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Abstract

To a great extent, the Halo Effect impacted the teachers’ perceptions

and treatment of American students. Previous research primarily relied

on old and experimental data and thus has been unable to support the

existence of the Halo Effect and isn’t representative of the whole popula-

tion. We use data from a Google Forms Survey to analyze the correlation

between the teachers’ perceptions and the treatment of American students

because of the student’s tone and physical attractiveness. Our findings in-

dicate that teachers form a bias and therefore, treat a student differently.

This implies that internal biases and teacher’s recognition can combat the

negative effects of the Halo Effect.

1 Introduction

In the 1920s, Edward Thorndike discovered a cognitive bias which he coined

the halo effect. In his paper, he conducted research in which he found high

correlations between positive physical traits such as good “physique” with “in-

telligence” when asking military officers in a study to evaluate a subordinate’s

traits despite only observing a few of their qualities—strong correlation was also

found among officers’ ratings of negative traits and lower scores on qualities such

as “intelligence.” Given the shockingly large correlation between observed posi-

tive characteristics and assumed positive traits and, likewise, observed negative
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characteristics and assumed negative traits, Thorndike deduced that “a halo of

general merit is extended to influence the rating for the [a] special ability,” [1].

Overall, Thorndike’s paper supported the concept that a specific positive trait

of a person, product, company, etc. influences a positive overall impression of

their other qualities—the same can be said for a specific negative trait and other

assumed negative qualities.

This phenomenon is not like stereotyping, however. The halo effect does

not cause gross generalizations but, rather, leads someone to observe either a

positive or negative trait and then generalize other qualities of an individual

given their observation of an independent quality. For instance, imagine you

meet a bubbly, sweet woman at a coffee shop,and after talking to her for ten

minutes, you are asked the likelihood of her tipping the barista on her next

trip—you say very likely because of her kind nature; however, your impression

is not factual. Although you may associate her kindness with generosity, there

is no guarantee that she will tip on her next trip to the coffee shop. Despite

the previous positive example of the halo effect in action, in instances where a

negative quality is observed, the halo effect can be harmful. For instance, in the

workplace. For example, a one study concluded that “someone who is 6 feet tall

earns, on average, nearly $166,000 more during a 30-year career than someone

who is 5 feet 5 inches—even when controlling for gender, age and weight,” [2];

however, the possible negative effects extend beyond the workplace. The halo

effect is an implicit bias, meaning that it can occur in any instance without an

individual’s knowledge of its influence. Although the halo effect has been inves-

tigated by researchers, there is a general lack of research regarding the influence

of the halo effect in the field of education—specifically investigating teacher’s

perceptions of their students. A brief literature review below will detail what

published information helped formulate the research question and hypothesis in

this paper.

2 Literature Review

Before discussing the halo effect’s effect on student-teacher relationships, is it es-

sential to obtain a greater understanding of implicit bias and affective influences

on the halo effect. A paper written by Nosek, Hawkins, and Frazier investigates

implicit cognition’s effect on behaviors and perceptions of others. They claim

that “implicit measures attempt to capture psychological causes of social per-
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ception, judgment, and action that may not be accessible through introspective

experience or be reported when asked, even if the respondent could report them

accurately.” A section of their paper focuses on the difference between implicit

measurement and self-report. Unlike self-report, indirect assessment of implicit

bias in individuals allows for “respondents to be able to report the associated

mental content,” [3]. On the other hand, self-report measures allow time for

introspection—meaning that although an individual may have an implicit reac-

tion, they can recognize and mask it in an attempt to present themselves in a

favorable way. Although this paper does not directly mention the halo effect,

given that the halo effect is an implicit bias, this source describes some limita-

tions that may stem from the self-report method used in this research paper.

Many papers analyze different influences on the halo effect—for example,

the mood of an individual observing another individual’s characteristics. Joseph

Forgas, in his paper, “She Doesn’t Look Like a Philosopher,” he also approaches

researching the halo effect in an experimental way. In his experiment, graders

were either assigned a depressing or happy writing prompt prior to grading an

essay. They then were asked to evaluate the competency and skill demonstrated

in an essay—to which either a picture of a stereotypical bearded male philoso-

pher with glasses in a suit or a young girl in a t-shirt was attached. The research

found that not only had the halo effect been indicated by the results of the ex-

periment, but that mood of the grader had demonstrated a “mood-congruent

bias” when forming perceptions [4]. Although this paper does not pertain to

teacher-student relationships, it does support the existence of the halo effect.

Additionally, this paper revealed that the mood of participants responding to

my survey may be a limitation to the conclusions of my research.

Another affective influence of the halo effect is attractiveness. Typically, in-

dividuals who are considered to be attractive are perceived to have other positive

traits. In an article by Jeremy L. Gibson and Jonathon S. Gore, they investigate

male facial attractiveness on women’s perceptions of them. In their experiment,

they identified that “attractiveness and behavior” are “important social cues

that lead to more positive assumptions about the person.” In their conclusion

section, they clarify that although male attractiveness typically leads to other

positive assumptions about a man, norm violations (abnormal behavior) among

attractive men lower their rates of assumed positive characteristics—norm viola-

tions being behaviors that violate terms of acceptable behavior within culture[5].

Similarly, Kaitlin Lenoir and Eric Stocks researched the same topic through a

survey method. They concluded that the results of their study “demonstrated
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a bias towards unattractive individuals to commit more negative social norm

violations,” [6]. Both papers support the ability of attractiveness to influence

perceived behavior of an individual—further providing another limitation to the

method used in this paper.

The paper “Impact of Positive, Negative, and No Personality Descriptors on

the Attractiveness Halo Effect,” researches the affective influence of attractive-

ness on perception if either a positive or negative personality descriptor is listed

for the individual. In their experiment, they administered the same photo of an

attractive woman but randomly assigned different written descriptions of the

women to male participants—either no description, a negative description, or

a positive description was included with the photo. After reading the descrip-

tion and observing the photo, the male participants were asked to rate their

assumed prediction of the woman’s characteristics on a likert scale. Conclu-

sions of the study revealed that “that participants in all description conditions

rated the woman as equally attractive, athletic, and feminine;” however, other

attributes such as intelligence and friendliness “participants rated the woman in

the no description and positive description conditions higher than they rated the

woman in the negative description condition.” The authors qualify that ratings

of qualities did not differ between the participants assigned a positive descrip-

tion of no description accompanying the photo of the woman [7]. The research

describes the positive descriptions under the photo to be a sort of confirmation

to participants’ perceptions of the attractive woman as a result of the halo ef-

fect. Although the limitation of only undergraduate men as participants makes

this paper less applicable to the research question of this paper, it is significant

because it describes another influence on the halo effect that helped inspire the

method used in this paper.

After analyzing factors that influence the halo effect, I began to research the

role of the halo effect in education. One of the most influential papers which

inspired the research question and methodology described in this paper is by

Nisbett and Wilson. In the paper, the authors describe the halo effect as highly

under researched and claim that most correlational studies about the halo effect

fail to prove that the phenomenon exists. They insist that an experimental ap-

proach is the only effective way to approach the phenomenon. Furthermore, the

authors conduct a study in which students reviewed two videotaped interviews

of the same college instructor speaking in English with a European accent. In

one of the tapes the instructor conducts himself in a warm and friendly manner

while in the other tape, the instructor appears to be cold and distant. The
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subjects who viewed the friendly tape rated the accent, appearance, and man-

nerisms of the instructor as engaging while, on the other hand, subjects who

viewed the distant instructor rated his accent, appearance, and mannerisms as

annoying. The students were then asked to rate the likability of the professor.

Despite the sufficient information provided for the subjects to make individual

assessments of the professor, the subjects’ evaluations of the professor altered

the perceptions of his other attributes [8]. This paper convinced me to develop

an experimental approach to my research question and, additionally, provided

me with an idea for my method.

As I continued to search for papers discussing the relationship between the

halo effect and education, I found few papers discussing the impact of the halo

effect on teachers’ impressions of students. One of the few papers I found by

Glen Foster and James Ysseldyke conducted an experiment in which elemen-

tary school teachers were asked to describe typical characteristics of elementary

school students who were either in the category of “hypothetical normal, men-

tally retarded, learning disabled, or emotionally disturbed child.” Then, the

teachers were randomly assigned to one of four groups and all watched the

same video of a normal young boy; however, each respective group was told

that they child was clinically diagnosed as “a hypothetical normal, mentally

retarded, learning disabled, or emotionally disturbed child.” All teachers were

then asked to fill out a referral form that rated the child in multiple areas such

as “academic skills” and “perceptual/motor development.” The investigation

concluded that, in general, “classroom teachers hold negative expectations to-

ward children labeled deviant,” [9]. This source is relatively old—as it was

published in 1976—and very niche because it pertains directly to the halo as-

sociated with classroom teachers’ perceptions of elementary students labeled as

deviant. Nonetheless, the methodology in this paper inspired my method and

encouraged me to develop a survey method and use a video. Additionally, it

heightened my awareness that the halo effect may have detrimental effects within

the classroom. A research paper written by Sean Talamas, Kenneth Mavor, and

David Perrett further piqued my interest. The paper reports that although no

clear relationship between physical attractiveness and academic achievement

has been discovered by research yet, “the relationship between perceived at-

tractiveness and perceptions of academic performance is clear,” [10]. The paper

reports on another study in which a strong relationship between students’ at-

tractiveness and teachers’ expectations for academic performance, popularity,

and other social elements [11]. These studies raise serious questions about bias
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in classrooms. What other elements contribute to implicit bias among teachers

stemming from the halo effect? Additionally, do teachers treat certain students

they have an unconscious bias towards differently from other students?

3 Research Question

The lack of research investigating the role of specific characteristics of students,

such as demeanour, in the formulation of teachers’ impressions of students is

what prompted the following research question: To what extent does the halo

effect based off demeanour impact teachers’ perceptions and treatment of Amer-

ican high school students?

4 Hypothesis

With the knowledge of the strong positive relationship between students’ phys-

ical attractiveness and teachers’ expectations for academic performance pre-

sented in “Influence of Children’s Physical Attractiveness on Teacher Expec-

tations,” I formulated the following initial hypothesis: High school students’

outward behaviors and demeanour play a significant role in teachers’ percep-

tions of their character, subsequently, impacting teachers’ treatment of specific

students.

5 Methodology

A survey administered through google forms was conducted to investigate the

research question. Given the complications of constructing an in-person exper-

iment during the epidemic, a digital survey was sent out to facebook AP Re-

search and AP Chemistry pages in an effort to receive more teacher responses

at a rapid pace. For the experiment, a female student was recorded for two sep-

arate videos. In video one, the student displayed a warm demeanour which was

characterized by frequent mannerisms, enthusiastic tone, upright position. In

video two, the student displayed a cold demeanour which was characterized by

a lack of mannerisms, detached tone, and slouched body position. The student

was asked the same series of questions related to school in each respective video.

The questions posed in both videos to the student are inserted below.
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Figure 1: Questions posed to the student in both videos for both the cold and
warm demeanor.

Although the separate videos of the same student were marked by different

demeanours, the students in both videos answered the interview questions with

the same overall answers but with a different delivery (answers to questions

inserted below).

A warning was inserted at the beginning of the survey asserting that the

survey could only be completed by teachers who have had experience teaching

or substituting for high school students in an effort to ensure that only teachers

with experience with high school students would complete the survey. Teachers

filling out the form were randomly assigned either the video of the student either

displaying a cold demeanour or warm demeanour through a random number

generator generating either the number one or two. If assigned the number one,

teachers would evaluate the video of the student with a warm demeanour. If

assigned the number two by the generator, teachers would evaluate the video of

the student with a cold demeanour. Each respective group of teachers assigned

to either video was asked the same questions asking to rate the student’s tone,

mannerisms, and physical appearance from a scale of extremely irritating to

extremely friendly. Each question is listed below.

After completing the three questions pertaining to the student’s tone, man-

nerisms, and physical appearance, both groups of teachers were subsequently

asked to indicate with a scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree

whether or not they desired to have that student in their class and if they believe

their evaluation of the student’s characteristics had an affect on their desire to

have that student in their class—the questions are inserted below.
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Figure 2: Students answer interview questions. Video one is labeled “warm”
and video two is labeled as “cold.”

5.1 Ethical Considerations

Ethical Considerations were taken during the collection of this data through the

use of a survey. Since the data may be individually identifiable, a consent form

was signed by all participants—meaning that data protection and confidentiality

were in place. Additionally, the student displayed in the videos consented to the

distribution of a video with her identity in it. Nonetheless, the student’s name,

age, and other personal information was not revealed in the form. Furthermore,

the videos of the student were only accessible by link. Only teachers who had

consented to the survey could access the video they were randomly assigned to.
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Figure 3: Questions posed to all respondents.

5.2 Data and Analysis

After obtaining a total of 133 responses on the form, the survey was closed. The

responses were imported into an excel file and then composed into pie charts

for each question—a group of pie charts from teachers responding to video one

and a group of pie charts for teachers responding to video two were created and

kept separately.

5.3 Pie Charts Assessing the Tone of the Student

When rating the tone of the student displaying a warm demeanour, 77.5% of

teachers randomly assigned to this group found the student’s tone to be some-

where on the scale of friendly—breaking down to 49.3% of members of group
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Figure 4: Questions posed to all respondents.

one asserting that they found the student’s tone to be extremely friendly and

28.4% of group one claiming that they found the student’s tone to be slightly

friendly. Only 16.8% of teachers in this group found the student’s tone to be

somewhere on the scale of irritating.

On the other hand, only 16.1% of participants belonging to group two—the

student displaying a cold demeanour—found the student’s tone to be slightly

friendly. No participant in this group found the student’s tone to be extremely

friendly. Furthermore, 82.2% of teachers in the group found the student’s tone to

be somewhere on the scale of irritating—14.5% selecting “extremely irritating”

and 67.7% selecting “slight irritating.”

The sharp contrast between 77.5% (warm demeanour) and 16.1% (cold de-

meanour) of participants in each respective group selecting the friendliness of

the student given their demeanour supports the assumption that positive traits

correlate with positive perceptions of a student—likewise for negative traits and

negative perceptions.
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Figure 5: Group One Ratings of Tone of Student Displaying a Warm Demeanour

5.4 Pie Charts Assessing the Mannerisms of the Student

77.5% of teachers assigned to group one evaluated the warm student’s man-

nerisms on a scale of friendly (47.9% “slightly friendly” and 29.6% “extremely

friendly”). Only 8.5% of participants belonging to group one rated the student’s

mannerisms as slightly irritating and only 1.4% group one deemed the student’s

mannerisms as extremely irritating.

53.3% of participants in group two rated the student displaying a cold de-

meanour on a scale of irritating (43.5% “slightly irritating” and 6.5% “extremely

irritating). Only 3.2% of teachers in this group rated the student’s manner-

isms as slightly friendly. 43.5% of participants in this group remained neutral.

This perhaps suggests that mannerisms do not influence negative perceptions,

specifically those stemming from negative traits, as much as other observable

characteristics. Unlike the pie charts displaying the ratings of tone, there is not

as sharp a contrast observed here between group responses.

5.5 Pie Charts Assessing the Attractiveness of the Stu-

dent

No teachers belonging to group one found the student’s appearance to be irritat-

ing. 42.3% of teachers belonging to group one found the student’s appearance to

be extremely friendly while 28.2% found the student’s appearance to be slightly

friendly.
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Figure 6: Group Two Ratings of Tone of Student Displaying a Cold Demeanour

When rating the student’s attractiveness on a scale of extremely irritating

to extremely friendly, only 17.7% of teachers belonging to group two found the

student’s physical appearance to be slightly friendly. 9.6% of participants in

group one found the student’s physical appearance to be either somewhat irri-

tating or extremely irritating (8.1% “slightly irritating” and 1.6% “extremely

irritating”). An outstanding 72.6% or participants belonging to group two re-

sponded as neutral; however, this may be a result of teachers attempting to

present themselves in a favorable manner. Like mentioned in “Implicit social

cognition: from measures to mechanisms” in the literature review, a limitation

of self-report measures is that respondents have time to reflect on their ques-

tions and present themselves in whichever way they desire. Responses to this

question may not exactly be the true reactions of teachers belonging to group

two. Although my data does not represent that physical appearance has a huge

impact on teacher perception, other studies reviewed in my literature review do.

5.6 Desire to Have a Student in their Class

Each group was then separately asked to rate their desire to have the student

they observed in their class. 76% of group one agreed that they would like

to have the student of the warm disposition they watched to be part of their

class—35.2% agreed and 40.8% strongly agreed. Only 2.8% of teachers in group

one asserted that they slightly disagreed.

Results for group two were more mixed. 33.9% of teachers belonging to group
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Figure 7: Group One Ratings of Mannerisms of Student Displaying a Warm
Demeanour

two disagreed that they would like to have the student with the cold demeanour

in their class. 9.7% of the group strongly disagreed. Only a total sum of

19.3% agreed that they would like the student in their class (16.1% “agree” and

3.2% “strongly agree). 37.1% remained neutral. The spread out results may

be a result of the limitation of teachers attempting to portray themselves in a

favorable way. Teachers belonging to group one were likely more readily open

to discuss that they would like to have the student with the warm demeanour in

their class because they formed a positive impression of the student. Teachers

in group two generally, on average, formed more negative impressions of the

student with the cold demeanour. Although many teachers in group two may

have had more negative impressions than group one of the student they observed,

some teachers may have masked their opinions and failed to have answered

honestly—this may be a reason for the spread out data displayed in the pie

chart inserted below.

5.7 Awareness of their Evaluation

The final question participants in both groups were asked was to assess if their

evaluation of the student’s characteristics had an affect on their desire to have

the student of either a warm or cold demeanour in their class. Responses be-

tween group one and group two were extremely similar. 63.4% of teachers

belonging to group one (warm demeanour) agreed—21.1% strongly agreed and
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Figure 8: Group Two Ratings of Mannerisms of Student Displaying a Cold
Demeanour

42.3% agreed. Almost in parallel, 63.1% of teachers belonging to group two

(cold demeanour) agreed—9.7% strongly agreed and 53.2% agreed.

Although the halo effect is an implicit bias, around 63% of teachers in both

groups agreed that their evaluation of the student’s characteristics had an effect

on their desire to have that student in their class. This could perhaps suggest

that training teachers to recognize their implicit biases through the use of re-

flective questions could perhaps be a method to combat the ill effect associated

with the halo effect.

6 Conclusion

What these results show about my question is that the halo effect does signif-

icantly impact teachers’ initial perceptions of students and, that, as a result of

their perception, teachers may form a bias for or against a student and, as a

result, treat a student differently. This is demonstrated by the stark 76% and

19.3% difference between teacher groups’ desires to have a student in their class.

The data illustrates that student tone is one of the most significant traits when

it comes to teacher’s formulating their impression of a student—emphasized by

the lack of neutral responses in figures five and six. Since figure nine and fig-

ure ten vary in range of data and largely capitalize on the use of neutral as

an answer, nothing significant can be said about the role of students’ physical
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Figure 9: Group One Ratings of Physical Appearance of Student Displaying a
Warm Demeanour

appearances in the formulation of teachers’ impressions of them. Nonetheless,

papers mentioned in the literature review such as “Blinded by Beauty: Attrac-

tiveness Bias and Accurate Perceptions of Academic Performance” help qualify

that although certain limitations in the experiment may have lead to a lack

of statistically significant data, surrounding literature supports that the phys-

ical attractiveness of students has a strong positive relationship with teachers’

expectations for academic performance. Finally, because roughly 63% of both

groups agreed that their evaluation of the student’s characteristics had an affect

on their desire to have the student whose video they were randomly assigned in

their class, this may reveal that teacher recognition of their thought processes

and internal biases may be a way to combat the negative aspects associated

with the halo effect—this could be a question for future research.

7 Limitations

General limitations associated with surveys apply to this experiment. Dishonest

and inaccurate results may have been collected from survey takers as a result of

the respondents’ desires to portray themselves in favorable manners. Moreover,

respondents may have been purposefully dishonest in their responses and, as a

result, led to the collection of invalid answers. Additionally, although the survey

was developed to be short in an effort to maintain respondent attention, some

participants in the survey may have not paid full attention to the video or ques-
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Figure 10: Group Two Ratings of Physical Appearance of Student Displaying
a Cold Demeanour

tions they were randomly assigned. An in-person experiment would ensure that

all participants assigned either group one or group two watched their assigned

video all the way through; however, with a digital format, that is not possible.

Furthermore, respondents in the experiment were self-selected to participate

because the survey was posted to teacher forums. Since all participants illus-

trated in the data choose to respond to their survey, they may not be completely

representative of the population of high school teachers that was proposed to

be studied in the paper. The use of a digital format may not have optimally

conveyed the demeanour of the student given that the teacher will observe the

student through a screen rather than in-person like they would in a regular

classroom—meaning that the results of the survey may not be generalized to fit

all in-person classroom experiences.

Another limitation to the results of the data analysis is the types of ques-

tions used to evaluate the halo effect’s influence on teachers’ perceptions of high

school students. Although the survey evaluated the influence of tones, manner-

isms, and physical appearance on teacher perspectives of high school students,

the halo effect portion of the question could have been more capitalized on.

This could be accomplished by incorporating other questions that attempted to

link positive traits exhibited by the student portraying a warm demeanour with

other positive traits such as intelligence and sociability—the same could be said

for trying to link negative traits portrayed by the same student displaying a

cold demeanour to negative traits such as incompetence and shyness. Instead of
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Figure 11: Group One Ratings of Desire to Have the Student with a Warm
Demeanour in their Class.

asking for teachers’ desires to have the student in their class, the survey should

have posed questions about teachers’ assumptions of the student’s intelligence,

sociability, etc. This would provide more statistically significant data and, as a

result, more closely relate the research method and the halo effect.

8 Future Research

Future research could address the limitations referenced previously. An in-

person experiment could be conducted in an effort to remove the limitations of

a digital format and would, likely, better convey the demeanour of the student

if the interview was presented live and in-person. Additionally, like previously

mentioned, additional questions further researching the halo effect in the for-

mation of teacher perspectives should be added to other research. For example,

researchers could incorporate subsequent questions that ask teachers to rate

their perceived intelligence of the student with either the cold or warm de-

meanour.

Opportunities for more specific research stem from this paper. Researchers

could investigate more niche populations. For instance, instead of the warm ver-

sus cold demeanor contrast that was adopted in this research paper, researchers

could investigate the effects of student accents on the formation of teachers’

impressions of high school students. Further research should also be completed
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Figure 12: Group Two Ratings of Desire to Have the Student with a Cold
Demeanour in their Class.

Figure 13: Group One’s Awareness of the Evaluation Affecting their Desire to
have the Student Displaying a Warm Demeanour in their Class.

regarding the ability of teachers to recognize bias stemming from the halo effect

as well. The goal of future research should be to investigate other aspects that

most significantly contribute to the formation of impressions of students among

teachers—and research whether or not these implicit biases can be recognized

through reflection.
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Figure 14: Group Two’s Awareness of the Evaluation Affecting their Desire to
have the Student Displaying a Cold Demeanour in their Class.
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