

Implicit Attitudes

We employed an Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald
et al., 1998), because the IAT is the method, about which we
know most in terms of validity and reliability (Nosek et al.,
2005). We contrasted seven male names indicating students
with Turkish roots (e.g., Yusuf, Caner, Oktay) with seven
male names indicating a native German background (e.g.,
Lukas, Finn, Jonas). We used 20 pleasant (e.g., happy, warm)
and 20 unpleasant words (e.g., evil, sneaky) as attribute cate-
gories. As this was the first study connecting attitudes, causal
attributions, and judgments, we decided to use solely male
names, in order to avoid a possible confound with students’
gender. As a proxy for the internal consistency, we used the
correlation between the IAT scores resulting from the test
trials and those resulting from the practice trials, as this is
the suggested procedure for analyzing the internal consistency
according to Greenwald et al. (2003). This correlation was r
= .67. To calculate the D-measure, we used the improved
scoring algorithm by Greenwald et al. (2003). First, all laten-
cies below 400 ms and above 10,000 ms were deleted.
Afterwards, the practice scores on the incompatible trials were
subtracted from the practice scores on the compatible trials.
The same procedure was repeated for the test scores. In the last
step, the test scores and practice scores were divided by their
respective standard deviations. The mean of the two resulting
scores functioned as the D-measure. Positive D-measure
values indicated more negative implicit attitudes toward
Turkish-origin students.

Attributions

We used an adapted version of the questionnaire developed by
Froehlich et al. (2016), which considered three different di-
mensions of attributions for the lower educational success of
ethnic minority students for which the term “ethnic minority
students” was replaced by the term “students with Turkish
roots.” All dimensions used three items to assess the attribu-
tions. In the original version, lower employment rates were
also targeted, but we decided to focus solely on the attribu-
tions for lower educational success. The first dimension
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captured internal stable attributions (e.g., “Turkish-origin stu-
dents show lower academic performance compared with
German students. This is because they have lower intellectual
abilities”), Cronbach’sα = .77. The second dimension was the
internal variable dimension (e.g., “This is because they do not
study enough for school”), Cronbach’s α = .81. The final di-
mension was the external stable dimension (e.g., “This is be-
cause they suffer from disadvantages in the German educa-
tional system”), Cronbach’s α = .73.

Judgments of Students’ Academic Competencies We com-
piled a questionnaire in the form of a semantic differential
with the poles “German students” and “Turkish origin stu-
dents.” As academic competencies, we used orthography,
grammar, and expression, which we merged into a variable
called language proficiency (Cronbach’s α = .90.). The re-
maining items were mathematical and science ability as well
as intelligence.

Demographic Questionnaire We compiled a questionnaire to
assess participants’ age and gender. We also asked whether
the participants belonged to an ethnic minority themselves,
and if so, we asked for their country of origin.

Procedure

The study was approved by the ethical committee of the
University of Wuppertal. The participants were seated in front
of the computer screen and first gave informed consent. All
the measures were run on the computer. The first test was the
IAT. The IAT began with a task for which they had to sort
names into the categories “Turkish-origin students” or
“German students” using the “E” and the “I” keys on the
keyboard. Next, the same keys were used to sort pleasant
and unpleasant words into these two categories. These were
the first two phases. In the third phase, the two tasks were
combined. For the compatible trials, participants used the
same key to categorize pleasant words and German names,
whereas the other key shared unpleasant and Turkish-origin
names. For the incompatible trials, participants were asked to
press the same key for words indicating pleasant words and
Turkish-origin names and the remaining key to sort German
names and unpleasant words. Half of the participants started
the third phase with the compatible trials, and the other half
with the incompatible trials. The participants underwent a
practice and a test phase. In the fifth phase, the positions and
keys of the pleasant and unpleasant categories were switched.
Finally, the combinations of attribute words and target names
appeared with this switched combination. Here, the partici-
pants worked in phase six on the practice and in phase seven
on the test trials. The compatible and incompatible trials
consisted of a practice phase with 40 trials and a test phase
with 80 trials each. When the participants had finished the

IAT, they were asked to indicate how much they associated
the competencies with either German or Turkish-origin stu-
dents by using a scale ranging from 1 (German students) to 7
(Turkish-origin students). Afterwards, they were given the
attribution questionnaire by Froehlich et al. (2016) to assess
their agreement with the different statements on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 5 (totally
agree). Finally, they were given the demographic question-
naire before being thanked and debriefed.

Results

Implicit Attitudes

Preservice teachers’ implicit attitudes were analyzed to figure
out differences in their attitudes toward Turkish-origin versus
German students. Therefore, the D-measure was submitted to
an independent t test, which indicated more negative implicit
attitudes toward Turkish-origin students relative to German
students (M = 0.33, SD = 0.33), t(166) = 12.97, p < .001, d =
1.00.

Attributions

Accordingly, preservice teachers’ attributions were examined
regarding differences in their internal versus external attribu-
tions of Turkish-origin students’ lower educational success
compared to German students. We submitted the attributions
to a dependent t test, which showed that the preservice
teachers endorsed the external attributions (M = 3.27, SD =
0.88) more than the internal ones (M = 1.95, SD = 0.77),
t(165) = 12.83, p < .001, d = 1.00. Hence, the participants at-
tributed the failing educational success of ethnic minority stu-
dents mainly to external causes.

The Prediction of Judgments

As a last step, correlational analyses and multiple regressions
were calculated to analyze whether preservice teachers’ im-
plicit attitudes and internal and external attribution predicted
their judgments of Turkish-origin students competencies.
Correlational analyses showed substantial correlations be-
tween the judgments of intelligence and all other competency
judgments (see Table 1).

Therefore, the more the preservice teachers associated in-
telligence with Turkish-origin students, the more the preser-
vice teachers also associated good language proficiency and
mathematical and science competencies with these students.
When the preservice teachers perceived that Turkish-origin
students possessed high mathematical competency, they also
judged these students’ science competency as high.
Interestingly, the more the preservice teachers perceived
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internal causes for the lower educational success of
Turkish-origin students, the lower the association was be-
tween Turkish-origin students and academic competency.
Preservice teachers who made stronger external attributions
made weaker associations between Turkish-origin students
and high language proficiency. Unsurprisingly, the more in-
ternal attributions the preservice teachers made, the fewer ex-
ternal attributions they made. The more negative the preser-
vice teachers’ implicit attitudes toward Turkish students were,
the less strongly they associated the Turkish students with
high science competency.

Finally, we computed four separate multiple regression
analyses (see Table 2).

The language proficiency judgments were predicted by in-
ternal attributions. The more strongly the participants believed
that the lower educational success of Turkish-origin students
might be due to internal causes, the less strongly they associ-
ated high language proficiency with Turkish-origin students.
No other variable predicted this judgment.

For the judgments of mathematical competency, both im-
plicit attitudes and internal attributions were relevant. The
more negative the implicit attitudes toward Turkish-origin stu-
dents and the higher the internal attributions were, the less
strongly the participants associated mathematical competency
with Turkish-origin students. The same predictions were
found for the judgments of science competency. Regarding
the judgments of intelligence, participants with higher internal
attributions did not associate intelligence with Turkish-origin
students as strongly.

Discussion

Drawing on the two-stage model of dispositional attributions
(Trope, 1986), we investigated how implicit attitudes such as
identity information, internal attributions such as behavioral
information, and external attributions such as situational infor-
mation are related to judgments about the different academic
competencies of ethnic minority students. We expected that
more positive implicit attitudes toward ethnic minority stu-
dents, higher internal attributions, and lower external attribu-
tions would result in judgments that associate greater compe-
tencies with ethnic minority students. The results only partial-
ly supported our hypotheses. Whereas the judgments of math-
ematical and science competency were predicted by partici-
pants’ implicit attitudes as well as internal attributions, the
judgment of the language proficiency was only predicted by
internal attributions. Hence this study especially stresses the
importance of (preservice) teachers’ attributions of their stu-
dents’ achievements in identifying mechanisms that can con-
tribute to disadvantages in school.

For the judgment of language proficiency, higher internal
attributions predicted lower associations between language
proficiency and ethnic minority students. This is in line with
previous research that showed that not only did ethnic minor-
ity students perform lower on language proficiency (OECD,
2019), but they were judged as being less proficient by
teachers and preservice teachers (Tobisch & Dresel, 2017;
Kleen & Glock, 2018c). Our results imply that these lower
judgments are partially due to the fact that ethnic minority
students often do not speak the ethnic majority language in
their homes (Strobel & Kristen, 2015), which teachers suggest
is negatively related to academic achievement (Agirdag et al.,
2014a). Simultaneously, low effort and low willingness to
speak the ethnic majority language are perceived as problem-
atic (Agirdag et al., 2014b) and might, along with a preference

Table 1 Correlations between Implicit Attitudes, Attributions, and
Judgments

舃Variable 舃1 舃2 舃3 舃4 舃5 舃6 舃7

舃1 D-measure 舃1 舃−.11 舃−.12 舃−.10 舃−.15 舃−.16* 舃.08

舃2 Internal attributions 舃1 舃.-28* 舃−.33* 舃−.17* 舃−.21* 舃−.49*
舃3 External attributions 舃1 舃.19* 舃.11 舃.07 舃.08

舃4 Language proficiency 舃1 舃.12 舃.14 舃.24*

舃5 Mathematical ability 舃1 舃.71* 舃.33*

舃6 Science ability 舃1 舃.44*

舃7 Intelligence 舃1

*p < .05

Table 2 Summary of the Multiple Regression Analyses with Implicit
Attitudes, Internal Attributions, and External Attributions as Predictors
and the Competency Judgments as Criteria

舃Predictor 舃B 舃SE B 舃β 舃R2

舃Language proficiency 舃.14

舃 D-measure 舃−0.31 舃0.19 舃−.12
舃 Internal attributions 舃−0.34* 舃0.08 舃−.32*
舃 External attributions 舃0.09 舃0.07 舃.09

舃Mathematical ability 舃.07

舃 D-measure 舃−0.29* 舃0.13 舃−.18*
舃 Internal attributions 舃−0.13* 舃0.06 舃−.18*
舃 External attributions 舃0.04 舃0.05 舃.06

舃Science ability 舃.08

舃 D-measure 舃−0.33* 舃0.14 舃−.19*
舃 Internal attributions 舃−0.17* 舃0.06 舃−.23*
舃 External attributions 舃−0.01 舃0.05 舃−.02
舃Intelligence 舃.25

舃 D-measure 舃0.03 舃0.10 舃.02

舃 Internal attributions 舃−0.32* 舃0.05 舃−.51*
舃 External attributions 舃−0.04 舃0.04 舃−.07
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for speaking one’s native language at home, contribute to the
relation between internal attributions and lower language
proficiency.

In contrast to the language proficiency judgments, the judg-
ments of mathematical and science competencies were both
predicted by implicit attitudes and internal attributions. The
more negative the implicit attitudes were and the higher the
preservice teachers agreed with internal attributions, the lower
the competency judgments were. Competence is, besides
warmth, one of the main dimensions of stereotypes, (Fiske
et al., 2002), and research has shown that Turkish-origin peo-
ple are perceived as cold and incompetent (Asbrock, 2010).
Such competence stereotypes are related to implicit attitudes
(Krischler et al., 2018). Thus, our results might reflect this
relationship, such that more negative implicit attitudes are
related to lower competency ratings. Internal attributions pre-
dicted not only judgments of mathematical and science com-
petencies but also judgments of intelligence. This is in line
with previous research, which showed that internal attribu-
tions were related to judgments of lower academic compe-
tence (Froehlich et al., 2016), thus simply reflecting the ulti-
mate attribution error (Pettigrew, 1979).

However, the finding that implicit attitudes showed no re-
lation to intelligence judgments is somewhat surprising be-
cause mathematical competency can be found in the form of
numerical reasoning in the conceptualization of intelligence
(Süß & Beauducel, 2015). Even science ability is related to
logical reasoning (Piburn, 1990), and both mathematical and
science competencies have been predicted by implicit atti-
tudes. Interestingly, implicit attitudes also did not predict lan-
guage proficiency judgments. The relation between language
proficiency and implicit attitudes might have been detected if
we had asked about language proficiency with respect to stu-
dents’ first language because this might be more strongly re-
lated to group membership than language proficiency in the
ethnic majority language. To this effect, research has shown
that speaking one’s first language at home contributes to lower
academic success (Mok et al., 2016) but that speaking the
ethnic majority language does not increase academic success
(Driessen et al., 2002). Moreover, speaking one’s first lan-
guage at school is perceived as particularly negative by
teachers and influences teachers’ attitudes toward ethnic mi-
nority students in a negative way (Agirdag et al., 2014a). This
implies that implicit attitudes should be more visible in judg-
ments of proficiency in the first language. However, this idea
is quite speculative and should be explored more deeply in
future research.

One reason for the missing relations could be grounded in
how we assessed implicit attitudes. We used names as indica-
tors of the two categories “German students” and
“Turkish-origin students.” In this regard, research has shown
that ethnic minority names, in particular, names indicating a
Turkish origin, are associated with lower intelligence ratings

than names that indicate an ethnic majority background
(Bonefeld & Dickhäuser, 2018). Thus, these intelligence rat-
ings, which might have been activated by the names, can be
assumed to already be inherent in attitudes. Implicit attitudes
are triggered automatically (Fazio, 2001) and have often been
assessed by using names (Dovidio et al., 2001). Thus, we
might assume that some parts of attitudes are influenced by
stereotypical beliefs about the intelligence and possibly stu-
dents’ language proficiency related to the names. In turn, we
might not be able to explain additional variance in judgments.
Future research may be able to circumvent this issue by using
photographs of students for which dimensions such as intelli-
gence can be held constant (Glock et al., 2013), even though,
when using photographs it has to be considered that those could
also indicate the race of a student not only his or her ethnic
belonging (Glock & Böhmer, 2018). Another reason might be
that preservice teachers might hold implicit theories of intelli-
gence of different student groups, and sometimes, these theories
are predictors of implicit attitudes (Enea-Drapeau et al., 2017),
also resulting in the same collinearity described above. Future
research should assess these implicit theories of intelligence,
which can also be assessed with implicit methods (Mascret
et al., 2015). Moreover, judgments have been shown to be
influenced by the need for cognition of the judges (Haddock
& Maio, 2019). This seems to be another factor, which should
be considered in future research.

Even though the preservice teachers generally made more
external than internal attributions, their external attributions
did not contribute to any judgment. Previous research has also
shown stronger external than internal attributions (Froehlich
et al., 2016). External attributions emphasize causes that are
grounded in the school system (Froehlich et al., 2016), but in
Germany, many programs to promote the ethnic majority lan-
guage among ethnic minority students and their families have
been developed (Becker-Mrotzek & Roth, 2017) and might
provide students with opportunities to overcome the deficits
they show in language proficiency (Ehmke et al., 2013).
Hence, lower proficiency levels cannot easily be attributed
to external factors.

What is more, people are often reluctant to make internal
attributions because they do not want to discriminate against
or contribute to the disadvantages of some groups (Crosby,
1984). External attributions, however, were endorsed usually
to explain the success of, for instance, students with learning
disabilities (Vlachou et al., 2014) but not to explain students’
failures (Conway, 1989). The missing predictive power of
external attributions for judgments reflects not only the fun-
damental (Ross, 1977) but also the ultimate attribution error
(Pettigrew, 1979). In our study, the external causes were all
related to the school system, which might not properly reflect
the situational cues specified in the two-stage model (Trope,
1986). Such situational cues can also be related to students’
parents and home environments. These are external causes,
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and research has shown that, for instance, teachers tend to
attribute student misbehavior to the parents and the home
environment (Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 2002). We also
know that family background can predict students’ academic
achievement and so can teachers’ school track recommenda-
tions (Caro et al., 2009). Hence, the reliance on school-related
factors in external attributions might be the reason for the null
effects. It would therefore be valuable to add some more ex-
ternal causes as situational cues.

Limitations

Besides these ideas for future research, our study is limited in
more aspects. First and foremost, our study was not a field
study but was conducted on computers in a laboratory setting.
However, this allowed us to systematically manipulate and
control confounding variables, but it also limited the
ecological validity of our results. This controversy between
experimental control and ecological validity has been a topic
of discussion since Brunswik (1955) first introduced ecologi-
cal validity. There is no easy solution to this conflict. Some
researchers claim that the most important issue is not the ques-
tion of whether the laboratory setting resembles a real-life
situation (mundane realism; Berkowitz & Donnerstein,
1982) but instead involves psychological realism, which is
defined as the degree to which the psychological processes
that occur in the laboratory setting mirror those that occur in
real life (Aronson et al., 1998). However, even though
teachers in school have more information about their students
and many opportunities to develop attitudes toward these stu-
dents, it is these situations with high cognitive demands that
result in automatic processing (Olson & Fazio, 2009b), mak-
ing the influence of implicit attitudes more likely (Olson &
Fazio, 2009b; De Houwer et al., 2009). In school, teachers
have to manage many tasks under high constraints
(Santavirta et al., 2007), which may pave the way for implicit
attitudes (Glock et al., 2013).

Another limiting factor is that we assessed implicit attitudes
only toward male students. Although research has shown that
there seems to be no differences between implicit attitudes
toward male and female ethnic minority students—as both
were more negative compared with ethnic majority students
(Kleen&Glock, 2018b)—it might make a difference because,
in the remaining measures, we did not differentiate between
students’ gender. Even if there were no differences in implicit
attitudes, teachers’ perceptions (Kulinna, 2008) may mirror
male students’ behavioral adjustment difficulties (Alexander
et al., 1997) and their lower achievement in language profi-
ciency when compared with female students (Driessen & van
Langen, 2013).

As we used names in our study, we did not ensure that the
participants did not share the same name or that their names

did not share some letters with those presented. From previous
research we know, that people show implicit preferences for
letters which are contained in their name (Nuttin, 1985). This
might have had contributed to the results. Hence, in future
research, we might have a profound basis of names, which
can be randomly chosen according to the names of the
participants.

We also did not consider the preservice teachers’ own eth-
nic background as a predictor of implicit attitudes and causal
attributions. Although some participants had an ethnic minor-
ity background themselves, only a very small number had a
Turkish background. To this extent, research has shown that it
is important that preservice teachers share the same ethnic
background as their students for determining implicit attitudes
(Kleen et al., 2019), causal attributions, and judgments of
ethnic minority students (Glock & Schuchart, 2020). The
number of preservice teachers with an ethnic minority back-
ground will increase in the future (Kleen et al., 2019) and will
thus become an important group not only for research but also
for the benefit of ethnic minority students. Students will ben-
efit not only from more favorable attitudes and judgments but
also from these teachers’ profound knowledge about the prob-
lems these students face (Villegas & Irvine, 2010) as ethnic
minority teachers are more likely to have had similar experi-
ences (OECD, 2018). However, results also showed that the
ethnic minority preservice teachers were more negative to-
ward ethnic majority compared to ethnic minority students
(Keen et al., 2019), which could therefore also possibly lead
to biased judgments. Hence, it might proof beneficial to find
ways to change (preservice) teachers’ implicit and explicit
attitudes. According to the Elaboration Likelihood Model
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), automatic as well as controlled
routes can lead to changes in attitudes. Programs that are es-
pecially designed to address the change of attitudes could be
useful in this scenario.

Conclusion

Drawing on the two-stage model of dispositional attributions
(Trope, 1986), we linked implicit attitudes and causal attribu-
tions to competency judgments in the educational domain.We
focused on ethnic minority students as one group that is faced
with lower teachers’ expectations in many school systems
around the world (van den Bergh et al., 2010). Previous re-
search has already shown that attitudes are related to lower
expectations and varying teacher behavior (van den Bergh
et al., 2010) as well as to lower judgments (Glock &
Böhmer, 2018), and our study adds the important factor of
attributions to this approach. In the school context, how stu-
dents make attributions for the causes of their successes and
failures is important, but it seems to be even more pivotal how
teachers make these attributions. Teachers often base their
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feedback on their attributions, and their feedback is more neg-
ative when internal attributions are made (Medway, 1979).
Along with the effect of implicit attitudes, this means not only
that ethnic minority students will be judged as having lower
competencies but also that teachers will be more critical in
their feedback. Thus, along with internal attributions, this
can influence students’ motivation in a negative way (Licht
& Kistner, 1986), which might also contribute to lower aca-
demic achievement (Wentzel et al., 1990). However, as this is
the first study to relate implicit attitudes and attributions to
judgments, it can be seen as a first step toward shedding fur-
ther light on the role that teachers—more specifically future
teachers—play in contributing to the disadvantages that ethnic
minority students experience in school.
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