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Abstract:
How does living in a society with greater economic inequality affect students in school? Research on the
psychological consequences of economic inequality has primarily focused on adults in their everyday lives,
showing that residing in a more unequal society or region leads individuals to become more focused on status,
more concerned with relative achievement, and more competitive. In this presentation, we will show that so-
cietal economic inequality also affects students in school settings: Students living in more unequal countries
tend to perceive their schoolmates as more competitive and, in turn, become more competitive themselves.
Because competitiveness can have opposing effects—threatening for some individuals and challenging for oth-
ers—we will examine how the fact that societal inequality fosters an ethos of competitiveness in schools may
help explain the complex, multifaceted, and sometimes opposing effects of exposure to economic inequality
on a range of student outcomes, including achievement emotions, cheating behaviors, cooperative attitudes,
and the achievement gap between students from higher- and lower-income backgrounds. We will conclude
by reflecting on the implications for teaching, with a particular focus on psychology.
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