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The influence of feminism - the word and the movement - on the lives of 
youth is growing. Messages of female empowerment and solidarity 
abound, and with good reason: a 2011 study performed by Sehoya 
Cotner found that university students taught by a female professor 
and/or TA outperformed their peers in male-headed classrooms. Society 
is finally beginning to value women and girls as beings and to take 
steps to rectify oppressive structures of the past, but stereotypes 
linger: stereotype threat, as explored by Cadinu, Schmatter, Fogliati & 
Rydell, respectively, is the process by which women demoralize 
themselves in academic or competitive situations, not as a result of 
conscious belief in internalized misogyny but in diverting focus, once 
reminded of such beliefs as held by others, to disproving them. 
Therefore, the real question posed by this experiment was: would 
stories of women overcoming historical and modern challenges inspire 
our young, female-identifying subjects to better perform on a 
logic-based examination, or would stereotype threat put enough 
pressure on them to be like those superwomen that they scored worse 
than they otherwise have?

Abstract
With this experiment, we hoped to determine whether recent exposure to 
feminism has an impact on assessment performance after failure in 
adolescents who identify as female. A possible obstacle we identified before 
the study is stereotype threat, the process by which women are demoralized 
in any situation when sensing that their performance will either advance or 
harm the status of all women in that space. The experiment took place on two 
randomly chosen groups of female-identifying adolescents. Each group was 
falsely informed that their female counterparts had previously been 
outperformed by boys on a logic-based test. The test group was left with a 
women’s studies textbook for ten minutes before the administration of the 
test, while the control group studied an encyclopedia. After the test, each 
group was informed that they had failed and were to be administered a 
second exam. We measured discrepancies between the scores on the two 
tests to determine comparative levels of resilience.  Our results found that 
the average subject in the test group performed continuously higher (earned 
more points) on both the first and second tests, while the scores of the 
control group increased by one percent more than those of the test group.  
Though these results were inconclusive because of test length, group size, 
and quite possibly a lack of motivation on the part of the participants, we 
recommend further experimentation on a larger scale.

Introduction

The purpose of this experiment is to determine if recent exposure to feminism has an impact 
on assessment performance after failure in adolescents who identify as female. Ability to 
“bounce back” after poor performance and regain the self-confidence needed to focus and 
perform well is known as resilience. By definition, this increases confidence, perseverance, and 
problem-solving skills because, as is well known, discouragement prevents the refinement of 
ideas or processes in any area. Therefore, the affirmation of our hypothesis would confirm that 
exposure to feminist ideas or materials leads to the development of a growth mindset, which is 
crucial to academic and professional success. The implications of this study could potentially 
include a reduction in the gender gap in academic and professional fields because it would 
empower female-identifying persons to consume feminist materials and ideas as a tool to 
achieve such impacts. Conversely, it could corroborate existing research about stereotype 
threat and illustrate that study of female role models, among other materials included in the 
study, creates a discouraging psychological effect in those individuals.

Materials and Methods
In this experiment, a control group and a test group responded to a 
request for participation that revealed little of the nature of the 
experiment. All participants (female-identifying adolescents 
attending a girls’ private school in Los Angeles) were informed that 
they were to take a test on which boys of their age had previously 
outperformed girls with the hope of disproving those results.  The 
test group read a women’s studies textbook aloud as a group for a 
short period of time before the administration of the logic-based 
test, while the control group spent the same amount of time 
reading a basic encyclopedia. After the test, each group was 
notified (though the researchers, in reality, had not yet computed 
the results) that their performance had been lower than 
anticipated and that they were to take a different test, with the 
order to remain reading their assigned book while the researchers 
prepared the second examination. Researchers used the difference 
between the two scores as a measure of subjects’ resilience after 
what they perceived as a failure.

Results
We found that the group exposed to feminism performed 
better overall on both examinations. The average 
performance by both groups on the second test was an 
improvement over initial performance, but the control 
group experienced a greater increase in their average 
scores. Corroborating this data are the higher (worse) 
average individual resilience score of Group 1 
participants. Shown on the second graph are the 
individual scores: of the control group, 3/7 individuals 
saw their scores decrease from Test 1 to Test 2, 3 saw 
an increase in performance between the two tests, and 
one outlier individual received the same high score on 
both exams. In the test group, 4/7 subjects received the 
same score on both tests, one subject increased and two 
decreased their performance from Test 1 to Test 2. 
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Discussion
Our results were inconclusive at best, but we believe this experiment could be improved with the 
elimination of certain key challenges.  The first that we encountered was the structure - the 
researchers and subjects were schoolmates, which informalized the dynamic, and subjects 
attempted throughout to engage in informal conversation with one another and with the 
researchers. Second, the researchers’ initial plan to establish a baseline for exposure to feminism 
failed because of a lack of response to our survey. A baseline would have been useful in an 
experiment involving seven students per group - seven randomly selected students, presumably of 
varying logical ability, taking a test of only three questions. The length of the exam likely 
drastically skewed the performance of subjects who missed only one or two questions beyond an 
accurate measure of the critical thinking skills at their disposal, and the number of subjects who 
received a score of zero on one or both tests made calculating both average and median resilience 
scores for either group a challenge. Finally, one unforeseen challenge was students’ response to 
the material itself: one test group subject stated at the conclusion of the experiment that she had 
felt thrown off by the use of a women’s studies textbook that cited important milestones in the 
women’s liberation movement which, at the time of print, had not come to pass. Therefore, the use 
of a more modern text could conceivably have produced different results, although we would argue 
that this subject’s response was a result of stereotype threat, an expected consequence. In order 
to further explore this element of our study, we propose an experiment structured like our own, in 
which age, gender identity and prior exposure to feminism are controlled for, and in which the 
materials with which subjects are provided vary not in whether they are about women and the 
feminist movement but their age, accuracy, and whether they focus on oppression or the strength 
of those who resisted it. Such a shift would allow us to determine whether stereotype threat can 
be overcome and whether presenting high-achieving women as the norm would calm or create a 
spike in anxiety. In addition, including more subjects and a longer test would smooth out 
statistical bumps created by discrepancy in students’ a) problem-solving abilities and b) 
pre-existing resilience.

Works Cited

Bonifacio, Glenda T. "CHAPTER 10: Doing Democracy and Feminismuest.com/docview/1855045173?accountid=3672.

O'Brien, Laurie T., and Christian S. Crandall. "Stereotype Threat and Arousal: Effects on Women's Math Performance." Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, vol. 29, no. 6, June 2003, pp. 782–789, doi:10.1177/014616720302900 in the Classroom: Challenging Hegemonic Practices." 

Counterpoints, vol. 322, 2008, pp. 195–211. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/45178341.

Cadinu, Mara, et al. "Why Do Women Underperform under Stereotype Threat? Evidence for the Role of Negative Thinking." Psychological Science, vol. 16, no. 7, 2005, pp. 572–578. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/40064271.

Cotner, Sehoya, et al. "Instructor Gender and Student Confidence in the Sciences: A Need for More Role Models?" Journal of College Science Teaching, vol. 40, no. 5, 2011, pp. 96–101. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/42993884.

Fogliati, V. J., & Bussey, K. (2013). Stereotype threat reduces motivation to improve: Effects of stereotype threat and feedback on women's intentions to improve mathematical ability. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 37(3), 310. Retrieved from 

https://search.proquest.com/docview/1417595533?accountid=3672

LEE ANN BANASZAK, ERIC PLUTZER, THE SOCIAL BASES OF FEMINISM IN THE EUROPEAN COMMUNITY, Public Opinion Quarterly, Volume 57, Issue 1, Spring 1993, Pages 29–53, https://doi.org/10.1086/269353

Novotný, Jan S., and Lucie Kreménková. "THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RESILIENCE AND ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE AT YOUTH PLACED AT RISK." Ceskoslovenska Psychologie, vol. 60, no. 6, 2016, pp. 553-566. ProQuest, https://search.proq6010.

Raskauskas, Juliana, et al. "Do Social Self-Efficacy and Self-Esteem Moderate the Relationship between Peer Victimization and Academic Performance?" Social Psychology of Education : An International Journal, vol. 18, no. 2, 2015, pp. 297-314. ProQuest, 

https://search.proquest.com/docview/1686959238?accountid=3672, doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11218-015-9292-z.

Ruth, Sheila. "Issues in Feminism: A First Course in Women's Studies"

Rydell, Robert J., et al. "Stereotype Threat Prevents Perceptual Learning." Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, vol. 107, no. 32, 2010, pp. 14042–14047. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/25708852.

Schmader, Toni. "Stereotype Threat Deconstructed." Current Directions in Psychological Science, vol. 19, no. 1, 2010, pp. 14–18. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41038531.

Singh, Maina Chawla. "Feminism: Overview." New Dictionary of the History of Ideas, edited by Maryanne Cline Horowitz, vol. 2, Charles Scribner's Sons, 2005, pp. 805-810. Gale eBooks, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/CX3424300278/GPS?u=marlborough&sid=GPS&xid=efa20010. Accessed 9 Dec. 

2019

Purpose


