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How can we learn from our mistakes if we're unaware they exist? The present research tested the hypothesis
that minority students receive less critical feedback on their written work from evaluators who are primarily
externally motivated to inhibit their racial biases. Participants highlighted instances of good/bad writing in
essays purportedly written by a White or a minority student. Results of two experiments showed that
although participants provided equivalent amounts of positive feedback to both authors, they provided less
negative feedback and gave higher grades to minority authors to the extent that they were externally but
not internally motivated to respond without prejudice. This finding reveals that stigmatized students some-
times fail to receive the critical feedback necessary to identify areas needing improvement, particularly when
evaluators are concerned about appearing prejudiced. The implications for educational equality are
discussed.

© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Introduction

The feedback people receive can have a profound effect on what
they learn (Walberg, 1984), making the accuracy of that feedback
essential. The present research tested the hypothesis that minority
students might not always receive ample critical feedback on their
work and tested possible reasons for this feedback withholding bias.

At first glance, we might expect evaluators to be overly negative in
their feedback to minority students. When negative stereotypes are
activated, they represent hypotheses about students' abilities that
can lead to less favorable perceptions of ambiguous performance,
particularly when evaluators are under time pressure or lack the
ability to monitor or control their biases (Darley & Gross, 1983;
Jussim, Eccles, & Madon, 1996; Kruglanski & Freund, 1983). Such re-
search leads to an intuitive prediction that majority group evaluators
might provide negatively biased feedback to minority compared to
majority students; however, there are reasons to expect that minority
students sometimes receive overly positive feedback.

In contrast to the above studies in which evaluators believe their
evaluations will remain anonymous, other research suggests that
when evaluators believe their feedback will be communicated to
students, they provide more praise to minority than White students
(Harber, 1998, 2004; Harber, Stafford, & Kennedy, 2010). Majority-
group evaluators write overly positive summaries of essays written by
minority students (Harber, 1998) and are reluctant to notify minority
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students when their academic workload might be too onerous to han-
dle (Crosby & Monin, 2007). Furthermore, when evaluators set a
lower standard of success for stigmatized students, they perceive the
mediocre work of minority students in a more positive light than
work of the same caliber completed by White students (Biernat &
Manis, 1994).

The above research points to a positivity bias in the approach
evaluators take when directly advising stigmatized students, but
there are gaps in what we know about this phenomenon. First, the
above studies have measured gestalt appraisals rather than flagging
specific errors and ambiguities for revision. Does this optimistic ap-
praisal imply that evaluators try harder to find the positive in students'
work, or do they refrain from pointing out the negative, which could
impair later learning? Secondly, we do not fully understand what mo-
tivates this bias. Does it stem from a well-intentioned yet patronizing
attempt to protect disadvantaged students from feedback that could
be demotivating or from a self-interested concern with avoiding any
appearance of prejudice?

Research has demonstrated theways in which overly negative feed-
back can lead to mistrust and disengagement among minority students
(Cohen, Steele, & Ross, 1999) but, on the other hand, the deliberate
withholding of criticism is likely to come at a cost to learning. For
example, being a target of a negative stereotype cues a motivation to
detect, correct and prevent errors as a means to disconfirm that stereo-
type (Forbes, Schmader, & Allen, 2008; Jamieson&Harkins, 2007; Keller
& Bless, 2008). Ironically, the very feedback that minority students
might most be searching for and motivated to learn from could be
systematically withheld from them. Thus, the first goal of the current
research was to identify whether evaluators seek to overemphasize
olding bias: Minority students do not receive critical feedback from
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the positive aspects of minority student work (an inflation bias), and/or
if they refrain from addressing errors (a feedback withholding bias).

We expected to see evidence of a feedback withholding bias for
two reasons. First, evaluators might intuit that negative feedback
would be demotivating for students from disadvantaged educational
backgrounds. Taking this other-focused but patronizing perspective,
evaluators seek to protect vulnerable students by rewarding positive
effort rather than penalizing mistakes. Second, evaluators might
underreport negative feedback out of a self-focused concern with
avoiding the appearance of bias (Shelton, Richeson, & Vorauer,
2006). If evaluators believe that any criticism they provide could be
interpreted as racial bias, they might be reluctant to highlight the
negative and instead overemphasize the positive in their feedback
(Cohen & Steele, 2002). Supporting this idea, evaluators provide feed-
back that is less positively biased if they are first affirmed in their
egalitarian values and are held accountable for the feedback they
give (Harber et al., 2010; Ruscher, Wallace, Walker, & Bell, 2010).
However, past research has neither identified individual differences
that make evaluators more or less likely to show these biases nor
has it linked concerns with appearing prejudiced to withholding
negative feedback specifically.

We hypothesized that concerns about appearing racist should be
most salient to those who are motivated primarily by extrinsic
reasons to regulate their biases, operationalized as those low in inter-
nal motivation (IMS) but high in external motivation (EMS) to respond
without prejudice in race-relevant contexts (Plant & Devine, 1998,
2009). These individuals adhere to social norms to refrain from
revealing biases, but have not internalized egalitarian goals (Butz &
Plant, 2009). Individuals with this compliant motivation endorse nega-
tive biases in private, but report less prejudice in public (Butz & Plant,
2009; see also Dunton & Fazio, 1997 for a similar model). This can
lead them to feel their personal freedoms are constrained, causing
anger and backlash against minority groups (Plant & Devine, 2001).
We predicted the largest feedback withholding bias from evaluators
with a compliant motivation.

We carried out two experiments in which non-stigmatized under-
graduates evaluated equally mediocre essays, ostensibly written by
either a White or minority author (Study 1: Aboriginal Canadian;
Study 2: Black). We expected to replicate an overall positivity bias in
the final grade assigned to minority student writing consistent with
an overpraising effect found in prior research (as in Harber, 1998,
2004), however, we also hypothesized an underlying withholding of
negative feedback when we examined the nuances evaluators choose
to address. In addition, we examined the roles of other-focused and
self-focused motivations in predicting this effect.

Study 1

Method

Participants
Fifty-nine White, Canadian-born undergraduate students partici-

pated for research credit or payment. The study was run in groups
with a maximum of five per group. Three participants were excluded
from analyses because they expressed suspicion during a funnel
debriefing that we were examining racial biases. Three additional par-
ticipants from a single session were excluded because one participant
openly questioned the cover story at the outset of the study. Lastly,
one person failed to follow instructions on the highlighting task (i.e.,
wrote comments to the author in the margins) and was thus excluded
from analyses (final N=52).

Procedure
The cover story for the study involved an ostensible collaboration

with the school board to create amentoring program for high school stu-
dents interested in post-secondary education. As part of this program,
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participants were asked to first read and evaluate essays of five local
high school students and provide feedback via video conferencing and
email. Participants then signed a bogus consent form agreeing to engage
in face-to-face interactions with the authors. In actuality, these proce-
dures were designed to create a strong belief that participants would
be communicating their feedback directly to the students.

The essays were written or adapted to be equivalent in length,
believable as essays written by high school students, and were always
presented in the same order. They covered historical events, places, or
people (e.g., history of Alcatraz, Aggripina, or Hypatia and Alexander
the Great). Attached to each essay was a profile sheet about the
student (including ethnicity), presumably provided so that evaluators
could know the authors a bit more, as is the case with their teachers.
We attempted to create a representative sample of student profiles
given the city in which the study took place. Specifically, the first
and last essays were always presented as being written by female
White and Asian authors, respectively. The two target profiles
(identifying the authors as an Aboriginal male and a White male)
were counterbalanced in the 2nd, 3rd, or 4th position (the remaining
profile that occupied one of these middle positions was always an
Asian male). Thus, every participant evaluated one essay purportedly
written by a White author and one essay purportedly written by an
Aboriginal author.

Initial pilot testing confirmed that the two target profiles them-
selves (detached from the essays) did not lead to significantly differ-
ent expectations of academic competence, (Mminority=4.00, Mwhite=
3.91, Fb1, on a 5-point scale) and that the two target essays alone
(detached from the profiles) were of similar clarity (M1=3.65,
M2=3.82, M3=3.56), Fb1, and perceived author grade level (M1=
10.75, M2=10.88, M3=11.13), Fb1. The three filler essays were
pilot tested to be of higher, similar and lower quality than the target
essays with the strongest essay appearing first and the weakest
essay last. This provided a meaningful range in essay quality and
presented the target essays as only moderately good.

Participants used highlighters to identify aspects of the essays they
wished to highlight for being well-written (yellow=positive feed-
back) or needing to be revised (blue=negative feedback), and also
completed an evaluation sheet for each essay. Measures of participants'
motivations to respond without prejudice and to adopt a patronizing
stance toward giving feedback were included in an ostensibly
unrelated questionnaire completed prior to debriefing.

Outcome measures

Negative and positive feedback. Feedback was operationalized as the
total number of centimeters of blue (negative) and yellow (positive)
highlighting on each essay. The feedback withholding bias was calcu-
lated as the difference in negative feedback to a White vs. Aboriginal
author (where higher numbers indicate that the minority student
received less negative feedback than a White peer). Similarly, feed-
back inflation was calculated as the difference in positive feedback
to the Aboriginal vs. White author (where higher scores indicate
relative inflation of positive feedback to an Aboriginal author).

Global essay evaluations. Participants graded each essay on a scale from
0 to 100. The grade bias was calculated as the difference between the
Aboriginal author's grade and the White author's grade such that
higher numbers represent an inflated grade for the Aboriginal author.

Predictor variables

Motivation to respond without prejudice. Ratings of participants' internal
(IMS) and external (EMS)motivations to respondwithout prejudicewere
given on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) Likert scale (Plant &
Devine, 1998). The internal motivation (α=.83, e.g., Being nonprejudiced
toward people of other ethnicities is important to my self-concept), and
olding bias: Minority students do not receive critical feedback from
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Fig. 1. Study 1: Interaction between IMS and EMS (estimated at +/−1 SD from the
mean) predicting the feedback withholding bias (i.e., the difference in negative feed-
back given to a White author compared to an Aboriginal author).
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external motivation scales (α=.89, e.g., I attempt to act in nonprejudiced
ways toward people of other ethnicities because of pressure from others)
each contain five items.

Patronizing motivation. Participants reported their agreement with six
items (α=.85) measuring patronizing orientation towards minority
students on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) Likert scale.
These items were created for the purpose of this research (e.g., I feel
sorry for minority students who struggle to do well academically). Initial
analyses revealed that a self-reported patronizing motivation did not
significantly predict any of the outcome variables in either study,
p's>.50, and thus it was discarded as a potential explanation for
observed bias.

Results and discussion

Preliminary analyses
Although our pilot data suggested that the three essays used as

target essays in the study were of equivalent quality, initial analyses
revealed unanticipated differences both in the negative feedback pro-
vided and grade assigned based on essay topic alone. Specifically, the
second essay (about Alcatraz) received a higher grade, F(1,49)=
31.00, pb .001, and was given less negative feedback, F(1,49)=
10.21, p=.002, than the other two essays (about historical figures).
Because a nearly equal number of participants were run in each
essay order, any effect of essay topic was unconfounded with the
ethnicity of the presumed author, which was counterbalanced. Thus,
this unanticipated variation in the perceived quality of the essay
topics themselves adds some noise to the design, but does not bear
on the hypotheses being tested and when we controlled for it in our
primary analyses, results were unchanged.

Testing mean differences
Our next set of analyses compared mean differences in positive

and negative feedback and grades given to a White versus Aboriginal
author. A 2 (highlighted feedback: positive, negative)×2 (author:
White, Aboriginal) completely within-subjects ANOVA on the type of
highlighting given yielded only a marginal main effect of feedback;
participants generally gave more positive (M=61.05) than negative
feedback (M=47.28), F(1, 50)=2.96, p=.09, ηp

2=.06. The interaction
was not significant, F(1, 50)=.02, p>.80, ηp

2b .001. A paired samples
t-test of grades awarded to the Aboriginal and White authors revealed
that participants awarded both authors similar grades of about 74%,
t(51)b1. Thus, participants in Study 1 did not display overall biases
in feedback or grades awarded to an Aboriginal student. However, we
expected these biases to be predicted by having a constrained motiva-
tion to respond without prejudice (i.e., high EMS/low IMS). Therefore,
outcome variables operationalized as differences in feedback and
grades given to a minority vs. White author were analyzed with a
series of hierarchical regression analyses in which the predictor
variables, IMS and EMS were entered as continuous, mean centered
variables in Step 1 followed by their interaction in Step 2.1

Feedback withholding bias
Analysis of negative feedback withholding revealed the expected

interaction between IMS and EMS, ΔR 2=.10, F(1, 48)=5.64, p=
.022 (see Fig. 1). Neither main effect was significant, p's>.30. Simple
slope analyses (estimated at +/−1 SD of IMS and EMS) revealed that
participants with a more compliant motivation (low IMS/high EMS)
withheld a greater amount of negative feedback from an Aboriginal
author than those low in IMS/low in EMS, β=.60, p=.015. On the
1 When analyses are run separately for each author, the IMS×EMS interaction is
significant for negative feedback, β=.50, p=.01, and grade, β=−.40, pb .05, to an Ab-
original (but not a White) author. There was also a main effect of EMS when giving
negative feedback to an Aboriginal author, β=−.37, pb .05.
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other hand, at high levels of IMS, EMS was unrelated to the relative
amount of negative feedback given to an Aboriginal author, β=−.05,
p>.75, and scores approximating zero indicated similar negative feed-
back for both authors. These results indicate that those who lack an
internalized goal to be non-biased, while at the same time being moti-
vated to appear nonbiased, weremore likely to inhibit negative feedback
to an Aboriginal (vs. a White) author.

Feedback inflation
The same moderated regression analysis predicting positive feed-

back inflation yielded no significant main or interactive effects of IMS
or EMS, all p's> .19. As such, there was no evidence that participants
sought to highlight more positive aspects of minority student writing
either overall or as a function of their motivations to respond without
prejudice. However, because participants gave more positive than
negative feedback overall, elevated levels of positive feedback could
have been masking effects. Study 2 employed a slight change of in-
structions to address this possible concern.

Grade bias
Analysis of the difference in grades awarded to an Aboriginal vs.

White author yielded a significant interaction between IMS and EMS,
ΔR2=.11, F(1, 48)=5.83, p=.020 (see Fig. 2). Neither main effect
was significant, p's>.37. Simple slopes again revealed that participants
with a more compliant motivation (low IMS/high EMS) gave higher
grades to an Aboriginal than a White author as compared to partici-
pants low in IMS and low in EMS, β=.60, p=.016. EMS was unrelated
to grade biases from participants high in IMS and again grade bias
scores approximated zero among those participants who have internal-
ized egalitarian goals, β=−.08, p>.65.

Finally, a multiple regression analysis predicting grade bias from
positive and negative feedback biases simultaneously revealed that
although providing overly positive feedback indeed predicts grade in-
flation, β=.29, p=.017, withholding negative feedback has a unique
predictive effect on grade inflation for an Aboriginal as compared to a
White author, β=.48, pb .001.

Summary
This study examined potential biases in the feedback provided to

minority students. Although there were no overall biases observed
olding bias: Minority students do not receive critical feedback from
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Fig. 2. Study 1: Interaction between IMS and EMS (estimated at +/−1 SD from the
mean) predicting the grade inflation bias (i.e., the difference in the grade assigned to
an Aboriginal author compared to a White author).

4 A. Croft, T. Schmader / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology xxx (2012) xxx–xxx
across the sample, participants most at risk of providing biased feed-
back were identified. Specifically, participants who tended to regulate
their biases due to external pressures, and not due to their own
internal egalitarian standards, were most likely to award a higher
grade to an essay written by an Aboriginal (vs. White) author as well
as withhold more negative feedback from that student. Interestingly,
motivations to respond without prejudice did not predict biases in
the positive feedback participants gave to minority students and had
no significant effect on feedback provided to a White author.

In Study 2, we sought to replicate and strengthen these effects by
examining Blacks as a target group that might more strongly trigger
global concerns of racial bias. Because Aboriginal Canadians are a rela-
tively invisible minority in North America (Fryberg & Stephens, 2010),
we reasoned that people might be somewhat less apt to monitor and
control their biases against this group unless they have a strongly
compliant motivation toward biased responding. Perhaps it is for this
reason that, in Study 1, we did not see evidence of a “bending over
backwards effect”, wherein non-stigmatized participants tend to
make overly positive trait ratings of stigmatized targets (e.g., Blacks
and the handicapped; Biernat, Vescio, & Theno, 1996; Carver, Glass, &
Katz, 1978; Olson & Fazio, 2004). Alternatively, norms against holding
biases towards Blacks are more culturally salient. For example, in
television programming, Blacks are the only minority group that is
overrepresented compared to their actual proportion in the American
population (Mastro & Greenberg, 2000). Such findings suggest that
members of socially advantaged groups might be particularly con-
scious of wanting to inhibit any appearance of being biased toward
Blacks. For this reason, we expected the feedback withholding bias to
be stronger in Study 2.
2 Analyses are unchangedwhen order is included, excepting a theoretically uninteresting
feedback×order interaction, p=.05: participants who saw the Black before theWhite au-
thor gave more negative than positive feedback; participants who saw the White author
first provided equal amounts.

3 Whenwe analyzed feedback given to each author separately, we found additivemain
effects of IMS, β=.24, p=.05, and EMS, β=−.24, p=.05, predicting negative feedback
to a Black author. Although the interaction was not significant, these main effects high-
light the greatest bias exhibited by participants who are both high in EMS and low in
IMS. No other effects reached significance, all p's>.05, except for higher IMS predicting
more negative feedback to a White author, pb .05.
Study 2

Method

Participants
Sixty-seven undergraduate participants (74% Asian, 26% White)

received either research credit or payment. Two participants were
unable to complete the study due to computer malfunctioning and
three others gave feedback (in centimeters of highlighting) that
exceeded three standard deviations from the mean of feedback
given; these five participants were excluded from analyses (final
N=62).
Please cite this article as: Croft, A., & Schmader, T., The feedback withh
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Procedure
The cover story, measures and procedures were nearly identical to

Study 1, with a few exceptions. First, the minority target student was
identified as Black rather than Aboriginal. Second, to eliminate the
essay effect in Study 1 we removed the problematic essay and asked
participants to evaluate only four essays. Finally, to encourage greater
discretion in providing feedback, participants were encouraged to
only highlight areas they thought were very well written (with
yellow) or greatly in need of improvement (with blue), and to do
nothing if a section seemed fine as written.
Results and discussion

As in Study 1, we first compared mean differences in both
highlighted feedback and grades given to a White versus Black
author. Initial analyses revealed that the topics of the two target
essays had no bearing on feedback or grades given, thus the procedural
changewemade from Study 1was effective. A 2 (highlighted feedback:
positive, negative)×2 (author: White, Black) completely within-
subjects ANOVA on the type of highlighting given yielded a significant
interaction, F(1, 61)=6.83, p=.011, ηp

2=.10. Main effects were not
significant, p's>.27. Simple effects revealed evidence of an overall
feedback withholding bias such that participants provided a Black
author with significantly less negative feedback (M=34.98) than a
White author (M=46.53), p=.023. There was no significant difference
between author ethnicities in the amount of positive feedback given,
p>.41. As in Study 1, however, a paired sample t-test revealed no dif-
ference in grade given to a Black vs. White author, p>.54.2 Once again,
to examine the effect of motivations to respond without prejudice, we
conducted the same hierarchical regression analyses used in Study 1.3
Feedback withholding bias
The regression predicting the feedback withholding bias yielded

the expected IMS×EMS interaction, ΔR 2=.10, F(1,58)=7.96, p=
.005 (see Fig. 3), which qualified a significant main effect of EMS,
β=.40, p=.001. Simple slope analyses reflected the same patterns
as Study 1 wherein participants with a more compliant motivation
(low IMS/high EMS) demonstrated a stronger feedback withholding
bias than those low in both IMS and EMS, β=.997, pb .001. At high
levels of IMS, EMS was unrelated to the degree of feedback withhold-
ing bias evaluators showed, β=.05, p>.80. As in Study 1, those who
had not internalized egalitarian values but felt externally motivated
to inhibit bias were most likely to deny negative feedback to a minor-
ity student compared to his/her White peer.

Examination of the simple slopes at high and low levels of EMS rev-
ealed that evaluators high in EMS but low in IMS withheld significantly
more negative feedback from a Black student (vs. a White student)
compared to evaluators high in both EMS and IMS, β=−.39, pb .05.
On the other hand, evaluators who reported low levels of both IMS
and EMS provided significantly more negative feedback to a Black
student than a White student compared to evaluators with higher
levels of IMS, β=.55, pb .05. This suggests that people who are uncon-
cerned with hiding their biased behavior in order to conform to norms
of political correctness might be overly punitive when evaluating work
by Black students.
olding bias: Minority students do not receive critical feedback from
ial Psychology (2012), doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2012.04.010

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012.04.010


Fig. 3. Study 2: The interaction between IMS and EMS (estimated at +/−1 SD from the
mean) predicting the feedback withholding bias (i.e., the difference between negative
feedback to a White author compared to a Black author).
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Feedback inflation
We found no significant main or interactive effects of these moti-

vation variables predicting feedback inflation, all p's> .18. Thus, in
spite of our instructions to encourage more judicious use of positive
feedback, Study 2 again showed no evidence of positive feedback
inflation.

Grade bias
As in Study 1, the IMS by EMS interactionwas a significant predictor

of grade bias,ΔR 2=.11, F(1,58)=7.58, p=.008 (see Fig. 4). This inter-
action qualified a main effect of EMS, β=.27, p=.039 but there was no
main effect of IMS, p>.97. Simple slope analyses yielded similar
significant patterns: at low levels of IMS, higher EMS predicted giving
a higher grade to a Black than a White author, β=.88, p=.001. But
at high levels of IMS, EMS was unrelated to grades bias, p>.60.
Additionally, tests of the simple slopes at high and low levels of EMS
revealed that at high levels of EMS, those low in IMS exhibited more
Fig. 4. Study 2: Interaction between IMS and EMS (estimated at +/−1 SD from the
mean) predicting the grade inflation bias (i.e., the difference in the grade assigned to
a Black author compared to a White author).
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grade inflation (i.e., gave a higher grade to a Black than White author)
compared to those high in IMS, β=−.44, pb .05. In contrast, at low
levels of EMS, IMS predicted the opposite bias (i.e., giving a lower
grade to a Black than a White author), β=.53, pb .05, once again indi-
cating that evaluators who do not care to act according to norms of
egalitarian behavior might be wrongfully penalizing Black students.

Finally, a simultaneous regression predicting grade bias from the
two feedback biases showed that withholding negative feedback
was a significant predictor of grade inflation for a Black student, β=
.36, p=.003, but unlike Study 1, providing overly positive feedback
was not, β=.15, p>.20.

General discussion

If students are to develop their ability to monitor and evaluate their
own performance, they need to receive accurate feedback on their
work. The present set of studies suggests that this might not always
happen for minority students. In Study 2, all evaluators gave signifi-
cantly less negative feedback to an essay written by a Black student
than an essay of the same caliber written by a White student. Across
both studies, this feedback withholding bias was most evident for par-
ticipants who have not internalized egalitarian goals but feel pressure
from society to conform to politically correct standards of non-biased
behavior (i.e., low internal but high external motivation to respond
without prejudice; Plant & Devine, 1998). Specifically, the regression
model predicts that an evaluator who is one standard deviation
below the mean on IMS and above the mean on EMS would provide
about 40 fewer centimeters of critical feedback and a grade that is
about twelve percentage points higher to a minority student than to
a White student. Taken together, these studies provide evidence that
minority students might not always be getting the accurate feedback
they need to improve their writing.

Prior research on evaluative biases has tended to focus on the
written, gestalt evaluations provided to minority students. Similar to
that research, we also found evidence that evaluators concerned with
appearing prejudiced provide a higher grade to a Black than to a
White student, which on its own could be interpreted in light of
shifting standards (Biernat, Collins, Katzarska-Miller, & Thompson,
2009). However, the fact that motivations to respond without preju-
dice are such strong predictors of the biases we observed suggests
that impression management concerns contribute to these effects
over and above any tendency to perceive the minority student's essay
as being better written.

We acknowledge that because measures of IMS and EMS were
collected after participants evaluated the essays, we cannot rule out
the possibility that participants' evaluations of the essays influenced
their responses on these scales. However, recent experimental work re-
veals that White evaluators provide more helpful feedback to minority
students if their egalitarian values are first affirmed (Harber et al.,
2010; Ruscher et al., 2010), potentially buffering against the threat of
being seen as racist (Bergsieker, Shelton, & Richeson, 2010). Thus, it is
perhaps more theoretically plausible that having a strong concern
about appearing prejudiced leads people to exhibit a positivity bias in
their evaluations of minority students, a bias that includes an
underreporting of constructive criticism. Furthermore, we found no
support for the hypothesis that providing biased feedback is related to
evaluators' patronizing attempts to protectminority students' academic
engagement from the sting of criticism. Taken together, the accumulat-
ing evidence suggests that overpraising and the feedback withholding
bias are predicted by self-interested impressionmanagement concerns.

Our results might appear to contradict past studies showing a
positivity bias in feedback to a minority student, given that we saw
no evidence that participants provided more positive highlighting to
minority students (Harber, 1998, 2004). It is useful to note, however,
that differences in the methodology used across studies might point
to separate constructs rooted in the same overarching phenomenon.
olding bias: Minority students do not receive critical feedback from
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Previous work on positivity biases (Harber, 1998, 2004) focused on
coding participants' written summary evaluations to a minority
student. The overall grades provided by participants in our studies
seem to be more comparable to the subjective summary-type state-
ments that Harber examined. If this is the case, then we do, in fact,
see evidence for a similar positivity bias in the current research
based on the grade inflation indicators.

What is not evident from prior work is whether the inflation of
global evaluations is driven by a failure to point out negative feedback
or an emphasis on seeking out and highlighting positive feedback.
Our method was designed to extend Harber's prior research by
teasing these two apart (i.e., highlighting sections needing improve-
ment vs. recognizing particularly good writing). Note, this goes beyond
the coding of simple writing mechanics that Harber (1998) also
measured but which revealed no systemic bias. A great deal of feedback
falls between the very concrete level of correcting typographical errors
or punctuation and more subjective global written summaries. Our
research clearly shows that minority students are more likely to
experience an underreporting of the information that would allow
them to improve their writing rather than an over-reporting of the
positive aspects of their work. In this way, our findings are in line
with recent work by Harber et al. (2010) showing that non-affirmed
White participants recommend that minority students spend fewer
hours improving their writing than White students.

The feedback withholding bias could have serious implications for
minority student learning and subsequent performance. For example,
rewarding substandard work can communicate that little more is
expected from a student and prevent them from honing their skills
or mastering challenging subjects (Brophy, 1981; Massey, Scott, &
Dornbusch, 1975; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). In addition, because
academically engagedminority students are particularly vigilant to de-
tect and correct errors they make during an intellectual task (Forbes et
al., 2008; Jamieson & Harkins, 2007), they are likely to be especially
motivated to learn from the negative feedback they are not consistent-
ly receiving. As a result, minority students might find it difficult to
decipher when feedback is accurate and have trouble calibrating their
abilities, contributing to an overall mistrust in academic institutions
and uncertainty about their true skill level (Aronson & Inzlicht, 2004;
Schmader, Major, & Gramzow, 2001). One caveat, however, is that
criticism must be delivered in conjunction with high expectations for
achievement in order to maintain students' motivation (Cohen et al.,
1999). This consideration is particularly relevant to evaluators who
are unmotivated to behave in an egalitarian manner and thus provide
overly punitive evaluations of minority student work. Our hope is
that sharing these disquieting findings will shed more light on the
importance of providing accurate feedback to all students and will
spur additional research geared towards ensuring candid, constructive
feedback to stigmatized and nonstigmatized students alike.
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