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ABSTRACT 

 

For decades, researchers have sought greater understanding of the educational 

achievement gap between Blacks and Whites in the U.S.  Past studies have concentrated 

heavily on K-12 attainment, and more recently on that of minority paths to higher 

education as well as obstacles to academic achievement.  Often unnoticed are the 

interactions between social forces and the individual level psycho-social and cultural 

factors that may place a significant role; the stigmatization and resultant marginalization 

of Black students by negative stereotypes that classify them as intellectually inferior.  

This study explores African American and Black African highs school students’ 

perceptions of negative stereotypes placed upon them through the conceptual frameworks 

of critical race theory (CRT) and the multidimensional model of racial identity (MMRI).  

Examining differences by immigrant status, this study seeks to uncover the intersection 

between the socially constructed images assigned to stigmatized groups differently 

influenced by negative stereotypes of Blacks and the subsequent influence on the 

students’ perceptions and expectations of higher education.  The narratives of this study 

illustrate the complexity of and interplay between external forces, minority youth social 

identities and pathways to academic attainment.  This study finds that African American 

and Black African youth have multiple social identities that are not always reflective of 

the most accessible one of race.  This study finds that salient social identities, personal or 

vicarious experiences of discrimination and being negatively stereotyped shape Black 

youths’ individual aspirations and strategies for achievement.  The present study calls 

into question the claim that Black youth process and respond to negative stereotypes of 



 
 
 

14 

Blacks in a predictable manner and that these students respond to them independently of 

other social forces such as their families and communities in which they reside.   
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Puzzled by the absurdity of my niece batting her newly purchased, prized and clearly 
artificial baby blues I asked, “Why do you wear blue contact lenses – you look possessed.  
Your beautiful almond shaped eyes – why do you hide them?”  As if I had asked a 
question equally absurd as her new ticket to the free world, she replied “I wear contacts 
to make me look different!”  “Different how…why?” I asked.  “Just different!” she said.  
Determined to understand why my niece felt her appearance so very unacceptable I 
asked, “If you could change one thing about yourself, what would it be – those beautiful 
eyes?”   Contorted face to signal her disgust, she snapped, “my skin, I’m too dark and 
everybody knows that dark people don’t get anywhere in this world.  Everybody thinks 
that only light-skinned or White people can get a good job, get a house, get an 
education…they get everything.  If you’re dark, they take one look at you and think you 
can’t do nothing but have babies and live on welfare – I have to be different!” 
 

MM, Grade 12 

      

 

CHAPTER O
E: I
TRODUCTIO
 

 

Reflecting on my final year of teaching refugee students in a high school 

(ewcomer Program, the memory of one student has forever been etched in the mirrors of 

my mind.  Arriving in the United States only 2 years prior was Sora, an 18 year old 

refugee from Sudan whose ability to learn English or speak her native tongue of Dinka 

was severely hampered by what I perceived to be a disability caused by receiving a blow 

to the head by a camel.  Also hampered were her social skills which manifested as an 

inability or unwillingness to relate to other students.  In part, this may have been due to a 

constant barrage of insults about her dark skin, short kinky hair, and bucked teeth.  

Ironically, with the exception of three other students in a class of thirty-one, we all span 

the gamut of blackness – from creamy caramel to deep velvet.  Although temperamental 

with all students and most teachers, Sora and I developed a very close relationship – a 

kinship of sorts.  As I recall, this began when Sora touched my hair during the middle of 
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a lesson uttering “is that yo hai?”  Surprised at her candor, I laughed and confirmed that 

the hair on my head was in fact “mine” that she was free to touch if she wished.  As she 

combed her fingers through my hair, searching for braids or “tracks” – tell tale signs of 

extensions or a hair weave, Sora’s reply was, “oh, nice hai.”  As the year went on, so did 

Sora’s intense study of my every movement.  I often wondered why she seemed to stare so 

intensely and at times peer right through me.  One day, I noticed that Sora had something 

resembling a small burn on her neck.  My inquiry about the mark merited only receipt of 

an unintelligible response and a wave of her hand which was Sora’s way of dismissing a 

person while simultaneously communicating “nothing.”  As the semester progressed so 

did the burn on Sora’s neck as it had migrated to part of her face and various other parts 

of her body.  During a weekly departmental meeting, I asked one of the other four 

teachers on the English as a Second Language team if they knew the cause of the burns 

on Sora’s face and body.  It was then I became aware that my colleagues had given in to 

Sora’s pleas for money to buy a skin bleaching cream for her face.  The cream, 

containing high concentrations of hydroquinone combined with a cosmetic acid had been 

shipped from Africa.  Creams such as this are commonly distributed within the United 

States under strict regulations; unlike those manufactured and sold in Africa.  Armed 

with her passport to the white world, Sora, had given herself a homemade or kitchen sink 

chemical peel with the hope of turning her jet black skin lighter and two of the teachers 

on my team had not only encouraged this, but financed it.  Outraged, I left the meeting to 

prepare for Sora and the other students in the fourth period.  The remainder of the day I 

rehearsed the conversation I felt compelled to have with Sora after school. Finally, at the 
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end of one of many very long days, I asked Sora to remain behind as the others left for 

the day.  I explained to Sora that the other teachers told me about funding her enterprise 

and asked why she wished to bleach her skin.  Sora’s response was, “too black, too 

black, black ugly, black stupid, black bad – white ‘bootifoll,’ white good.”  By then, I 

knew Sora thought I was a somewhat attractive teacher as she had told me many times 

over.  So I asked, “if black is bad, ugly and stupid then do you think I am bad, ugly and 

stupid?”  Sora emphatically replied, “no, no you ‘bootifoll,’ you very smart – Ms. Guy 

good teacher.” Tightly wrapping my arm around hers, I asked Sora how this was 

possible, because I was not white, but also black – albeit a different shade than her, I too 

was still black.  Mumbling unintelligible sounds and with a puzzled look on her face, 

Sora unwrapped her arm and left the room.   

Shortly after this incident, and on a day Sora was absent, I spoke with the entire 

class about the unintended consequences of teasing others, particularly about things such 

as skin color.  We talked about their thoughts about and meanings of “blackness.”  We 

also discussed their perceptions of how other non-Black groups see blackness and 

compared this to how they themselves viewed what it meant to be black.  By then, all of 

the students knew Sora was bleaching her skin, so we explored why she and other Blacks 

felt the necessity to do things of this nature.  During the discussion I said very little, 

allowing the students to arrive to the conclusion that one must feel a heavy burden to 

inflict such pain upon themselves.  At the end of the discussion the students agreed that 

they should no longer tease Sora about her skin – that in spite of some (tribal) differences 
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we were all the same, and in fact, they became very supportive of Sora and, more 

importantly, her contributions in class.  

Months later, I noticed that while her skin was no lighter, Sora’s wounds began to 

heal.  I also noticed that during the class assignments to demonstrate the use of newly 

acquired English adjectives of beautiful, nice, good and smart; Sora had begun to search 

for Black models in magazines.  Sora’s collage had dozens of Black models with words 

such as “beautiful,” “smart,” “pretty,” and “good” carefully scribed in the borders.  

For some reason, still unbeknownst to me, Sora had discovered a new value in blackness.  

At the end of the year and my tenure as one of the newcomer teacher team, I asked Sora 

to take a photograph with me.  It was only then that I noticed that Sora began to smile, 

the sort of radiating smile that would light up even the most dimly lit rooms; all this in 

spite of the same bucked teeth, coal black skin and tightly kinked hair that before seemed 

to cause the desire to don a cloak of invisibility.  To this day, the photo still makes me 

smile as I have the privilege of thinking that I may have had a small part in making a 

difference in someone’s life.  Sora certainly made a difference in my life as it was she 

who unlocked the door to my “Pandora’s box” and so began my quest to understand the 

many unknown ways external as well as internal perceptions of “blackness” impact 

youth achievement in America.   

The “growing pangs” manifested as physical scars on Sora’s face and body are 

endured daily by countless Black youth and other minority young adults navigating the 

education system in America.  External interpretations of Black identity, at times linked 

to stereotypes related to “blackness” can inform the understanding of self-identification 
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and affect the perceptions of opportunity and subsequent behaviors of these students.  As 

many students from the dominant white society choosing the mechanism of higher 

education as their vehicle for social mobility encounter numerous challenges, Black 

students oftentimes find additional stressors and barriers linked to a perceived and/or 

assigned external identity that may compete with, or compromise educational attainment.  

Such challenges are further complicated when the student must then reconcile the 

expectations attached to their assigned external identification with their internal or self-

identification which may contribute to overwhelming cognitive dissonance.   

Researchers within the disciplines of education, anthropology, sociology and 

psychology have often framed ethnic and racial identification of minority students as a 

self-imposed categorization process.  Academics and educators alike have frequently 

assumed that students freely elect confinement to a distinct racial or ethnic identification 

from a list of socially constructed classifications such as Black, White, Hispanic, Asian, 

Native American or “other.”  The categories within this system are, in turn, assumed to 

be interwoven with specific histories laden with deprivation and privilege that have been 

identified as the framework informing students’ perceptions of opportunity and their 

academic orientation.  These views, grounded in socioeconomic and cultural 

determinism, have provided a powerful means by which social and educational 

experiences and successes of minority students have been defined.  Yet these social 

meanings, embedded within the dominant discourse, contrast sharply with the reality of 

many minority students’ lives.   
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Perhaps also linked to a history of decreased social mobility, within this same 

discourse, Black students; namely, African American students have commonly been 

regarded as underachieving.  Explanations for this achievement gap have spanned the 

gamut from decreased accessibility to economic resources, cultural differences and a lack 

of cultural and social capital to issues pertaining to assimilation and integration.  

Comparative research on factors related to academic achievement of various racial and 

ethnic minority groups has required yet further typology and/or re-classification.  

Numerous experiences and factors contributing to successes of some minority groups, 

that is to say, "voluntary minority groups," have been found to differ greatly from those 

of "involuntary minority" students (Ogbu, 1991a).  While these views of educational 

attainment are compelling, such frameworks place too little emphasis on or may even 

overlook the possibility that the academic orientation of Black students may be 

negatively impacted by long held negative stereotypes that problematize the intellectual 

capacity and capability of Blacks.       

The dominant discourse attempting to depict the "Black American experience” 

has escalated into troubling and somewhat myopic debates with little, if any, resolution.  

Debates pertaining to social stratification and racial/ethnic discourse conjure images of 

social conflicts to be managed through diversity initiatives, on the one hand, and the 

revocation of contentious affirmative action programs on the other.  Few groups, if any 

others, have experienced the extreme socioeconomic marginalization, labeling and 

negative stereotyping as Blacks in America (Helms, 1990).  The presence of Blacks in 

America is a complicated history and continues to compromise the ideals of the 
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American democracy.  Reflecting the paths of the wider social structure, throughout 

history and continuing to the present, various forms of racism and discrimination 

targeting different communities have extended beyond the boundaries of other social 

structures and continue to plague institutions of higher learning across America (Cross, 

1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  It is often purported that skin color is the premise 

upon which discrimination targeting the socially constructed Black race in the U.S. 

occurs; therefore it is highly probable and somewhat expected that African Americans 

and Black African students would report experiences of similar racial hostility and 

discrimination.  Few cross-cultural comparisons of African Americans and Black 

Africans are available to provide scholars with a clear understanding of these students' 

lived realities and subsequent perceptions of opportunity.  Accordingly, it is in the best 

interest of researchers and practitioners alike to analyze experiences and explore factors 

contributing to and/or hindering successes of African American and Black African 

students.  The complexity of students’ perceptions of their black identity and how this 

informs their experiences in America begs the question “How does negative imagery or 

stereotypes of Black attainment impact their perceptions and aspirations to achieve 

personal and professional goals in the future?” 

  

Statement of the Problem 

 For decades, researchers have sought greater understanding of the educational 

achievement gap between Blacks and Whites in the U.S.  Past studies have concentrated 

heavily on K-12 attainment, and more recently on that of minority paths to higher 
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education.  Far too often these studies have focused on a deficit model, emphasizing 

academic failure and/or assuming a “glass half empty” approach in their explanation of 

the Black/White achievement gap.  Lower attainment has been attributed to negative 

social, cultural and economic determinants such as adverse living conditions, residential 

segregation, social isolation, school socialization resultant from the effects of classism 

and racism (Dubois, 1990 [1903]; Rong & Brown, 2007).  A lack of familial support or 

community resources and ambivalent educational institutions have also been implicated 

in high drop rates and minority failure (Rong & Brown, 2007).  In 2003, the rates of high 

school graduation reached record highs for both African American and Non-Hispanic 

Whites, at 80 percent and 89 percent, respectively.  This increased achievement in both 

groups demonstrated a smaller difference in attainment as compared to ten years prior; 

however, the African American population experienced a greater percentage point 

increase over the time period from 9 to 14 percentage points (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).  

Further examination revealed that only 44.7 percent African American had some college 

or more as compared to 56.4 percent of Non-Hispanic Whites in the category.  A 

seemingly insurmountable educational achievement gap persists among college 

graduates; only 17 percent of Blacks over the age of 25 held a bachelor’s degree, 

compared to 30 percent of Non-Hispanic Whites (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).   

Among foreign born Blacks, the image of attainment is a bit different than that of 

native Blacks and/or African Americans (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).   In 2003, foreign 

born Blacks had a lower proportion of high school graduates than African Americans, at 

77.3 percent and 80.3 percent, respectively (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).   However, 
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outpacing African Americans, 47.6 percent of foreign born Blacks had some college or 

more as opposed to 44.7 percent of African Americans (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).  

Deeping the divide at the college level, 25.4 percent of foreign born Blacks attained a 

bachelor’s degree, while only 17 percent African Americans were able to do so (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2004).  While foreign born Blacks have outpaced their native 

counterparts, they too continue to lag behind as the achievement gap persists when 

compared to their Non-Hispanic White peers.   

Despite increased Black student participation, few social scientists are able to 

adequately explain disparities in Black student success as well as obstacles to academic 

achievement.  Often unnoticed are the interactions between social forces and the 

individual level psycho-social and cultural factors that may place a significant role; the 

stigmatization and resultant marginalization of Black students by negative stereotypes 

that classify them as lacking in the skills to withstand common academic challenges.  In 

the U.S., it was long ago established that the “academic incompetence” of Blacks may be 

attributed to genetic intellectual inferiority (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994; Jensen, 1998).  

As remnants of this slanderous sentiment remains, for some time this perception of 

substandard academic capabilities has unconsciously plagued many Black students 

leading to high attrition rates; this once “empirically proven” belief, now manifests as a 

stereotype etched deeply within unconscious minds informing daily interactions between 

Black groups in America and the dominant society.  Further research on attainment 

indicates that this achievement gap may, in part, be attributed to a self-prophecy, in 

which social-historical negative images and low expectations have a negative impact on 
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Black youth self-esteem and confidence; which in turn, impacts educational outcomes.   

Due to the potential obstacles to social equality and academic success that negative 

stereotypes present, this research explores African American and Black African students’ 

perceptions of negative stereotypes placed upon them through the conceptual frameworks 

of critical race theory (CRT) and the multidimensional model of racial identity (MMRI).  

Differing from the objectives of other studies of similar scope, the purpose of this 

exploration shall be to marry the tenets of CRT and dimensions of MMRI for the purpose 

of creating a window through which to investigate the intersection between the socially 

constructed images assigned to stigmatized groups differently influenced by negative 

stereotypes of Blacks and the subsequent influence on beliefs about and anticipation of 

future success. 

   

Statement of Purpose 

   The purpose of this case study is to investigate and understand the relationship 

between existing and/or established negative stereotypes of Blacks in America and the 

perceptions and expectations of higher education for African American and Black 

African high school students residing within the U.S.  Through the frameworks of CRT 

and MMRI, this study seeks to understand how social constructs (i.e. stereotypes) interact 

with their identity and influence Black students’ experiences of education that, in turn, 

inform their expectations of higher education attainment.  This study gives voice to 

minority youth by accessing their comprehension of race and identity and how they 

situate and negotiate these constructs within the larger framework of academic success.    
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Moreover, this investigation focuses on the students’ knowledge of existing Black 

stereotypes; namely, how negative stereotypes function to perpetuate racist ideology, and 

how these institutionalized “truths” shape ideas related to what African American and 

Black African students can achieve, their attitudes, motivation and actions toward 

attaining a higher education.  As with the case of Sora as presented earlier, negative 

imagery projected by the dominant society and subsequent devaluing of black skin tied to 

one’s identity can inform perceptions of self and in-group members at the most crucial 

stages in development, and, in the absence of intervention, can become a self-fulfilling 

prophecy.  Moreover, this study seeks to illustrate the degree to which such stereotypes 

emerge in the discourse on perceptions and expectations of higher education held by the 

two minority groups.  Unlike existing literature on race and educational attainment that 

commonly focuses on the dichotomy of a monolithic White and Black, dominant and 

subordinate, majority and minority; this study dissects the veil of “blackness” and 

acknowledges the unique voices of those most impacted as little attention has been 

focused on the role and influence that negative stereotypes can have on perceptions of 

opportunity.  These concepts are explored in order to broaden the understanding of 

experiences of diverse Black student groups; particularly those crossing on the bridge 

between K-12 and postsecondary education.   

 

Professional Significance of Study 

This study is of particular significance in that it examines common practices of 

assumed Black homogeneity in society; particularly in educational institutions.  Within 
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the volumes of literature on Black students’ perceptions and expectations of higher 

education, there remains a deficit in inquiry disaggregating Black students; rather, much 

of the research focuses on African American students or at times may refer to Black 

students as a monolithic group and tend to use the terms “Black” and “African American” 

synonymously.  In demographic racial classifications, people with dark skin and an 

African ancestry are left with a forced single choice of “Black” or “African American” 

suggesting that all such people are homogenous in terms of ethnic, racial or cultural 

identification as reflected in literature pertaining African American, Black African and 

West Indian students (Waters, 1999).  Institutions of higher education in the U.S. further 

complicate this premise in that many house ethnic studies programs that combine African 

and African American studies, once again suggesting that both groups have quite a bit in 

common based on external characteristics of dark skin and appearances of African 

ancestry. This study examines and questions the prevailing notion of an assumed 

homogeneity by exploring the role of skin color, African ancestry and subsequent 

attached meanings in shaping “oneness” or “otherness” of African American and Black 

African high school students while concomitantly filling the existing void in literature 

that does not often disaggregate Black student groups. 

Within the range of research conducted on minority student academic 

achievement, few studies, if any, have focused on the impact of stereotypes on college 

perceptions and expectations.  While recent studies have explored the oftentimes 

detrimental impact of stereotyping on performance (Leistyna, Woodrum, & Sherblom, 

1996; T. Schmader, B. Major, & R. H. Gramzow, 2001; Steele, 1992; Steele, 1997) these 
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studies focus on students currently engaged in educational pursuits and generally fail to 

address the impact of negative stereotypes on pre-college aspirations.  This study 

contributes to existing research by examining the meanings and understanding of socially 

constructed descriptive identities (i.e. stereotypes) as well as how they are 

operationalized within two minority groups who are viewed as similar both in appearance 

and historical experience.  Further contribution of this research is through the illustration 

of how stereotypes of Blacks at times held by the two minority groups exhibit similarities 

to those explicated from ideologically racist discourse.  Stereotypes function to classify 

characteristics, attributes and features of individuals and aspects of social reality.  

Capturing the everyday features of social interactions, while focusing on the relationship 

between stereotypes and African American and Black African students’ perceptions and 

expectations of higher education, may serve to provide an indicator of these student 

groups’ perceptions of opportunity.  Due to the potential obstacles to success negative 

stereotypes present, this exploration of African American and Black African high school 

students’ perceptions of negative stereotypes placed upon them are particularly relevant 

to “reframe” and/or “reshape” the very student development models seeking to explain 

disparities and/or gaps in student achievement. 

Finally, this study is of particular salience as it sheds light on some aspects of the 

process of  the educational socialization of African American and Black African students 

in the U.S., particularly as such experiences extend to encompass issues of identification 

with academic culture, discrimination, perceptions of racism and how such issues relate 

to academic success.  This study has particular relevance to many given the commitment 
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of colleges and universities to recruit and retain those students on the bridge between K-

12 and higher education.  In short, this study is needed to inform future higher education, 

social psychology, sociological and anthropological research as well as student 

development and educational programs facilitated by practitioners.  While research on the 

educational attainment of African American as well as other Black groups in the U.S. is 

important, given that the broad experiences and world views that contribute to this 

achievement is influenced by numerous factors and varies significantly, it is equally 

important that the academy acknowledge the growing diversity of Black populations 

within this country.  Institutions of higher education and K-12 alike profess a priority to 

serve minority youth and as such it is important to explore the types of messages and 

differential responses that impact achievement or, at times, disengagement of African 

American and Black African youth.  In acknowledgement to the persisting achievement 

gap, this study examines the nature and significance of stereotypes by questioning the 

level of understanding and interpretation by both groups in relation to academic issues; 

both informing and shaping their experiences and future successes. 

 

Theoretical Framework(s) 

 The focus of this investigation is how negative stereotypes of blacks in the U.S. 

influence African American and Black African high school students’ perceptions and 

expectations of higher education in the United States.  The broader research topic and 

specific questions of this study require theoretical frameworks that inform this 

exploration must permit the examination of the meanings of race and identity and the 
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consequential prejudice and discrimination situated within the context of educational 

achievement.  

 

Critical Race Theory 

Critical race theory (CRT) originated from a broad base of literature intersecting 

discourse of law, sociology, history, ethnic studies and women’s studies (Yosso, Parker, 

Solorzano, & Lynn, 2004).  The impetus for this theory arose from the failure of civil 

rights legislation to reconcile institutionalized racism and oppression thus perpetuating 

injustices; as such, scholars of CRT sought to propel a framework reflective of the 

fundamental structure of the U.S. and daily experiences of marginalized groups in that at 

its center was race and the implications of such for people of color (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001).  The primary objective of this scholar-activist movement has been to give “voice” 

to the lived experiences and histories of the oppressed; the invisible, and for some, 

undesirable people who are frequently noted for the burdens they cause as opposed to 

their contributions to this society.  At the core, CRT finds that racist ideology intertwined 

with  preference for “Whiteness” permeates political, economic and social institutions of 

American society to such an extent that it can appear as benign and/or invisible (Duncan, 

2002; Morrison, 1993; Schick, 2000; Solorzano, 1998).   As the critical race movement 

has evolved, scholars of education have informed this area by challenging the manner in 

which race and racism shape educational practices and discourse in effort to seek a 

greater understanding of how marginalized peoples experience and respond to racist 

systems (Yosso, Parker, Solorzano, & Lynn, 2004).  In effort to advance this commitment 
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to exposing the prevailing racist sentiment within educational institutions, Daniel 

Solorzano (1997; , 1998) put forth the five tenets of CRT in education.       

 

Five Tenets of CRT 

 Critical race theorists utilize a race-conscious framework to illuminate structural 

and institutional oppressions in the effort to further the cause of social justice (Tierney, 

1993b).  In the U.S., racism and subsequent “labeling” that arises is a routine 

consequence in daily life for increasing numbers of the disenfranchised, alienated and 

marginalized under an abstract ideal of uncontaminated democracy (Marable, 2002).  

Conceding that racism is entrenched to the extent it is a normative state, rather than an 

aberration in the U.S. is the first of the five tenets of CRT (Delgado, 1995a).  CRT 

asserts that the racism, discrimination and prejudice that currently plague U.S. institutions 

are permanent and systemic (Bell, 1992; Russell, 1992).  CRT attempts to disentangle 

interwoven strands of “racialized” oppression based on phenotype, immigration status, 

socioeconomic status and gender (Collins, 1986; Crenshaw, 1991; Valdes, McCristal-

Culp, & Harris, 2002).  Therefore, the focus of this research is to reveal the racism and 

prejudice experienced by youth from the outset by exposing racialized messages 

conveyed to African American and Black Africans in the U.S.  

 In addition to the focus on race and racism, which frames the “what,” “why,” and 

“how” of daily social interactions (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001), CRT has four additional 

principles that shape and inform its approaches, methodologies and uses.  Second, CRT 

confronts hegemonic practices and challenges the dominant principles.  As such, CRT 
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challenges and opposes the thinly veiled self-interest and dominance required to maintain 

White privilege in U.S. society (Calmore, 1992; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ladson-Billings 

& Tate, 1995; Solorzano, 1997; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001; Valdes, 1998a).  CRT rejects 

notions of “color-blindness,” race neutrality, and objectivity, instead demonstrating the 

perpetuation of oppressive conditions specifically for the reasons of race and perceived 

differences (Yosso, Parker, Solorzano, & Lynn, 2004).  

 Third, CRT is committed to reversing conditions of oppression and subordination.  

Critical research contributes to consciousness, thusly furthering its cause of the 

elimination of racial, gender, and class injustice (Freire, 1970, , 1973; Lawson, 1995; 

Solorzano & Yosso, 2001).  CRT defines the limitations of the U.S. legal system that 

deter efforts for broad transformation and equality.  Furthermore, CRT’s dedication to 

social justice aims to empower disenfranchised groups through the process and outcomes 

of conducting critical research. 

 Next, one of the greatest strengths of CRT is that it relies on and validates the 

experiential knowledge of its participants.  Exploratory research methodologies such as 

storytelling/counter-storytelling, narratives, family histories and dramatic recreations 

have enhanced the awareness of challenges and concerns within marginalized 

communities (Bell, 1987; Carrasco, 1996; Delgado, 1989; Fregoso, 1993; Ladson-

Billings, 2000; Olivas, 1990; Solorzano & Villalpando, 1998; Tate, 1997; Villenas & 

Deyhle, 1999).  Use of authentic voices – voices of those who are commonly silenced by 

and within the dominant discourse, is an essential tool for deconstructing how positivist 

research is traditionally conducted.  Research design utilizing a CRT framework does so 
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with the explicit intent of deconstructing positivism by situating the research within the 

communities of color whereby its true voice shaped by class, racial and gender identities 

can be defined (Leistyna, Woodrum, & Sherblom, 1996).  Ladson-Billings and Tate 

(1995) found that it is only through the authentic voices of people of color that 

researchers can begin to understand educational experiences within these communities.  

CRT is one vehicle through which the experiences of marginalized people are conveyed 

and their voices restored.   

 Fifth and final, CRT incorporates historical and contemporary frameworks within 

an interdisciplinary context.   To understand contemporary behaviors, CRT theorists 

pursue both the breadth and the depth of an event.  They reject the notion of phenomena 

occurring in isolation; therefore, critical theorists utilize knowledge from multiple 

disciplines to better understand racism, sexism and classism (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001).  

The inclusion of multiple historical and contemporary perspectives drives re-examination 

of the prevailing use of dominant hegemonic frameworks within research on 

marginalized communities. 

In summary, CRT interrogates how research is traditionally conducted by 

situating race at the forefront; centering race to demonstrate the breadth and depth of 

inequality that exists across and within minority groups in U.S. society.  This framework 

not only gives voice to marginalized communities, but also empowers human agency of 

disenfranchised groups through the incorporation of innovative methodological 

approaches in its attempt to destabilize establish societal conventions. 
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Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity 

 As introduced by Sellers et al., the Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity is a 

conceptual framework to better understand the significance of race in the self-concepts of 

African Americans and the meanings attributed to being members of this group (Sellers, 

Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998).  The MMRI is grounded in four assumptions 

that inform each of the four dimensions of the model.   

 

Four Assumptions of MMRI 

The first assumption of the MMRI emphasizes the adaptable nature of racial 

identity while acknowledging residual effects stemming from context.  While many 

identity theorists, particularly those studying racial and ethnic minorities, have drawn a 

distinction between racial identity being a construct determined by situation (Turner & 

Musick, 1985) or stable and enduring (Markus, 1977; Swann & Read, 1981); as other 

identity theorists who propose an amalgamation of the two approaches (Markus & 

Kunda, 1986; Stryker & Serpe, 1982, , 1994), the MMRI recognizes that the fluidity and 

dynamic properties of racial identity are susceptible to environmental influences and that 

stable properties of the identity influence behaviors specific to the event (Sellers, Smith, 

Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998).  In other words, the MMRI assumes that identities 

are situationally influenced as well as being stable properties of the person.  

Circumstances or situations can, over time, result in lasting changes in the salience and 

meaning of race (Cross, 1971; Cross, 1991).  The inclusion of a fluid racial identity is 

particularly important in the investigation of Black student identity and the 
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presupposition that there are fixed moments in time whereby students determine the 

meaning of their race in relation to academic identification thus informing their 

orientation and outcomes.  Further, the acknowledgement of fluidity opens the doors to 

identity as a social construct as well as permits a self-protective mechanism and can 

empower the individual in terms of agency.   

 Second, MMRI assumes that individuals have a number of different identities and 

that these identities are hierarchically ordered.  Many identity theorists contend that 

various identities are structure and  housed within an individual (McCall & Simmons, 

1978; Stryker & Serpe, 1994)    The MMRI perspective, however,  is most closely 

aligned with that of Rosenberg (1979) in that individuals have various identities and they 

are ordered according to the salience to the individual.  Conceptualizing racial identity as 

one of many within an individual allows the exploration of race within the context of 

other identities (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998).  For example, an 

African American or student for whom race has particular meaning is more likely to 

incorporate race in his/her conceptualization of what it means to be Black than an African 

American student for whom gender is not a central aspect of his/her identity.  Further, a 

Black African student for whom race has no significance is less likely to incorporate race 

in his/her view of what it means to be Black than one for whom race is a fundamental 

element of his/her identity. 

 As intersection with CRT and it validation of experiential knowledge of 

marginalized groups, MMRI presupposes that individuals’ perceptions of their racial 

identity are the most valid indicator of their identity.  Taking a phenomenological 
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approach, MMRI focuses on self-perception of the index (Jones, 1987; Weiner, 1974) 

while recognizing the power of societal forces that shape a person’s identity.  

Historically, researchers have purported that behavioral indicators as opposed to 

subjective perceptions of the self as the most empirical approach of choice to better 

understand the self (Stryker & Serpe, 1994; Turner & Musick, 1985).  The MMRI, 

however, is less focused on behavioral indicators alone; while, the MMRI acknowledges 

subjective beliefs about race may be a strong predictor of behavior (Phinney & 

Onwughalu, 1996), it is more concerned with the intersection between beliefs about race 

and context (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998).  

 Finally, MMRI is primarily concerned with the status of an individual’s racial 

identity as opposed to its development.  Unlike the linear-type identity development 

models that place an individual in a particular state along a developmental sequence 

(Cross, 1971; Cross, 1991; Milliones, 1980; Phinney & Onwughalu, 1996), the MMRI  

focuses on the nature and meaning of an individual’s racial identity at a given point in 

time (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998).  Depending upon the context, 

the significance and meaning that individuals place on their race can change over time 

although, given its structure and components, it can be used as a general framework to 

inform developmental models.   

Four Dimensions of the MMRI 

 Building on the four assumptions as its foundation, the MMRI posits four 

dimensions of racial identity that address both the importance and meaning of race in the 

self concept of African Americans: (1) racial salience, (2) racial centrality, (3) racial 
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regard, and (4) racial ideology.  The two of the four domains or dimensions of racial 

salience and centrality refer to the significance that individuals attach to race in defining 

themselves, while racial regard and ideology refer to the individuals’ perceptions of what 

it means to be Black.  These four dimensions are purported to embody all elements of 

racial identity with each having differing weights and significance to the individual.   

The first dimension, racial salience, is most concerned with particular events or 

situations as the unit of analysis.  In this sense, the focus is on the extent to which race is 

a relevant part of one’s self concept at a specific moment in time or in a situation at hand 

(Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998).  The notion of racial salience takes 

great consideration of context and how one might define oneself in terms of race (McCall 

& Simmons, 1978; Rosenberg, 1979; Turner & Musick, 1985).  As the MMRI does 

acknowledge that some elements of identity may remain stable over time, it speaks to the 

possibility that the immediate social context and/or situational cues contribute to 

variations in racial salience across both individuals and situations (Gurin & Markus, 

1988).  For example, being one of few African Americans in a predominately White 

school may make race salient for one African American, while it may not affect another 

African American in the same situation.  In this case, more stable characteristics of 

identity, specifically race centrality, may cause certain individuals to notice and respond 

to certain cues within the environment or social interaction and deter others.  O’Connor 

(1999) explored this concept of a “situational identity” in African American students 

finding that these students simultaneously represent multiple social identities and that 

they differentially assess life chances in light of their different social locations.  On the 
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other hand, there are situations that may arise during which race may be salient for all 

African American or Black student populations.  That is, it is very likely race would be 

salient for any African American or Black student that encounters a Ku Klux Klan rally 

en route to their home from that predominately White school.  In this example, the 

student may choose to remain at school until the rally had ended and continue on with 

their studies until the end of their educational tenure, while another may perceive the 

environment surrounding the school as hostile and choose to withdraw altogether.  Racial 

salience is the mediating process between the more stable elements of identity and the 

way individuals make meaning that informs their behavior in specific situations.  

 Also linked to the significance one attaches to race within their identity, the 

MMRI posits that race centrality is the extent to which a person defines themselves in 

terms of race.  Given that centrality is, by definition, a more stable element of identity the 

focus of this dimension is not on the context or situation, but rather, the individual’s 

perceptions of “self” with regard to race and spans various situations.  It is important to 

note that embedded within the centrality concept is the premise that there exists a 

hierarchical ranking of different identities relative to their proximity to the individual’s 

core definition of self (Banaji & Prentice, 1994; Gurin & Markus, 1988).   While race 

may be significant to some African Americans or other Black groups, others elements of 

their identity may supersede this concept (Phinney & Onwughalu, 1996).  Although some 

theorists assume that race is the most central, research has shown that in a sample of 

African American female college students, while race was reported as a meaningful self-

construct, gender was rated as the most meaningful component of their identity (Ingram, 
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1989).   Given that many students within Black groups negotiate multiple facets of their 

identity depending upon the situation, a degree of centrality is particularly important to 

establish a baseline measure of the importance of race to an individual’s identity. 

 Third, the MMRI refers to racial regard which encompasses a person’s affective 

and evaluative judgment of their own race in terms of positive-negative valence (Sellers, 

Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998).  In other words, racial regard is the extent to 

which a person feels and thinks about their race in terms of in terms of being positive or 

negative and within the MMRI dimension of racial regard there are two sub dimensions: 

(1) private regard, and (2) public regard.  Closely tied to other concepts of racial pride or 

group belonging, private regard refers the extent to which individuals feel positively or 

negatively toward other African Americans as well as how positively or negatively they 

feel about being an African American.  The sub dimension of public regard permits the 

examination of the extent to which individuals feel that others view African Americans 

positively or negatively.  It is the individual’s assessment of how hers or his groups is 

viewed (or valued) by the broader society. A significant amount of research pertaining to 

African American students explore public regard as a means to better understand their 

experiences and subsequent outcomes (Feagan, Hernan, & Imani, 1996; O'Connor, 1999).  

Positive and negative feelings  about being Black or Non-Black views of Black groups 

has been a fairly consistent theme in research literature on African Americans.  In one 

sense, past research has built upon Du Bois’ (1990 [1903]) notion of double 

consciousness whereby Black individuals a purported to have and awareness of 

themselves as well as an awareness of how others view them.  MMRI dimensions of 
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private and public racial regard expand on previous research findings to including that of 

Du Bois in a multilayered and faceted approach by incorporating feelings of the 

individual and the perceptions of others.  

   The final dimension of the MMRI, racial ideology, is comprised of the 

individual’s beliefs and attitudes regarding the manner in which she or he feels other 

members of the race should behave (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998).  

This dimension focuses on an individual’s personal philosophy about how African 

Americans should interact with the dominant society as well as other minority groups in 

the U.S.   Embedded within this dimension are the four most prevalent ideological 

philosophies adopted from research on Black identity to include: (1) nationalist 

philosophy, (2) oppressed minority philosophy, (3) assimilation philosophy, and (4) 

humanist philosophy.  These four philosophies span the spectrum of political/economic, 

cultural/social, inter and intragroup relations and perceptions of the dominant society.  

While a person can identify with one of these four philosophies, it is also likely they may 

ascribe to one or more at any given time, once again illustrating the flexible nature of the 

MMRI through the acknowledgement of the fluidity of identity. 

In summary, the fundamental assumptions and dimensions of the MMRI and its 

phenomenological nature permit the exploration of the importance and meaning of race to 

African America and potentially other Black populations.  Whereas the salience and 

centrality dimensions of the MMRI address the question of significance of race in the 

individual’s lives, the regard and ideology dimensions address the question of the 

meaning that individuals attribute to being Black (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & 
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Chavous, 1998).  Racial identity of any group particularly that of an African American is 

a complex component of the self-concept and none of the four dimensions of the MMRI 

should be considered synonymous with racial identity.  The dimensions represent the 

multiple ways in which racial identity is manifested and ultimately relates to different 

outcomes.  While it is important to note that the development of the MMRI was in 

response to a lack of adequate models to explore identity of African Americans, given the 

scope of this study and the assumption that Black groups other than African Americans 

may experience similar stereotyping and hostility, the primary aspects of racial identity 

directly addressed are limited to racial centrality and public/private regard.  More 

broadly, but nonetheless significant, the dimension of racial salience is explored.  For the 

purpose of this study the MMRI, like CRT, permits consideration of the significance of 

race in different Black student groups’ lives and they both rely on individuals’ accounts 

of the experience of race. 

 

Research Questions 

 The research questions this study seeks to answer are those pertaining to how 

social constructs influence and change perceived shared realities of distinctly different 

Black student groups.  The research questions are centered on the perceptions and 

expectations formed by experiences of the participants.  In order to determine how 

negative stereotypes may affect higher education perceptions and expectations of African 

American and Black African high school students it is crucial to examine how these 

students’ definitions of themselves interplay with externally assigned identities within 
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their immediate environment, namely, how students identify with the domain of 

education and what factors may contribute to disidentification.  It is for this reason that I 

chose research questions that permit the understanding of students’ perceptions, while 

illustrating the extent to which the individuals have identified with their, at times, 

competing domains.   

Primary question:  What is the nature of the relationship between existing 

negative stereotypes of Blacks and the perceptions and expectations of higher education 

for African American and Black African high school students within the United States?    

Subsidiary questions to inform the primary are: (1) How do African American and 

Black African high school student define themselves in terms of racial identity?  What is 

the importance of racial identity and what are the meanings attached to how they define 

themselves?   

(2)  In which ways do they encounter racism, discrimination, prejudice and negative 

stereotypes and what, if any, strategies do they employ in order to survive and redefine 

themselves?  (3) What are the negative stereotypes of Blacks that exist among African 

American and Black African high school students?  What are the social constructs and/or 

other obstacles presenting barriers to these students while attempting to fulfill their 

individual, educational, and social potential?   

 

Study Description 

While student participants were recruited from two local high schools with the 

largest Black student populations within thedistrict, the vast majority of study activities 
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were conducted at a Research I institution.  All interviews took place at in a private office 

located within a research center on the university campus.  Other study activities (i.e. 

reflexive photography sessions) took place at the location of the participants’ choosing.  

The high schools are within close proximity of the university and are located in 

neighborhoods with residents ranging from low to high income families.  The two high 

schools are designated as magnet schools in that students from around the city are 

permitted to enroll and attend without restriction to residential zoning.  Through a local 

non-profit organization dedicated to community building through youth volunteerism and 

one local church I identified ten key potential participants attending these schools.  

During the first phase of the study, I met with the potential key participants and their 

parents (for those under the age of 18) in their homes, described the study,  reviewed 

consent documents and requested assistance in recruiting additional participants through 

their social networks.  All ten potential key participants and the parents of minors 

consented to the study. 

 The first phase of the study also included recruiting additional participants 

through referrals by the key participants.  Under advice from key participants, I identified 

local “hang out spots” and businesses frequented by the target population and distributed 

recruitment flyers to high school aged youth.  Additionally, the key participants contacted 

individuals within their social networks and referred them to telephone me to discuss 

enrollment.  During first contact, I scheduled meetings to discuss the study, gain 

informed consent and scheduled follow up one-on-one interviews with participants. 
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 The second phase of the study involved the first and second waves of data 

collection. During the first wave of data collection, general descriptive background 

information and in-depth interviewing occurred.  General background included 

demographic information such as current grade level, gender, age, place of birth, parental 

education levels, parental occupations, future plans and grade point averages.  Upon 

collection of demographic data, within my office located within a research center on the 

university campus, I interviewed participants, instructed them to complete a reflexive 

photography exercise and scheduled follow-up interviews.  The in-depth interviews were 

taped and later transcribed.  The second wave of data collection involved conducting 

participant-driven reflexive photography sessions and photo elicitation interviews.  

Transcripts of the photo elicitation interviews were also transcribed.  The sample 

included a total of 26 students: 13 attending Southwestern High School and 13 attending 

South Mountain High School.  

 

Study Limitation(s) 

Many studies would suggest that socioeconomic status (SES) is an important 

factor contributing to minority student higher education attainment.  SES could contribute 

to differences in perceptions and expectations of higher education for both groups; 

however, in this study, there is no variation within the Black African group that can be 

explained.  Within African Americans, there is variation within this group. 

Additional limitations of this research may compromise generalizability of study 

findings.  One such limitation being that this study was conducted in one distinctive city 
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with a unique ethnic composition of being predominately White and Hispanic with a very 

small Black population.  The specific characteristics of this city may certainly have 

contributed to the types of responses from study participants and may not be 

representative of responses of other Black student groups residing in different areas such 

as urban.  Additionally, the number of participants enrolled in the study constitutes a 

small sample size that does not permit adequate diversity to provide a broad range of 

perceptions and opinions that may facilitate delving deeper and greater insight into 

responses to the research questions as stated.  Finally, as the participants attending 

institutions within one school system that is not typically characteristic of an urban 

school system many of the students’ perceptions and expectations of higher education 

may be shaped by a single system and once again may not be representative of the 

influence of multiple and/or diverse school systems. 

 

Positionality Statement 

My focus on this area of research may be of particular interest to others engaged 

in like studies and thus I find it important to share what factors paved the way and 

informed my research endeavors.  As a Black female of Afro-Caribbean descent I spent 

many of my formative years in England and later moved to the United States.  As a 

student in both countries, I attended public and private predominately White institutions 

and although they were fundamentally different, the experience of “otherness” arising 

from my skin tone and hair texture remained the same.  Like the students in this study, I 

too was required to negotiate multiple identities in my home, school and community 
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while navigating each social space.  Upon arrival to the U.S., I quickly learned that I had 

yet again become another “other” as I was an oddity with my dark skin and “strange” 

accent.  This new category of “foreigner” propelled my concerted efforts to correct the 

“funny accent” in order to facilitate my assimilation into the U.S.  Little did I know that, 

at the time, I was an active agent in my transition from one minority status to the next; 

immigrant Black to Black in America which for some time caused a great schism within 

and, for even longer, severely diminished the once fluid nature of my identity as I often 

could not keep in step my competing perspectives of the world. 

Later, during my years of teaching middle school through undergraduate courses, 

I was unable to ignore the “othering” and “otherness” that appeared to also plague the 

primarily minority (Hispanic and Black) students I had taught and become so fond of.  I 

noted that many of these students were quite vulnerable to the marginalizing that 

occurred with as well as between groups.  While I had no knowledge of how these 

students processed and/or internalized external messages that forced them “into the 

place” in their worlds and society, I recognized that these subtle and not so subtle cues 

were powerful forces that shaped who they were and who they would become.  Perhaps 

this is why later, as a doctoral student studying higher education, I became engrossed in 

the literature focusing on minority student achievement and more specifically social 

psychological theory dealing with racial identity development, stigma and stereotypes.  

To my dismay, much of the literature about college students centered on issues that I felt 

was of little significance and did not reflect the lived experiences of my students.  

Moreover, after four years of doctoral studies, the literature about “Black” student 
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educational experiences resembled nothing of my life or that I observed in my students 

many of which had moved well beyond postsecondary education.  It is my recollection as 

a youth being an “outsider looking in” as well as my teaching experiences of being an 

“insider looking out” which have had such a profound impact on me that they have 

become intrinsically interwoven in my research agenda.      

 

Definition of Terms 

The term “African American” will be used interchangeably with “American 

Blacks,” “Black Americans” or “native born Blacks” to refer to individuals bearing 

phenotypic features related to Black African ancestry and who were born in the United 

States or have spent a significant amount of their formative years in the U.S. (i.e. child 

born to U.S. military family in a country other than the U.S., but lived only few years 

abroad).   This does not include any other Black groups who have been naturalized as 

American citizens, or children born to Africans, West Indians or Hispanics in the U.S.   

The term “Africans” will be used interchangeably with “Black Africans” to refer to 

individuals who are black, have been born within the continent of Africa, specifically 

from Sub-Saharan regions, and who may or may not be citizens of the United States but 

have spent a significant amount of their adolescent years in Africa.  “Students” will refer 

to currently enrolled high school aged youth attending Southwestern and/or South 

Mountain high schools.   

 “Dominant group/society/culture” will be used interchangeably with “Whites” in 

reference to the group and/or culture that exert authority or influence over educational 
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institutions, White American culture; those who hold power and are the gatekeepers of 

resources within the U.S. 

 

Organization of Dissertation 

 Organization of this dissertation is divided into six chapters.  Chapter One 

provides an introduction and an overview of this study.  Chapter Two presents the 

literature and existing research on constructing identity, stereotypes, minority student 

achievement beliefs, conceptual models of race and achievement and cultural models for 

variation in attainment.  Chapter Three discusses the methodology, data collection and 

analysis used to conduct this study.  Chapters Four and Five present the findings of this 

investigation.  Chapter Four refers to the in-depth interviews related to the students’ 

descriptions of the significance, meanings and manifestations of their racial identities and 

how social forces challenge their self-concepts.  Chapter Five reveals experiences of 

racism, discrimination, stereotyping and how these elements relate to perceptions of the 

types of individuals able to attend and/or achieve a higher education as explored through 

in-depth interviews, reflexive photography and photo elicitation interviews.  Chapter Six 

provides a concluding discussion as related to the study findings, implications for 

practice and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

 As children, oftentimes we first learn of our world, its boundaries, 

possibilities, and its nature through our contact with education.  In school, from both 

teachers and peers, we learn what is normal, and what is not; what is acceptable, and 

what is not; what is valued, and what is not; further, we learn who is and is not these 

things – who is “in” and who is “out.”  We learn how to relate to others, how to view 

ourselves, and how our society and culture are structured.  The role of the education is 

particularly powerful in terms of the capacity for influencing how generations of students 

and peoples envision themselves, their families, their communities, their country, and the 

relationship of these entities to the world in which they are situated.   In short, the process 

of socialization that occurs through education helps shape our identities – who we are, 

and who we can become.  

Few contest the significance of education.  Although models have differed from 

informal to formal, various groups have made great efforts to educate their citizens in the 

hope of creating a stable and productive environment.  The importance of investigating 

factors determining student success cannot be overemphasized due to countless local, 

national, and global contributions of college graduates.  Current debates, however, place 

on trial not the overall value of higher education itself, but rather, the legitimacy of 

practices and norms as dictated by the dominant society and replicated within institutions.  
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Those who are directly and indirectly affected by higher education deliberate endlessly 

over "how might we develop a model whereby students of various groups will be ensured 

an equal opportunity for success?"  Higher education is an institution that produces many 

individual and more importantly, immeasurable collective benefits.  

 Historically, Black groups have and continue to experience social and economic 

barriers to educational attainment.  Data on college attendance from the early 1980’s until 

the present confirm persistent economic barriers faced by Blacks as only a minority of 

African Americans have been able to afford a college education (D’Augelli & 

Hershberger, 1993; Jones, 1987; Mackay & Kuh, 1994; Pounds, 1987; Sedlacek, 1987; 

Wright, 1987).  Further building the case for increased efforts for participation in all 

levels of education, Black groups fare worse economically than Whites in the U.S. and 

are more likely to live in poverty; a cycle likely reproduced by a lack of equality in 

educational attainment.  In 2005, 44 percent of all Black female head of household (no 

husband present) families with children lived in poverty, while 27 percent of Black male 

head of household (no wife present) families with children and 10 percent of Black 

married couple families with children lived in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005).  In 

2005, 11 percent of Blacks ages 16 and over were unemployed.  Unemployment rates for 

Blacks with less than high school completion was 24 percent, compared with 11 percent 

for those who had completed high school and 4 percent for those with a bachelor’s or 

higher degree.  Black households had the lowest median income in 2007 (33,916), which 

was 62 percent of the median for Non-Hispanic White households (54,920) (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2007).   
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Racial differences in educational attainment can be traced as early as 1971 when a 

lower percentage of Blacks than Whites completed high school at 59 and 82 percent, 

respectively.    Between 1971 and 1982, the gap between Blacks and Whites decreased 15 

percentage points to 8 percentage points; however, since 1982 the gap has been between 

4 and 10 percentage points.  In 2007, the high school completion rate for Blacks at 88 

percent was still below that of Whites at 93 percent.   The trends for status attainment are 

no better with regard to postsecondary education.   In 1971, a lower percentage of Blacks 

(6 percent) than Whites (12 percent) received a bachelor’s degree.   While rates have 

fluctuated over the years, by 2007, bachelor’s completion rates for Blacks remained 

below that of Whites at 18.7 percent and 31.8 percent, respectively.  While the percentage 

of 25- to 29-year-olds with a bachelor's degree or higher increased for Whites, Hispanics 

and Blacks, the achievement gaps between Whites and their  Black and Hispanic peers 

widened between 1971 and 2007 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007).  

Although it has been well established that the economic rate of return of a higher 

education are less for Blacks than any other non-Black group in the U.S. (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2004), in order to move closer to a “level playing field,” further investigations 

focused on potential barriers to Black student participation are in order.  Accordingly, 

this chapter provides a review of literature that informs the current study as well as 

attempts to explain barriers to Black student educational attainment.   Given the complex 

interconnectedness of racial identity, achievement and the long history of “othering” and 

marginalized status of Black groups in the U.S., this chapter will highlight scholarship 

focusing on identity politics/formation, stereotyping, minority student achievement 



 
 
 

51 

beliefs, conceptual models of race and achievement and cultural models for variation in 

minority attainment. 

 

Identity Politics/Identity Formation 

The process of racial/ethnic identity formation involves, at its core boundary, 

constructions which determine who is “in” and who is “out”  (Barth, 1969; Cornell, 

1996). The concept of ethnic boundary highlights the influence of internal and external 

forces in constructing this boundary. There are two lines of inquiry that explored ethnic 

boundaries construction; one focuses on circumstantial or situational factors that 

contribute to the construction of an arena for ethnic cohesion and affiliation, and the other 

focuses on the relative agency ethnic groups employ in the shaping and re-shaping of 

ethnic boundaries (Cornell, 1996).   Research in this area focuses on the markers used to 

situate individuals or groups within racial hierarchical systems and the power relations it 

signals. For example, skin color , as a signifier of race and ethnicity, is acted upon and 

reacted to based on the meaning it has for individuals and the meaning these individuals 

perceive it has for others while interacting with them (Blumer, 1969). 

The first line of inquiry presumes that ethnic group formation and persistence is a 

direct result of societal conditions and resultant positional interests that encourage, 

compel, or inhibit organization along ethnic boundaries (Cornell, 1996). This line of 

research postulates that racial/ethnic groups develop from shared material interests such 

as politics, language, or culture, which are constructed from specific historical 

circumstances (e.g., migration, community shifts, economic conditions, nation-state 
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policies). As these circumstances change, the material interests that comprise the 

racial/ethnic identification change and eventually alter the racial/ethnic boundary of the 

identity (Cornell, 1996). 

A major limitation of this line of inquiry is its limitation to adequately capture the 

role of agency in constructing and reconstructing identity within the confines of 

contextual forces. It assumes that individuals are Black or Latino/Hispanic because those 

identifications are made available by others within a specific context. Critics of this line 

of inquiry argue that the discussion needs to focus on how racial/ethnic identity 

boundaries are both optional and mandatory, and how agency is involved in the process 

of constructing these boundaries. 

The second line of inquiry emphasizes individuals’ interpretation of and response 

to circumstantial or situational forces.  Within this school of thought, scholars attempt to 

explore the agency individuals and ethnic groups employ in constructing boundaries of 

identity that satisfy their various needs.  As such, identities are “constructed by both the 

individual and groups as well as outside agents (Nagel, 1994). Agency is displayed 

through the shaping and reshaping of identities with the “raw materials of history, 

culture, and pre-existing ethnic construction”  (Cornell, 1988, , 1996; Nagel, 1994). The 

shaping process is “a composite of the view one has of oneself as well as the views held 

by others about one’s ethnic identity.  Accordingly, individuals carry a portfolio of 

identities that they choose to use at their discretion.  In other words, individuals select 

identities in relation to circumstantial or situational forces.  Further, individuals’ ethnic 
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identification is constructed by both internal choice and outside agents’ perceptions of 

that identity (Nagel, 1994; Saenz & Aguirre, 1991). 

Numerous studies on Latino and West Indian groups report that individuals 

change identification based on the context in which they find themselves (Martin, 

DeMaio, & Campanelli, 1990; Massey & Denton, 1992; Padilla, 1985; Patterson, 1975; 

Rodrigues, 1992; Rodrigues & Cordero-Guzman, 1992; Saenz & Aguirre, 1991). These 

studies demonstrate how skin colors and other signifiers such as language and culture are 

used by ethnic minorities and Whites to position differences and power relations in the 

process of identification. For example, Waters found that Black Caribbean students 

residing in middle class neighborhoods used their ethnic status to stress their distance 

from poor Blacks and to stress their cultural values, which are consistent with American 

middle class values (1994).  These individuals were aware that their skin color operated 

as a signifier of a Black American/African American identity.  Consequently, they 

attempted to distance themselves from African Americans by employing their own 

cultural identification as West Indian in order to diffuse the negative meanings Whites 

derived from brown skin color. On the other hand, Black Caribbeans living in segregated 

neighborhoods were unaware that their ethnic status as Black Caribbean conveyed a 

lower status to whites. 

Other studies have demonstrated that ethnic minority students might try to project 

a “raceless” persona in order to escape the negative stigma associated with racial/ethnic 

group signaled by their skin color (Erickson, 1987; Fordham, 1988; Fordham & Ogbu, 

1986). 
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In each of these studies, the external and/or dominant group maintained the power 

and privilege to designate racial/ethnic identification via skin color and operated based on 

the assumptions they attached to the said identification. 

 

Racial Prejudice and Stereotyping 

According to Wirth, prejudice or “prejudgment” is best described as an attitude 

laden with emotional bias (1944).  Other researchers suggest that prejudice is the result of 

an assessment and rejection of a group of individuals based upon their membership in a 

particular social group (Parrillo, 2004).  Rejection of a group or groups may be viewed as 

positive or negative; however in a negative form this rejection may create tensions and/or 

“antipathy” between different groups (Parrillo, 2004).  Much of the research regarding 

prejudice has demonstrated the existence and persistence of such tensions; particularly, 

that which frequently arises between White/Black-dominant and minority groups. 

Prejudicial attitudes or false perceptions grounded in in-group biases frequently 

manifest as stereotypes.  While at times positive and far too often negative, stereotypes 

may affect internal and external perceptions of an individual or group, which in turn, is 

reflected in social interactions with individuals, groups and/or institutions.  Current 

research on prejudice, stigma and stereotypes builds upon Allport’s definition of 

stereotypes as an exaggerated belief associated with categorizing individuals or group 

(1958).  Allport proceeds to explain that stereotypes function as a means to rationalize 

conduct in relation to the perceived assigned category.  In short, the definition of 

stereotypes, as put forth by Allport, provides greater understanding into the constant 
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“othering” experienced by members outside of the dominant group within the U.S.  

Parrillo further extends Allport’s definition to include stereotypes as a process of 

oversimplification and generalization whereby individuals can easily attribute specific 

traits or characteristics to a group with little, and more often, no consideration of 

individual differences and the unintended consequence of projected group homogeneity 

(2004).  Preconceived notions about another group’s behavior, attributes and 

characteristics can have a great deal of influence on how the different groups interact 

with one another, and more importantly, with social institutions. 

Through research by Turner and Musick (1985), it can be inferred that there is a 

causal connection between perceived threat of an out-group member or entire group, 

stereotyping, prejudice and discrimination as individual or group perceptions are 

demonstrated in action.  Consequently, individuals hold stereotypes that are entrenched in 

societal memories and easily accessible (Wood & Chesser, 1994).  These deeply 

entrenched images contribute to the difficulties in overcoming stereotypes both by those 

who project as well as recipients as it is suggested: 

We have seen that stereotypes may or may not originate in a kernel of 
truth; they aid people in simplifying their categories; they justify hostility; 
sometimes they serves as protection screens for our personal conflict.  But 
there is an additional, exceedingly important reason for their existence.  
They are socially supported, continually revived and hammered in, by our 
media of mass communication – by novels, short stories, newspaper items, 
movies, stage, radio and television. 
(Allport, 1958:195) 
 

 Accordingly, it is purported that stereotypes are perpetuated by social perceptions 

that are reflected in societal in-group and out-group positioning, which is maintained and 

sustained by institutions constructed by the U.S. dominant society that are grounded in an 
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immovable racial hierarchy (Feagin, 2000).  Consequently, ‘playing field’ for academic 

attainment and subsequent social mobility will never reach level or equal until group 

positions cease to be defined, dictated and assigned by the dominant group.  Given that 

group positions are socially constructed by the dominant culture, racial prejudice and 

stereotyping among racially defined groups will continue to exist.  Socially supported 

stereotyping will continue to be perpetuated by the wider society against minority groups 

and students from these groups, such as African American and Black African will 

continue to bear additional burdens in pursuit of their academic goals.    

 It is often purported that prejudices manifested as stereotypes exist because 

groups are identified in relation to each other based on race and group positions in U.S. 

society (Blumer, 1969).  Blumer’s theory of race prejudice as group positioning states 

that individuals who hold prejudicial beliefs based on race consider themselves as 

belonging to their own distinctly different group (in-group)  than others from differing 

racial backgrounds (out-groups).  Through this process of categorization and ultimately 

classification, social interactions among and between groups becomes most salient. 

 According to Blumer (1958), the existence of race prejudice and subsequent 

stereotyping, as well as how these processes manifest can best be understood as a 

“collective process.”  Extending from Cooley’s (1902) notion of the “looking glass self”, 

individuals self-perceptions are shaped and molded based on information people obtained 

through interaction with others.  According to Blumer (1958) this group level 

phenomenon is directly related to how in-groups view and interact with out-groups and 

how in-group perceptions affects overall group perceptions.  Preservation of the dominant 
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racial in-group status occurs in a two-step process.  First, in-group members create 

among themselves definitions about and assign specific characteristics and traits of out-

groups.  Majority group members usually represent in-groups (i.e., societal leaders, 

influential business persons, officials, etc.,) who determine who the out-groups are in 

relation to themselves.  Second, these definitions that characterize out-groups (i.e., 

subordinate groups) become the impetus of what Blumer refers to as “an abstract image 

of the subordinate racial group”(1969).   Individual members of out-groups are perceived 

by the in-group as a singular representation of the monolithic group. 

 The way in which the collective imagery of an abstract group is constructed is 

important to gaining a deeper understanding of prejudice and stereotyping (Blumer, 

1969).  According to Blumer, there are four ways in which the collective image of out-

groups is constructed: 

1) The transcending characterizations are made of the group as an entity…in 

the public arena, 

2) Definitions that are forged in the public arena as a major event in 

developing an image of the subordinate racial group---denunciating the 

subordinate racial group as unfit and a threat shaping social position, 

3) The perception of the subordinate racial group as defined by individuals 

and groups with social status, standing, prestige, authority and power in 

the public, 

4) Powerful interest groups dictate the position the dominant group should 

occupy (i.e., privileges and advantages). 
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Dominant group perceptions of subordinate groups are assigned to the entire 

group and function as an indictment of the group; manifesting in daily interactions.  This 

occurs in a “regulated and orderly” fashion (Blumer, 1969) in accord with a racially 

constructed continuum.  According to Feagin, Black and/or immigrant groups are placed 

on a racially constructed continuum that is not only hierarchical but also created and 

maintained by elite Whites (2000). 

Each new immigrant group is place, principally by the dominant Whites, 
somewhere on a White-to Black status continuum, the commonplace 
measuring stick of social acceptability.  This socioracial continuum has 
long been imbedded in white minds, writings, and practices, as well as in 
the developing consciousness of many in the new immigrant groups.  
Generally speaking, the racist continuum runs from white to black, from 
‘civilized’ whites to ‘uncivilized’ blacks, from high intelligence to low 
intelligence, from privilege and desirability to lack of privilege and 
undesirability.  From at least the seventeenth century on, blackness was 
conceptualized as the opposite of whiteness and Europeaness.  
(Feagin, 2000:210). 

 
Group classifications based on common physical characteristics such as skin 

color, become a marker by which individuals are separated, categorized and classified.  

Black or blackness is a primary racial indicator based on phenotype used by the dominant 

culture to define the social status of out-groups in U.S. society.   

Educational institutions, to include colleges and universities are prime examples 

of settings whereby stereotypical beliefs manifest (Hellwig, 1978; Wood & Chesser, 

1994).  Katz and Braly (1933)implemented a seminal study on racial stereotypes in 1932 

at Princeton University.  The researchers surveyed White undergraduate college students 

using items requiring a response of agree or disagree to which characteristics aptly 

described Black students (i.e., lazy, ignorant, ostentatious, superstitious and happy-go-
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lucky).   More recently, this study has been revisited to challenge the content of 

stereotypes established in the Princeton study, as well as measure changes in content over 

time.  Madon et. al found that although the content and consensus had changed over time, 

negative stereotypes attributed to African Americans such as: ignorant, pleasure-loving, 

loud, aggressive, quick tempered, rude, noisy and have an attitude persist (2001).     

Similar to those stereotypes reflecting an absence of “White civility” assigned to 

African Americans, Love (1989) notes that to the Western mind, Black African identity 

carries with it connotations of slavery, ethnic duality, socioeconomic limitation, 

primitivism as well as racial stereotyping.  Pahl (1995)observes that selective media 

reporting about Africa has led to a prevailing negative stereotype of Africa and Africans 

among Americans. He notes that the Western media quite frequently reports African 

events out of context while primarily focusing on issues of conflict, strife and poverty.  In 

particular, Osunde et al. (1996) interviewed pre-service social studies teachers in a 

metropolitan American school district about U.S. students’ knowledge of Africa and 

found the following five persisting and most common stereotypes: 

1) Huts are prevalent in Africa and are evidence of the primitive nature of 

Africans. 

2) There are more wild animals in Africa than in the other regions in the world 

and these animals coexist indiscriminately with humans. 

3) There are more diseases in Africa than in Asia and South America with Africa 

ranked highest in malnutrition. 

4) Most Africans are illiterate. 
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5) Most of Africa is full of primitive tribes, most of whom are cannibals and 

savages. 

 

Minority Student Achievement Beliefs 

Educational achievement levels and ethnic background of students are closely 

linked. There are several models attempting to explain the relationship and further 

investigate the various mechanisms at play. Some models concentrate on structural 

inequities while others focus on persistence and motivation or environmental factors 

(Donovan, 1984; Reynolds, 1989). 

Donovan (1984) examined a model of persistence with a focus on disparities in 

socioeconomic status using a longitudinal data set acquired from multiple institutions.  

The data was based on a sample of more than four hundred low-income black freshmen 

students in more than sixty colleges and universities; at the end of their junior year, 36% 

of the cohort dropped out.  Donovan’s path analysis of the data showed that the academic 

performance has the largest influence on students’ persistence in higher education.  

Academic integration, although not as high as grades, also has substantial effect on 

persistence.  If these variables (i.e., academic performance and integration) are treated as 

independent of precollege characteristics, Donovan concludes, intervention programs can 

improve persistence in higher education among the low-income Black students.  

Keith and Benson (1992) examined effects of five different variables on school 

learning: (i) ability, (ii) quality, (iii) motivation, (iv) coursework, and (v) homework.  

They utilized a software tool to construct a model for school learning.  The data was 
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made available from National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) HSB Longitudinal 

Study, which tracked more than twelve thousand high school students over a period of 4 

years.  Keith and Benson tested their model for ethnicity and gender.  While no 

difference was observed between genders, some differences were observed across ethnic 

groups in regard to influence of variables on school learning.  Motivation appeared to 

have a larger influence for White and Asian American students while for Black and 

Native Americans its influence was considerably less (although positive).  Homework 

had a significant influence on school learning for Asian American students.  Ability and 

coursework had a strong positive effect in all ethnic groups.  The potential drawback of 

Keith and Benson study is that the variables tested are self-reported by the students, 

which is inherently unreliable.  

Another study centered on structural inequity argument (Reynolds, 

1989)examined effects of ten variables on three educational outcomes for more than 

fifteen hundred, mostly Black, urban, low income students who were tracked during their 

kindergarten and first-grade years (retrospectively through records, teacher 

questionnaires and tests).  The variables examined were: entering kindergarten cognitive 

readiness, gender, socioeconomic status, prekindergarten experience, motivation, peer 

achievement, kindergarten reading achievement, kindergarten math achievement, school 

mobility and parent involvement.  The first-grade outcomes were: reading achievement, 

math achievement and socioemotional maturity.  While all variables influenced the 

outcomes, motivation, parent involvement and entering kindergarten cognitive readiness 
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were most influential.  Reynolds concludes that the outcomes can be improved through 

intervention as some of the influential variables are under parents’ and schools’ control.  

Although structural inequity appears to have a considerable impact when 

educational achievements of students from different ethnicities are compared, it does not 

explain the discrepancies in achievements among the students from the same ethnic 

group. A number of social scientists focused on effects of beliefs and attitudes in 

explaining this achievement gap (Pintrich, Roeser, & De Groot, 1994; Weiner, 1985; 

Wigfield & Eccles, 1992).  

Pintrich et al (1994) investigated relations between three motivational 

components (intrinsic value, self-efficacy, and test anxiety) and students’ use of self-

regulatory and cognitive methods.  Additionally, they examined how students’ in-class 

activities are influencing their motivation and self-regulation.  Finally, whether the 

students’ perceptions of classroom experience can be used to predict their levels of 

motivation and self-regulated learning were investigated.  With the goal of answering the 

aforementioned research questions, Pintrich et al (1994) administered a questionnaire 

they designed for this study to 100 seventh-grade students in a small city in Michigan.  

The students were mostly white, from middle-class families.  They concluded that:  

(i) Higher levels of motivation lead to better self-regulation and deeper 

understanding of the subject matter. 

(ii) Students with higher levels of test anxiety are less likely to have 

higher level self-regulation. 

(iii) Test anxiety is trait-like. 
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(iv) Classroom experience has considerable influence on self-efficacy, 

cognitive and self-regulatory methods.  

Weiner (1985) introduced the Attributional Theory of Achievement, Motivation 

and Emotion, which is considered as the extension of Attribution Theory (Heider, Fritz. 

(1958)) to the field of education.  Weiner (1985) proposed that one’s successes or failures 

can be explained through three distinct properties: locus, stability and controllability.  

These properties also referred to as dimensions of causality. He further hypothesizes all 

three dimensions of causality influences a multitude of emotions.  He revisited numerous 

prior studies and examined them from Attributional Theory of Achievement perspective.  

This theory sets the stage for researchers who argue that student’s academic success is 

influenced by motivation.  

Wigfield and Eccles (1992) provide an extensive review of the general field of 

motivation theory including the attribution theory, expectancy-value theory and self-

efficacy theory.  They present several empirical examples on how students’ achievement 

values evolve during primary and middle school education.  Wigfield and Eccles (1992) 

argue that there is a strong relationship between achievement values and success goals.   

Educational achievement research focusing on motivation, although providing 

compelling argument, is not directly applicable to minority students. In fact, Graham 

(1994) performed a review of almost 140 motivation theory studies as applied to African 

American student population.  In her review, she sought to examine three 

beliefs/assumptions about African Americans in relation to achievement: 
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(i) African Americans lack personality characteristics that are needed for 

achievement. 

(ii) African Americans are less likely to believe they have control over 

achievement outcomes. 

(iii) African Americans tend to have negative self-view in regards to 

academic ability. 

Graham concludes that none of the above three hypothesis are true.  According to 

Graham, motivational psychology models must incorporate environmental factors when 

studying minority populations in education and learning. 

Midgley et al. (1989) followed 1301 sixth-grade students for two years, until the 

end of seventh-grade, through administration of a questionnaire, assessing the 

relationship between students’ opinions about their teachers’ supportiveness and 

students’ perceptions of mathematics education value.  They observed strong relationship 

between the classroom environment changes and the evolution of students’ motivation.  

During the students’ transition from sixth to seventh grade, if they perceived the level of 

teacher supportiveness to be increasing, their valuing of mathematics also increased. The 

opposite was also observed, for example, if the students thought their new teachers’ 

supportiveness was less than those of the previous year’s teachers, the intrinsic value of 

mathematics decreased.  They further observed that if the students perceived that 

mathematics was important, their achievement level increased.  Midgley et al.’s (1989) 

findings suggest that perceived negative information from environment has significant 

effects on academic achievement. 
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Another example of how environmental factors contribute to achievement 

outcomes is provided by Murdock (1999) in which she studied 405 seventh-grade 

students to explore the effect of two risk factors, race and SES, for dropping out of high 

school on students’ motivations and behaviors.  African American students constituted 

31% of the sample with the remaining 69% being Caucasian.  Thirty percent of the 

sample was low-income students.  A questionnaire was administered with the aim of 

identifying students’ perceptions of academic expectations, supportiveness of their 

teachers and peers, and economic value of education.  Murdock’s sample can be split into 

three main groups: (i) students with both risk indicators (low-income and African 

American), (ii) students with one risk indicator (low-income or African American), and 

(iii) students with no risk indicator (higher income and Caucasian).  Murdock observed 

that students with both risk indicators had negative motivational context and had more 

disciplinary problems.  They reported lack of support from their teachers, low 

expectations from their peers’ future educational opportunities, and diminished economic 

value of education.  The students in the second group (with one risk indicator) ranked 

more positive than the first group and but still negative as compared to the third group 

(with no risk indicator) as far as the behavior and attitude towards education is 

concerned.  Murdock (1999) concludes that both risk indicators increase the chances of 

dropping out of high school while having both risk indicators increases this possibility 

much further.   

 

 



 
 
 

66 

Conceptual Models of Race and Achievement 

Conceptual and research models of race and achievement can be classified in two 

categories: (1) group identification and educational risk, and (2) racial barriers as 

facilitator for positive academic achievement. The first category of research, group 

identification and educational risk, highlights the potential for low achievement of 

minority students due to realization of their ethnic group’s disadvantages in society and 

related socioeconomic barriers.  In contrast, the second category recognizes group 

identification as a possible motivator for better academic performance.  

 

Group Identification and Educational Risk 

Several researchers argued that African American students realize that there are 

social and economic limits for African Americans that even a good education will likely 

not improve the odds for a better life (Felice, 1981; Ford, 1992; Fordham, 1988; Fordham 

& Ogbu, 1986; Mickelson, 1990; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992; Taylor, Castern, 

Flickinger, & Petersen, 1994). 

Felice (1981) studied Black student dropout behavior through interviewing 226 

high school dropouts and 400 students who were in attendance of school.  Also, he 

analyzed data available from school records as well as surveys administered to teachers.  

The variables included measured I.Q., gender, GPA, family SES, teachers’ expectations 

and perceptions of occupational structure openness and racial discrimination.  Between 

Black dropouts and Black students still attending school, the most striking difference was 

the perception of openness of the occupational structure.  The dropouts had negative 
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perceptions of the occupational system openness.  The students still in school were much 

less likely to perceive the occupational system as closed.  The Black dropouts did not 

appear to see value in education; they felt that low paying jobs, similar to their parents’, 

were their only option regardless of their education.  This perception was further 

strengthened by their close social network, which included peers and friends who 

dropped out of school to get blue collar jobs in hopes of the fact that they started working 

at a young age would help them later on by building up seniority.  As the second most 

important distinguishing factor, Felice (1981) observed the Black dropouts’ racial 

discrimination perceptions were much higher than the ones who were still in school.  

Teachers’ expectations and school rejection practices followed the perceptions of 

occupational structure openness and racial discrimination as distinguishing factors 

between the Black dropouts and Black students who are in school.   

Fordham (1988) conducted formal interviews with six high-achieving Black 

students in a Washington D.C. high school during the course of two years.  The 

racelessness concept is introduced as the mechanism adopted by Black students in order 

to establish academic success. As a result of this behavioral choice, while some of the 

high-achieving Black students distanced themselves from Black community and culture, 

others tried to juggle between the two “worlds.”  Fordham observed that the male 

students were more confused and ambivalent about turning their back to the Black 

community in exchange for academic success.  However, both female and male over-

achieving Black students perceived that the key to vertical mobility for Blacks in the U.S. 

is success in school.  Fordham questioned whether the path these students’ chose would 
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help the Black community in the long run (by virtue of having more Black people in the 

upper echelons).  She recognized the risk that these students might have little 

commitment to the Black community while landing higher paying jobs as a result of their 

academic success.   

Based on the aforementioned interviews Fordham (1988) conducted in a 

Washington D.C. high school, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) introduced a new concept, 

fictive kinship, in an effort to understand how Black community identity influences 

individual Black students academic success.  They observed that a Black student’s 

academic achievement is mostly labeled as “acting White,” which inevitably influences 

the student’s behavior and adversely affects his/her success.  In the authors’ framework, 

fictive kinship both provides a social identity and draws the boundary between the Black 

and White Americans. Thus an academically successful Black student is seen as one who 

is trying to cross the boundary defined by the fictive kinship.  The authors identified 

several mechanisms adopted by the students (who have potential to achieve academic 

success) to circumvent alienation by their peers while keeping their achievement levels 

high.  Keeping a low profile about grades (and not talking/bragging about them) appears 

to be common in all these students.  They also engage in activities that make them 

popular among their peers, thus diverting the attention from grades, such as athletics.  

Another strategy is what the authors call “clowning” whereby the academically 

successful student acts irrational (crazy/nutty) in social situations to portray 

himself/herself as someone who could not have high achievement.  Yet another 

mechanism involves seeking the protection of the social leaders (bullies) in exchange for 
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helping them with their schoolwork.  The authors conclude that all of these strategies for 

avoiding being labeled “acting White” take a toll on the students’ academic success as 

they have to maintain a delicate balance between schoolwork and being accepted by their 

peers.  

Mickelson (1990) designed and administered a survey to 1,193 high school 

students to explore the underlying reasons for attitude-achievement paradox 

demonstrated by Black students.  Michelson defines attitude-achievement paradox as the 

tendency for Black students to have positive attitude towards value of education while 

suffering from low achievement rates.  She explains this disparity by separating the 

students’ attitudes into two distinct components: (i) abstract attitudes, and (ii) concrete 

attitudes.  Abstract attitudes reflect the ideology largely favored by the White Americans 

that better education will lead to upward social mobility and higher quality of life; this 

perspective assumes a merit-based fair society.  Mickelson defines the concrete attitudes 

as those that are based on class and race, and heavily influenced by immediate social 

network (family, peers, community).  The concrete attitudes carry significant amount of 

skepticism towards the merit-based society.  Mickelson reported that when only concrete 

attitudes are considered in correlation to academic performance, the aforementioned 

paradox diminished.  She observed that Black students’ positive concrete attitudes were 

correlated to higher achievement and vice versa.  

Ford (1992) interviewed 148 fifth and sixth grade African American students in 

an effort to explore the students’ perceptions about the American achievement ideology 

and its influence on students’ achievement.  The subjects were 89 female and 59 male 
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students; 31 females and 17 males were identified as gifted by the school district.  Ford 

(1992) compared the data by gender and academic program (i.e., gifted versus average).  

She did not observe statistically significant differences between the responses/perceptions 

of female and male students.  However, perceptions were significantly different between 

the gifted and average students.  Gifted students held favorable opinions about the 

American achievement ideology, education and democracy.  The average students 

expressed pessimism about education and achievement.   

Steinberg et al. (1992) administered an extensive survey to approximately 15,000 

students from 9 high schools geographically dispersed throughout the U.S.  The sample 

represented a diverse group of students in terms of ethnicity, urban vs. rural setting and 

SES.  They examined the effects of parenting practices, valuation of education and 

students’ perceptions of relationship between school success and occupational rewards on 

students’ academic performance.  They have made several observations: 

(i) Those students who believed better education will lead to better 

opportunities performed better academically. 

(ii) Those students who believed lack of education will have negative 

consequences performed even higher. 

(iii) Students’ ethnic background did not make a difference on their 

belief in positive value of education. 

(iv) Asian-Americans believe there will be negative consequences if 

they lack education while Hispanic-Americans and African-

Americans exhibited optimistic outlook even if they fail in school. 
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(v) Asian-Americans spent twice as much time on homework and 

studying in comparison to their Hispanic-American and African-

American counterparts. 

(vi) Asian-Americans believed the harder/longer they studied the better 

they would perform while Hispanic-Americans and African-

Americans attribute success less to hard work. 

(vii) Asian-Americans reported that their parents had high academic 

standards and that they would be upset with low grades while 

Hispanic-Americans and African-Americans reported that their 

parents had lower academic standards.  

(viii) Asian-Americans are academically most successful compared to 

Hispanic-Americans and African-Americans. 

(ix) Although parents have more influence on students’ long-term 

plans, peers have a much higher influence on short-term attitudes 

and behaviors.  

(x) Parents have more influence on Hispanic-American students’ 

school performance as compared to Asian-American and African-

American students, for which peers are making a bigger difference.  

(xi) Asian-American students receive higher levels of peer support 

towards academic achievement while African-American students 

have to make a choice between academic success and staying 

popular with their ethnic group.  
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Taylor et al. (1994) explored the effects of the influence of perceived 

discrimination on academic success in African-American students.  The sample consisted 

of 344 African-American and White students in two high schools (one public the other 

Catholic); students were administered a survey.  The study sought measures of 

perceptions of discriminatory “job ceiling,” perceptions of value of education, ethnic 

identity, self-perceptions of ability and school performance.  The authors observed that 

the more the African-American students exhibit awareness of discrimination in job 

opportunities, the less value they attached to education, and the less effort they expended 

towards schoolwork.  On the other hand, this awareness did not have any effect on their 

self-perceptions of abilities.  Finally, strong ethnic identity in African-American students 

is positively associated with their academic success and level of engagement.   

Finn and Rock (1997) analyzed the survey responses of 1,803 minority high 

school student participants of U.S. Department of Education's National Educational 

Longitudinal Study of 1988 for measures of achievement tests, engagement and self-

esteem and locus control.  They classified the students based on their grades and 

graduation rates into three groups: (i) resilient students, those completing high school 

with good grades, (ii) nonresilient students, those completing high school with bad 

grades, and (iii) dropouts.  They have made a number of observations: 

(i) Male students had higher self-esteem than female students. 

(ii) African-American students had higher self-esteem than Hispanic-

American students. 
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(iii) Resilient students had higher self-esteem than nonresilient 

students; difference between self-esteem of nonresilient students 

and dropouts was statistically insignificant. 

(iv) Resilient students had higher locus-of-control scores than 

nonresilient students; nonresilient students had locus-of-control 

scores than dropouts. 

(v) Teachers thought female students were working harder and more 

engaged compared to male students.  

(vi) Female students’ attendance was lower than male students while 

male students had more problems with school authority. 

(vi) Lower income Hispanic-American students had lower attendance, 

arrived late and missed school more compared to African-

American students. 

(vii) Teachers thought resilient students were working harder and more 

engaged compared to nonresilient students; same observations 

were made between nonresilient students and dropouts (in favor of 

nonresilient students). 

(viii) African-American students reported doing less homework 

compared to Hispanic-American students. 

(ix) Resilient students reported doing less homework compared to 

nonresilient students; difference between self-reported homework 
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performance of nonresilient students and dropouts was statistically 

insignificant. 

In addition to the studies reporting African American students’ performance 

decrease due to recognition of societal inequity and having little faith in education’s 

potential to change the situation, based on the observations of engagement indicators 

(attendance, preparedness, homework), Finn and Rock (1997) concluded that student 

engagement is an important determinant of resilience and that the students may disengage 

if they do not identify with school.  

Some researchers investigating group affiliation and acknowledgement of societal 

inequity identified both as determinants of risk, especially when they have a profound 

effect on the self-concept (Demo & Parker, 1987; Finn & Rock, 1997; Oyserman, Gant, 

& Ager, 1995).  Demo and Parker (1987) administered a survey to 298 college students 

with equal numbers of African-American and White students (48% male and 52% 

female) exploring the relationship between the students’ GPA and self-esteem.  White 

female students reported having the lowest self-esteem while maintaining highest GPA.  

While the self-esteem scores between African-Americans and Whites were not 

significantly different, the GPAs of the African-American students were significantly 

lower.  The authors concluded that the academic success was not an important component 

for establishing a higher self-esteem.   

In an effort to better understand the relationship between school persistence and 

the self-concept in African-American students, Oyserman et al. (1995) conducted four 

studies that involved college and middle school students.  In the first study, they explored 



 
 
 

75 

how socially contextualized identity related to academic performance in university 

students, comparing African-American and White students.  For this purpose, they 

administered a questionnaire, measuring possible selves, identity constructs and strategies 

in obtaining possible selves.  The authors observed that individualism may be hurting 

African-American students academically as it associates achievement with identity, 

leading to self-blame in cases of failure.  They also observed that African-American 

students possessed a higher level of collectivism.  

In their second study, Oyserman et al. (1995) investigated the relationships 

between identity, self-esteem and school persistence of African-American middle school 

students.  They found that one’s awareness of racism help protect one’s self-esteem, 

which had a positive influence on academic performance.  However, connectedness to a 

group alone did not improve academic performance.  In a follow-up study on a subset of 

the sample, they observed that social context and gender have important impact on 

students’ perceptions of future prospects.  Finally, they looked at the effects of balance in 

possible selves on school performance in middle-school African-American students.  

Oyserman et al. (1995) found that balance in possible selves had a positive influence on 

school persistence, which is more pronounced in males as compared to females.   

As reported earlier, Finn and Rock (1997) also examined the interaction between 

self-esteem, achievement and engagement. Their observations include the correlation 

between higher grades and higher self-esteem.  

However, when focusing on African American students, it is observed that there 

is no clear interaction between self-esteem and better academic performance (e.g. low 
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achieving African American students with high self-esteem) (Demo & Parker, 1987; Finn 

& Rock, 1997; Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995). A possible explanation to this 

discrepancy is that some African American students write off areas they are expected to 

perform unsatisfactorily in an effort to protect their self-concept (Crocker & Major, 1989; 

Osborne, 1997).  

Crocker and Major (1989) provided an extensive review on existing literature on 

the relationship between self-esteem and stigma.  They focused their attention to, 

seemingly contradictory, high self-esteem in socially stigmatized populations.  The 

authors posited that the high self-esteem in these groups serve to protect the stigmatized.  

They proposed possible mechanisms as to how these groups handle the stigma and keep 

their self-esteem high, which include attribution to prejudice, self-comparison to only in-

group peers and emphasizing the areas they fare well while devaluing those they fare 

poorly.  Crocker and Major (1989) showed evidence for each of these mechanisms in 

literature and discussed their influence on these groups’ motivation.  

Taking previous researchers’ observation that African American students 

disidentify with academic achievement as a starting point, Osborne (1997) studied a large 

sample of high school students exploring if disidentifying occurs during 10th through 12th 

grades in African-American males, if there are disidentification differences between 

African-American male and female students, and if Hispanic-American students suffered 

from similar disidentification.  For this purpose, he analyzed National Education 

Longitudinal Study (NELS) data.  The sample Osborne studied consisted of African-

American, Hispanic-American and Whites, both genders represented, resulting in six 
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distinct groups (e.g. African-American male, Hispanic-American female etc.).  He 

observed strong disidentification in African-American male students.  The female 

African-American students disidentified with academics less compared to their male 

counterparts.  Among all six groups, the only group that experienced an increased 

identification with academic work during 10th through 12th grades was Hispanic-

American female students.  Although no explanation was given by the author, it is 

suggested that understanding the underlying reasons for this phenomenon might lead to 

educational practices for improved academic performance of African-Americans.   

Another perspective to group identification as educational risk focuses on 

awareness of social and economic barriers as determinants of academic success, which 

leads to lower performance in minority students who value education. Steele and 

Aronson (1995) introduced the stereotype threat concept based on the results of their 

research on African-American college students.  They defined the stereotype threat as the 

fear of confirming a negative stereotype about one’s group.  They conducted four studies, 

investigating the stereotype threat and its manifestation on African-American college 

students.   

In their first study, a large group of African-American and White college students 

were administered a difficult written verbal examination in a duration of 30 minutes.  The 

students were divided into three groups, each of which consisted of approximately equal 

number of African-Americans and Whites:  

(1) This group of students was told the test would diagnose their 

intellectual ability (diagnostic group). 
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(2) This group was told the test was exploring one’s problem-solving 

process (nondiagnostic group). 

(3) This group was almost the same as the nondiagnostic group; they 

were advised to see the test as a challenge and give their best 

(nondiagnostic-challenge group). 

The tests showed that the African-American students underperformed their White 

counterparts in the diagnostic group.  The performance was essentially equal in the 

nondiagnostic group.  However, African-American performance in the nondiagnostic-

challenge group was slightly worse than the White performance, preventing conclusive 

relationship between stereotype and performance.   

The second study involved 20 African-American female and 20 White female 

students, separated into two groups similar to Study 1 (diagnostic and nondiagnostic).  

Although similar to the test used in Study 1, there were some differences in the 

administered verbal test:  

(i) Duration of the test was reduced to 25 minutes, potentially 

increasing the pressure on the participants. 

(ii) The test was administered using computers. 

(iii) The time spent on each question and the number of referrals 

between pages (in reading comprehension questions) were 

recorded. 

(iv) After the test, participants completed another test measuring 

anxiety (Spielberger State Anxiety Inventory (STAI)). 
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They observed that the performance of the African-American students in the 

diagnostic group was significantly lower than the others; also they completed much fewer 

number of questions in the tests.  There were no significant performance differences 

between the African-Americans and Whites in the nondiagnostic students.   

In their third study, Steele and Aronson (1995) tested three additional questions: 

(1) If the stereotype threat is activated in African-American students 

by having them think that their intellectual ability is diagnosed, are 

those stereotypes also activated? 

(2) If the stereotype threat induces apprehension about confirming the 

stereotypes, does it also promote disassociation from those 

stereotypes? 

(3) Does stereotype threat lead to increased excuses for poor 

performance prior to taking a test?  

In an effort to address these questions, the authors formed three groups 

(diagnostic, nondiagnostic and control) consisting of approximately equal number of 

African-American and White, and male and female students (10 to 12 students per 

group).  The students belonging to diagnostic and nondiagnostic groups were given 

instructions by a person, while the control group received the instructions in written form 

with no human interaction.  All participants were informed that the test is exploring the 

relationship between two types of cognitive processes: lexical access processing (LAP) 

and higher verbal reasoning (HVR).  However, the students in the diagnostic group were 
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told that their verbal ability was being evaluated, while the nondiagnostic and control 

group students did not receive such information.  The test contained four distinct parts: 

(i) Stereotype-activating word-fragment completion (e.g., LA_ _ for 

lazy, _ _CE for race).  

(ii) Self-doubt-activating word-fragment completion (e.g., LO_ _ _ for 

loser, _ _ _ E R I O R for inferior). 

(iii) Self-handicapping measure with various potential excuses for 

anticipated poor performance. 

(iv) Stereotype-avoidance questionnaire, asking the students about 

activity preferences and personality traits, some of which were 

associated with images of African-Americans. 

The African-American students in the diagnostic group, in comparison to African-

Americans in the nondiagnostic group and Whites in both diagnostic and nondiagnostic 

groups, exhibited elevated levels of stereotype (about African-Americans) activation, 

elevated levels of self-doubt activation, elevated levels of preemptive excuses for poor 

performance, and finally greater tendency to avoid declaring preferences that might be 

associated with images of African-Americans.  

 Steele and Aronson’s (1995) third study showed that letting the African-

American students know that they are being intellectually evaluated, activated the 

stereotype threat and dramatically undermined their test performance.  The authors 

conducted a fourth study in order test whether stereotype threat activation without 

diagnosticity lead to poor performance.  The sample included approximately equal 
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number of African-American and White students.  The administered test was similar to 

those of Studies 1 and 2.  Half of the students were asked to write down their race on the 

test (race-prime group) while the other half were not (no-race-prime group).  None of the 

students were told that the test was a measure of their verbal ability, which makes the 

conditions similar to the nondiagnostic group of the Studies 1 and 2.  Racial identity 

priming by simply asking to write down their race had significant negative effect on 

African-American students’ test performance.   

 

Group Identification and Educational Motivation 

In contrast to the perspective relating group identification to educational risk, a 

number of researchers argue that awareness of socioeconomic barriers lead to positive 

achievement beliefs and better academic performance in African American students 

(O'Connor, 1997; O'Connor, 1999; Sanders, 1996).  

Sanders (1996) performed a qualitative analysis of interviews with 28 African-

American high school students (ages 12-15), evenly representing low, middle and high 

academic achievement, with the aim of exploring the relationship between achievement 

awareness of racism.  She divided the racism awareness into three distinct categories: 

(i) Minimalization or denial.  

(ii) Low and moderate awareness. 

(iii) High awareness. 

Seven students fell into the minimalization or denial of racism category, with only 

one of them high achieving.  Eleven students expressed low to moderate awareness of 
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racism and its subsequent potential for negatively affecting their future job opportunities.  

The academic achievement levels for these students were evenly distributed.  Finally, 

Sanders observed that 10 students exhibited high awareness of racism and racial barriers.  

However, more than half of these students were high-achieving and that they explicitly 

expressed that their awareness was further pushing them to succeed to prove the 

stereotypes about African-Americans wrong.  Sanders found a correlation between family 

practices inducing a positive racial identity, thus making the pupils more aware of racial 

divisions, and high academic achievement.   

O’Connor (1997) explored how awareness of racism and class system affected 

low-income African-American high-school students’ academic performance and attitude 

towards education and future opportunities.  The sample consisted of 46 African-

American high school students in two separate high schools; data was collected through 

interviews. O’Connor (1997) focused on 6 students among the 46 students, whom she 

called “the resilient six,” as these individuals were high-achieving and holding an 

optimistic outlook for their future prospects while maintaining a heightened awareness of 

racism and class system, and related barriers standing between them and their ambitions.  

She compared the resilient six to other students in the study who were exhibiting equally 

strong awareness of race and class related issues but not the similar optimism towards the 

future, and not the similar levels of achievement.  According to O’Connor (1997), what 

the resilient six members had in common, which was not shared by the others, was their 

perception of positive change is possible through struggle.  Their concept of struggle was 

largely influenced by their parents’ (or caretakers/guardians) responses to race-related 
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incidents at school.  The parents of the resilient six took a firm stance against racial 

discrimination thorough, confrontations and threats of official complaints/lawsuits.  The 

resilient six reported knowledge about how their parents responded when they themselves 

were subjected to discrimination, which were consistent with the parents’ response to the 

students’ discrimination. Furthermore, the resilient six showed signs of political activism 

through considering organizing protests against discrimination.  The other students’ 

parents, while displaying anger and frustration, shied away from confronting the 

institutions and took a dismissive position.  O’Connor (1997) concluded that while 

maintaining a strong racial identity and understanding of race/class system (and their 

negative consequences on low-income African-Americans’ lives), the resilient six were 

able to achieve high academic performance and optimism towards future, largely due to 

their parents’ manners of struggling against racial discrimination.  

O’Connor (1999) explored how low-income African-American high school 

students view the relationship between some social identities (i.e., race, class and gender) 

and opportunity structure.  Her sample was the 46 students, which constituted the larger 

sample in her earlier work (O'Connor, 1997).  The students were either high (top 5% 

GPA) or low (bottom 25% GPA) achievers.  O’Connor conducted her research through 

long interviews.  All of the students agreed that hard work and good education equips one 

to succeed in life.  However, she observed that the students’ view of how social identity 

is related to future opportunities.  Three main opinions emerged: (i) some students saw 

social identity as a strong determinant of future status, (ii) some thought social identity 

has minimum influence on opportunity, and (iii) the remaining expressed mixed 
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responses in which they considered one or more social identities as having a great deal of 

weight in determining/constraining prospects while other social identities as having a 

small or no influence.  The interesting observation in O’Connor’s study was that most of 

the high achieving students expressed race, class and gender as important factors 

determining one’s future and most of the low achieving students did not think any of 

those social identities had much influence on opportunities.  These observations disagree 

with the oppositional cultural perspective introduced by Ogbu (1987), which posits that 

one’s awareness of limited opportunities for one’s own group has a debilitating effect on 

one’s performance.   

Another example of group identification and awareness of socioeconomic barriers 

facilitating positive academic performance is realized when the historical attitude of 

African American community towards education is considered; in some cases, awareness 

of blocked access to education acts as a motivating factor. Spencer et al. (2001) studied 

562 African-American 6th to 8th grade high school students examining the relationship 

between racial identity and achievement.  The students were administered a survey in 

addition to grades, free/reduced-price lunch, SES data made available by the school 

administrations.  Most students fell into low-income category.  Based on students’ 

responses related to racial issues, the authors divided the sample into four groups: 

(1) Preencounter: These students identified with anti-African-

American stereotypes and responded with Eurocentric beliefs. 

(2) Encounter: These students exhibited a movement away from anti-

African-American attitudes. 
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(3) Immersion: These students displayed a reactive from of 

Afrocentrism in which they practiced anti-White attitudes while 

identifying with African-American cultural icons.  

(4) Internalization: These students embraced African-American 

identity while acknowledging the positive characteristics of other 

cultures.  

The analysis showed that both preencounter and immersion groups were more 

likely to have low performance.  Furthermore, the encounter and internalization groups 

were positively associated with higher achievement.  They also found that higher self-

esteem is associated with higher achievement. Preencounter group reported lower self-

esteem.  Observations of Spencer et al. (2001) are at odds with Fordham and Ogbu’s 

(1986) “acting White” assumption suggesting that the African-American students 

maintain a low profile when successful for fear of being labeled as “acting White.” 

Early research suggests historical perspectives may lead to better understanding of 

racism, which in turn may be related to better educational adjustment of minority 

students. Sedlacek and Brooks (1976) introduced a model relating academic success of 

minority students in predominantly White colleges to seven noncognitive variables.  

Sedlacek (1987) later added an eighth variable to the list.  These variables are: 

(1) Self concept: If positive, will contribute to success positively. 

(2) Self-appraisal: If realistic, recognizing weaknesses and taking 

corrective action, will contribute to success positively. 
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(3) Understanding of racism: Ability to function in racist 

environment/system will increase chances of success.  

(4) Community service: More involvement is associated positively 

with achievement. 

(5) Goal range: Ability to focus on long-term goal contributes to 

success. 

(6) Support: Social support (parent, friend, mentor, elder, etc.) 

increases chances of success.  

(7) Past leadership experience: Will contribute to success. 

(8) (ontraditional knowledge acquired: Diverse learning and 

conveying practices are associated positively with achievement. 

Building on the original seven variables and adding the eighth variable Sedlacek 

(1987) makes a number of recommendations to college administrators for improving the 

African-American college experience on predominantly White colleges.  These include: 

introduction of counseling focusing on racial identity, providing African-American 

students feedback in communication styles acceptable to African-American students, 

hiring more African-American faculty and staff, educating the White students, staff and 

faculty on race-related issues and potential benefits of diversity, developing a social 

support structure involving faculty and peers, and working with African-American 

students on applying their nontraditional knowledge they acquired outside the academic 

setting towards academic success. 
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Lastly, Bowman and Howard (1985) observed that messages of African American 

pride and awareness of social barriers conveyed by parents had positive impact on 

academic performance. Bowman and Howard (1985) interviewed 377 African-American 

individuals between the ages of 14 and 24, examining the effect of knowledge of racial 

barriers transmitted by parents on academic achievement.  The study sought to 

understand: (i) whether this transmission is common in African-American households, 

(ii) if there are gender-based differences in transmission or its consequences, (iii) how 

does the preparation for a racist environment effect sense of personal efficacy, and (iv) 

how does it affect academic performance? More than one third of the participants 

expressed that they did not receive any specific education on being African-American (or 

co-existing with Whites) from their parents.  Females were slightly less likely to receive 

education on racial status than males; however, they were much more likely to be taught 

racial pride.  Males were more likely to be taught about racial barriers and egalitarianism.  

The analysis showed that the socialization of proactive orientation by the parents led to 

higher sense of efficacy in the children.  When racial barriers were emphasized, it 

increased the chances of upward mobility of African-Americans.  Finally, the African-

American students who received education on racial barriers and importance of getting 

along with Whites performed academically better than their counterparts who have not 

received any such education.   
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Cultural Models for Variations in Minority Attainment 

In order to understand the fundamental reasons for lack of academic success of 

minority students, a considerable number of researchers focused on the interaction 

between the cultural aspects of minority groups and the educational system. Two main 

models emerged from these studies: (1) cultural differences discontinuities, and (2) 

cultural ecological perspective. However, these models are not based on mutually 

exclusive concepts, and researchers have at times used both models concurrently. The 

basic premise of the cultural differences discontinuities model is that the educational 

system places expectations on students without regard to the cultural background of the 

students; naturally, such a system would have bias towards the dominant society 

practices.  Thus, the minority students are penalized for their cultural differences (while 

their culture is not intrinsically deficient). The main drawback of this model is that it does 

not provide an explanation for the differences in academic performances of different 

minority groups.  The other model investigating the cultural aspects of minority academic 

performance, cultural ecological model, argues that the historical background of the 

minority groups and the manner in which they entered the United States may explain the 

wide range of academic success exhibited by different minority groups.  

The study by Ogbu (1987) described the framework for the cultural ecological 

perspective.  In this study, Ogbu (1987) reviewed different research perspectives 

addressing significant differences observed in minority students’ academic performance.  

He pointed out that some groups of minority students perform well although they are 

foreign to the culture and the language of the education.  If a minority group has 
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voluntarily migrated to the host country, his observations show that the students from that 

minority group perform much better compared to an involuntary minority group.  He 

separated factors influencing performance of students negatively into three categories: (i) 

society, (ii) school, and (iii) community.  The societal factors worked by denying the 

minority groups equal opportunities in the workforce (even if they had same/similar 

qualifications) and access to quality education.  The way school factors affected the 

minority groups was the lowered expectation from the students and treating them as 

having educational disabilities.  Ogbu argued that the dominant group in the society 

attributed the “good” qualities to them and treated the minority groups as inferior and 

having undesirable qualities.  Naturally, the minority groups respond to this type of 

treatment; however, responses differed between the groups.   

In search of understanding why different minority groups respond differently to 

discriminatory practices of the dominant society, Ogbu categorized the minority groups 

into three: (i) autonomous, (ii) voluntary/immigrant, and (iii) involuntary.  Although the 

autonomous group members may differ from the dominant group in their features or 

cultural/ethical belief systems, they are more or less integral part of the society and they 

do not suffer from the regular disadvantages experienced by other minority groups 

(Mormons and Jews can be put in this category).  The voluntary/immigrant minorities are 

those who move to the country in search of better opportunities (Chinese and Indian 

immigrant are representatives of this group) while the involuntary minorities were 

brought to the host country against their will through slavery or colonization (African-

Americans fall into this category).  Ogbu observed that the immigrant minorities retained 
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their cultural identity after arriving to the host country.  Involuntary minorities however 

developed a new identity specifically in opposition to the dominant group.  According to 

Ogbu, immigrant and involuntary minorities also differ in their approach to the 

opportunity structure: immigrant minorities represent a hopeful stance in which they 

believe hard work would pay off while the involuntary minorities tend to think that there 

is a limit, imposed by the dominant group, in the opportunity structure that they cannot 

surpass no matter how hard they try.  Another stark difference between the two groups is 

how they handle the discriminatory practices of the dominant group: the immigrant 

minorities generally ignore (arguing that they are guests in the dominant group’s country) 

or dismiss (arguing that these practices are due to ignorance and not institutionalized) 

these treatments, and trust that they will have good opportunities.  Involuntary minorities, 

on the other hand, foster a deep distrust towards the dominant group and believe that 

discriminatory practices are widely institutionalized.   

Ogbu’s analysis suggests that family and community plays a great role in 

students’ success in immigrant minority groups.  Both the family and the community 

assert a unified message to the students that the necessary condition for success in the 

United States is hard work.  The students feel the threat of being alienated/ostracized in 

case of academic failure.  In some cases, immigrants’ cultural values such as respecting 

elders, teachers and school authorities influence academic success positively.  Ogbu 

traces the fundamental difference between the immigrant and involuntary minorities to 

how they perceive cultural differences between theirs and those of the dominant group.  

Immigrant minorities see these differences as barriers to be overcome for a successful 
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existence (i.e., there is room for change).  Involuntary minorities treat these differences as 

social markers of identity, thus permanent.  Furthermore, involuntary minorities see some 

of the practices that are indicators of academic success as characteristics of the dominant 

group (“acting White”), which limits or prevents them to adopt such practices.  Finally, 

due to the deep distrust felt by involuntary minorities towards the dominant group 

prevents them to believe that their kids would receive as good an education as the 

dominant group’s kids.  In many cases, this leads to conflict with school authorities and 

pushes the students away from academic success.   

Later, Ogbu (1992b) categorized the cultural differences between the dominant 

(White) society and the minority groups into two main items: (1) primary cultural 

differences, and (2) secondary cultural differences. Both of these categories refer to the 

differences between minority youth’s cultural background and school culture, which 

signify cultural discontinuity from the student’s perspective. In his definition, primary 

discontinuities involve cultural norm and language differences and mostly experienced by 

the immigrant minorities. Adaptation, involving both language and cultural behavior, to 

White American practices is interpreted (by the immigrant minority groups) as a barrier 

to be overcome in order to achieve socioeconomic goals. Therefore, this adaptation is not 

treated as a threat to their identity and largely encourages success of youth in school 

setting. Ogbu defines secondary discontinuities are those emerge after an ethnic group 

becomes a minority, which is consistent with the situation of African Americans or 

Native Americans.  The interaction between these minority groups and the White society 

originally involved (and may still involve) domination, subordination and exploitation. 
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Ogbu argues that the groups experiencing secondary cultural differences interpret these 

differences as institutional discrimination against their group, which leads to 

development of cultural and linguistic practices towards creating an identity distinctly 

different from (and in opposition to) the dominant group. However, this group identity 

protection has a detrimental consequence of minority youth’s likely failure in school.   

In addition to Ogbu’s theoretical framework, some researchers studied specific 

discontinuities in a school setting. In one such study, Davidson (1999) considered the 

interactions/conflicts between minority youths and teachers. She analyzed a longitudinal 

study, in which 49 high school students were followed for 2 years, from a perspective of 

school engagement.  The students were interviewed four times; their grades, test scores 

attendance and disciplinary data were studied.  Also, the teachers and administrators were 

interviewed.  More than 70% of the students represented some form of social border.  

Davidson separated these into three categories:    

(i) Managed: Students in this group were able to overcome their 

stigmatized differences to become high-achievers.  

(ii) Difficult: Students in this group had difficulty in overcoming their 

stigmatized differences with partial success. 

(iii) Resisted: These students found the social borders impossible to 

break, which led to their resistant behavior and in most cases 

academic failure. 

Davidson found the personal relationship between teachers and the students with some 

form of social border of extreme importance as far as academic engagement is concerned.  
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She argued that these students tend to question school authority more and that negative 

academic effects of such attitudes could be partially averted through a strong teacher-

student connection based on trust.  Davidson also observed that the students facing social 

borders expressed preference for more democratic classrooms and more 

inclusive/interactive learning process.   

Within the cultural ecological perspective framework, the immigrant minority 

students’ ability to cross cultural boundaries in school is the key to their success. This 

ability manifests itself as the student can distinguish the cultural changes he/she has to 

undergo for academic success without compromising the essence of his/her cultural 

identity. Work by Gibson (1987) demonstrates this concept, in which she studied a 

sample of 44 Punjabi and 42 White senior high-school students through interviews with 

the students, parents and teachers.  She also had access to school performance measures 

of the sample population.  In her study, Punjabi students represented an immigrant 

minority group as defined by Ogbu (1987). Gibson found that if the Punjabi students 

received all of their education in the U.S., their academic performance was equal to or 

better than their White counterparts.  Even though most of these students did not speak or 

understand English language when they were entering schooling, they have learned 

sufficiently well to be able compete with native speakers.  However, almost all Punjabi 

students who arrived to the U.S. after fourth grade had to be placed in English as a 

Second Language programs.   

Gibson (1987) found out that in Punjabi families and community education was 

highly valued.  As a result of this supportive structure, the Punjabi students’ attendance 
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was high and they had much less disciplinary problems at school.  According to Gibson, 

the Punjabis were subjected to discriminatory practices in cultural settings through 

conveying of the idea that India/Indian culture is inferior to the U.S./U.S. culture. Also, 

their appearance, diet and practices were ridiculed.  The Punjabi community’s resistance 

to culturally assimilate manifested itself in lack of interaction between the teachers and 

the parents; the parents never visited the school unless specifically asked to attend a 

meeting.  This was at odds with the common belief of American educators that for 

students to be successful, their parents should be actively engaging in school affairs.   

In some cases, the school (teacher, administrators or peers) pressured the Punjabi 

students into conforming, which triggered a more protective stance from the parents.  The 

parents appear to actively blocking too much contact (especially in the case of females) 

with students from other groups.  They did however encourage their kids to follow their 

teachers’ advice on academic matters and try their hardest to perform well.  

Gibson (1987) observed that Punjabis largely ignored racial discrimination and 

avoided confrontation on race related issues.  According to Gibson (1987) there are two 

main reasons for this attitude: (i) realization (rightly or not) that fighting against racism 

will not change the situations, and more importantly (ii) an active struggle against racism 

would promote a more prolonged fight and would certainly distract the students from 

their studies.   

Another study that involved parallels to the cultural ecological perspective was 

conducted by Matute-Bianchi (1986). She investigated studied school performance of 

Japanese-American and Mexican-descent students in a high school located in an 
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agricultural town in California.  Her study led to categorization of Mexican-descent 

students into five different groups: 

(i) Recent-Mexican-immigrant: These students were those whose 

families recently had migrated to the U.S. They mainly spoke 

Spanish and had general difficulty speaking English.  They self 

described as “Mexicano” and considered Mexico as their 

permanent home.  Those members of this group who are successful 

in Spanish reading and writing were also successful academically 

in other classes.  Even though they were generally successful, 

teachers seemed to have positive opinions of them due to the 

students’ positive attitude.  

(ii) Mexican-oriented: These students had been in the U.S. for some 

years and had little or no difficulty with English.  However they 

were fluent in Spanish and used both languages interchangeably 

depending on the circumstances and context.  They self-described 

as “Mexican” and took offense if they were labeled as “Mexican-

American,” “Chicano” or “Cholo.”  Some members of this group 

showed high academic performance.   

(iii) Mexican-American:  Members of this group were born in the U.S. 

and described themselves as either Mexican-American or 

American (of Mexican descent).  Their Spanish speaking abilities 

were limited and English was their language of choice.  Many of 
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the successful Mexican-descent students belonged to this group.  

Among the Mexican-descent students, Mexican-Americans were 

most likely to participate in activities with Whites of other non-

Mexican-descent students. 

(iv) Chicano:  This was the most populous group. In addition to 

identifying themselves as “Chicano,” the descriptive characteristic 

of this group was its distance from school related activities and 

programs.  Although some of the members of this group expressed 

interest in doing well in school, their behavior was counteracting. 

(v) Cholo:  This group appeared close to Chicano but with added 

dimension of gang membership or sympathizer status.  

Matute-Bianchi (1986) interviewed teachers in the school in order to gain 

understanding of how teachers perceived different Mexican-descent groups.  The teachers 

made a clear distinction between the former three (recent-Mexican-immigrant, Mexican-

oriented and Mexican-American) and the latter two (Chicano and Cholo).  They 

described Chicano and Cholo members as generally not interested in school and less 

motivated.   

Matute-Bianchi (1986) formed a focus group for exploring perceptions of 

opportunity structure and value of education of Mexican-descent and Japanese-descent 

students.  She separated the participants into three categories: (i) successful Mexican-

descent students, (ii) Japanese-descent students (all participants in this group were 

successful), and (iii) unsuccessful Mexican-descent students.  The successful Mexican-
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descent students understood the link between good education and better opportunities. 

However, they lacked specific goal for future career choices.  Also, they did not have 

adults in their immediate social networks with the kind of jobs they would like to 

practice.  Japanese-descent students were surrounded with adults who held jobs that are 

considered desirable. Thus they were very specific with their future career choices and 

how to attain them.  Unsuccessful Mexican-descent students were most likely members 

of Chicano or Cholo groups.  They did not hang out with members of other groups; they 

claimed different portions of campus grounds as their turf – the more gang-involved the 

sub-group was, the farther away from the administration building their turf was.  

Although significant number of these students expressed interest in succeeding 

academically, their oppositional social identity blocked them from performing tasks that 

are necessary for academic achievement.  Interestingly, the school system appeared to 

have given up on them as they had offered an alternative program, called “school within a 

school,” which required considerably less academic effort to obtain a high-school 

diploma (with identification of their attendance to the “special” program).   

Portes and MacLeod (1996b) studied responses of 5,266 second-generation 

immigrant eighth and ninth grade students attending schools in Southern Florida and 

Southern California.  Data included a wide array of information including national origin, 

parents’ education level, parents’ occupation, duration of U.S. residence, GPA, and 

scores on mathematics and reading tests.  A subset of the sample was selected to study 

one advantaged and one disadvantaged group in each locality.  The advantaged groups in 

Southern California and Southern Florida were, respectively, Vietnamese and Cuban 
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while the corresponding disadvantaged groups were Mexican and Haitians.  The most 

common feature between the Vietnamese and Cuban communities was that both groups 

were displaced as a result of regime change in their respective countries, and at the time 

of their arrival to the U.S., they received governmental assistance in many forms.  In 

contrast, Mexican and Haitian communities are often in trouble with U.S. immigration 

authorities, and in general they do not receive help from the U.S. government.   

Portes and MacLeod (1996b) observed that Vietnamese and Cuban students 

performed exceptionally well in mathematics while Mexican and Haitian students’ 

performance were significantly lower than the sample and their respective school 

systems.  The minorities performed below the national median in reading; Cubans 

performed best, followed by the Vietnamese.  Their analysis showed that parental SES 

has a pronounced effect on performance.  Also important was the duration of U.S. 

residence.  After controlling SES, length of U.S. residence and other factors, the 

disadvantaged groups (Mexican and Haitian) still performed lower than the Cuban and 

Vietnamese students.  The authors suggest that the success of Vietnamese students, 

considering their parents’ rather low SES, was largely due to the cultural characteristics 

of their tight-knit community.   

Flores-Gonzales (1999) investigated the perceptions and attitudes of Puerto Rican 

high school students towards race, ethnicity and achievement.  Flores-Gonzales (1999) 

defined Puerto Rican ethnic group as involuntary minority, and compared her findings 

against observations of Ogbu and other researchers who develop/follow Ogbu’s 

oppositional cultural model.  Flores-Gonzales (1999) conducted three to four interviews 
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with a sample of 33 students, 11 high achieving and 22 low achieving, through the course 

of one year.  She complemented her research with school records.  All of the participants 

expressed belief that academic achievement translates to better opportunities later in life.  

Flores-Gonzales (1999) found no evidence of perceived association of high achievement 

with being White in Puerto Rican high school students; this observation was true for 

students of all achievement levels.  Furthermore, those who were academically successful 

were not alienated by their lower achieving peers; they were not accused of “acting 

White.” In contrast to the oppositional cultural model, the high achieving Puerto Rican 

students did not play down.  Flores-Gonzales (1999) argued that the difference between 

African-American and Puerto Rican students’ approach to the race and achievement 

dynamics is that African-American students equate academic performance to White 

ethnic identity.  Puerto Rican students, she observed, did not feel pressure of losing their 

ethnic identity if they perform well academically.  Flores-Gonzales (1999) concluded that 

not all involuntary minorities approach academic success in the same manner.  

Recently, Foster (2004) provided an extensive critical review of cultural 

ecological theoretical framework literature.  He criticized Ogbu for sliding into “culture 

of poverty” explanation for the differences between the minority groups’ academic 

success.  According to Foster (2004), Ogbu’s theory did not account for positive effects 

of strong African-American community on high achieving African-American students.  

Drawing on from his own research on Africans and African-Americans, Foster argued 

that some of the voluntary minorities looked down upon the involuntary minorities and 

that adopted practices leading to higher achievement in opposition to the involuntary 
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minorities.  Moreover, Foster (2004) pointed out that “acting White” in Ogbu’s research 

was never directly observed; it was always in the context of one minority group 

describing the others’ actions.  Foster (2004) concluded with his suggestions on how 

Ogbu’s theoretical framework could be improved by: (i) recognizing the dynamic nature 

of culture, (ii) observing the interaction between African-American community and the 

educational system, and (iii) understanding that the voluntary and involuntary minority 

definitions are not as rigid as Ogbu has described them to be.   

 

Oppositional Culture Model 

In effort to further explain academic achievement discontinuities among minority 

groups, a model of oppositional culture was introduced by Ogbu (1991a).  Ogbu’s model 

attempts to explain the complex phenomenon involving the seemingly puzzling 

performance gap among the minorities.  It is based on the premise that White Americans 

historically regarded African Americans as incapable of academic/intellectual success.  

Consequently, African Americans developed self-doubt and began to view academic 

success as the prerogative of Whites.  Ogbu contends that the effect of White perceptions 

and actions combined with Black internalization of such led to a collective 

discouragement of Blacks moving them away from academic success and opposition of 

the dominant or White culture.  Following this line of thought, those members of the 

minority who succeed academically were accused of “acting White.”  Ogbu, in his model, 

takes into account the history of the minority group under consideration, patterns of 

school performance among minority groups and various barriers to school adjustment and 
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success.  These barriers include cultural and language differences and folk theories of 

success.  

 Many conventional explanations for achievement gaps included genetics 

(Herrnstein & Murray, 1994; Jensen, 1998)(Jensen (1969), cultural and language 

differences and social class disparity.  However, according to Ogbu (1991a), none of 

these theories were rigorously supported by scientific data and that they fail to address 

the effects of various important factors in the educational performance profiles of 

different minority groups.  These factors consist of the history of individual minority 

group and its influence on group attitudes towards education and different interpretations 

of schooling between each minority group.  At this juncture, Ogbu (1991a) defines the 

role of cultural models (also called as folk theories) in affecting a given group’s way of 

living.  A cultural model of a minority group provides the members of that group with a 

framework to interpret the events and experiences in the general society and how it 

relates to the individual group.  It also serves to guide the members in navigating within 

various social systems.  Thus, a cultural model about education will guide the members 

of the group on how to behave in academic settings and, in turn, shape academic 

orientation.   

 It is long observed that there are significant academic performance gaps among 

minority groups.  Ogbu (1991a) explores at this issue through the cultural model lens and 

postulates that different minority groups have different cultural (educational) models 

leading to significantly different outcomes in school success.  His comparative research 

shows that cultural models of the more successful minorities have common aspects 
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among themselves in the way they interpret the dominant culture and their place in 

dominant society.  Also, the cultural models of successful and unsuccessful minorities 

differ from each other on those very points.  Between the successful and unsuccessful 

groups, Ogbu (1991a) observes that, there exist two important historical factors which 

play a significant role in forming their cultural models: 1) the groups’ initial terms of 

incorporation into the dominant society, and 2) how these minority groups respond to 

discrimination (both groups experience discrimination).  

 Within the context of oppositional culture model, with respect to their initial 

terms of incorporation, the minorities are separated into two main groups: 

1. Immigrant/voluntary minorities:  These are the minorities who moved to 

current/host society with aspirations of better economic well-being, 

opportunities and freedom. Examples of such groups include Hispanics, 

Mexicans and Koreans in the U.S., Sikhs in the UK and Turkish peoples in 

Australia. 

2. Nonimmigrant/involuntary minorities: These are the minorities who were 

brought into their current society through slavery, colonization and conquest.  

In general, they resent loss of freedom and perceive the social, economic and 

political barriers as part of their “undeserved” oppression.  Examples of these 

groups include African Americans and Native Americans in the US, Koreans 

in Japan and Maoris in New Zealand. 

While both of these minority groups are subject to discrimination; their response to 

discrimination and their interpretation of their place in the society is distinctly different.  
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Voluntary minorities treat discrimination as temporary barriers that must and can be 

overcome by education and hard work.  They also accept discrimination with the 

rationalization that they are “strangers” in a “foreign land” and have no other choice if 

they choose to remain in their new country.  In dealing with prejudices and 

discrimination, the voluntary/immigrant minorities have multiple coping mechanisms.  

First, some remind themselves that if their plans and aspirations are not realized in their 

host society, they can return to their homeland.  Second, and more importantly, they have 

a robust two-fold positive frame of reference, comparing their current status to: (1) their 

previous status in their home country, and (2) their peers’ current status in their home 

country.  Both of these comparisons, more often than not, provide voluntary/immigrant 

minorities the rationale to believe that their current status is superior.  Third, 

voluntary/immigrant minorities come to their host society with a strong sense of identity.  

They maintain homeland culture and traditions and form strong communities extending 

well beyond blood relations.  They enjoy the luxury of choosing and selecting the most 

desirable aspects of the dominant culture to adopt, language commonly being at the 

forefront, while retaining important aspects of their original culture and traditions.   

 Ogbu (1991a) presents the involuntary minority status as starkly different.  In 

contrast to voluntary minorities, involuntary groups perceive discrimination as permanent 

and institutionalized.  This groups’ awareness of structural and institutional inequalities 

manifest as a deeply held believe that the concept of meritocracy is a myth and it takes 

more than education and hard work to become successful in the U.S.  Unlike the 

immigrant minorities, the involuntary minorities have no positive frame of reference; 
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there is no “homeland” to compare their current status to.  Therefore, comparisons are 

made against the dominant group members giving rise to a negative frame of reference.  

As a result, their coping mechanism becomes developing “oppositional cultures” in 

reference to an oppressive dominant culture.  These oppositional cultures define clear 

boundaries between minority and dominant cultures with distinct cultural differences.  

The differences become “symbols of identity” for the minority groups which provide 

them with collective identity and self-worth.  Ogbu (1991a) argues that oppositional 

cultures lead to peer pressure and strong disagreement (“affective dissonance”) between 

members who behave and replicate actions of dominant group members (which is 

commonly known as “acting White” as introduced in Fordham and Ogbu (1986)). 

 According to Ogbu’s (1991) research, the relationship between minority status, 

cultural models and academic success exhibit sharp differences between groups.  

Involuntary minority parents have strong convictions in the notion of an education 

equating success and as such assertively press for children to succeed in school.  They 

place the responsibility for success largely on the students themselves.  The parents do 

not entertain “discrimination” or “language” as barriers arguments.  In addition to the 

authoritative push, they heavily engaged in and monitor the students’ academic progress. 

Parents and other adults in the minority community, as a united front, send a strong 

message to the school children: good education will lead to prosperity and better 

opportunities.  According to Ogbu (1991a), voluntary/immigrant minority children 

largely respond to this message as reflected in their educational outcomes.   
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 While the students and adult members of the involuntary minority express desire 

to achieve success, in comparison to immigrant minorities, there is less community and 

family pressure in that direction.  Parents appear to give contradictory messages to 

children: while encouraging them for academic success, simultaneously they engage in 

open discussions about social injustices and discrimination in front of the children.  This, 

Ogbu (1991a) argues, certainly discourages the student from putting in the effort to 

become successful in school.  As a result, involuntary minority students develop survival 

strategies involving heavily anti-academic activities such as hustling, pimping and 

dealing.  Common and popular theme becomes “making it” without working, especially 

without doing the “white man’s” work.  This peer pressure drives the students away from 

academic success.  Even if there is no direct peer pressure, the students appear to have 

internalized their group’s attitude in “oppositional” way.  

The decades long research conducted by Ogbu (1991a) and his co-workers on 

oppositional culture models and “acting White” found great following in the field of 

sociology of education.  It also led to a significant amount of research evaluating his 

hypotheses. The study by Steinberg et al. (1992), cited earlier under “Conceptual Models 

of Race and Achievement” section, assessed the effects of parenting practices, familial 

attitude towards education and students’ beliefs about future rewards due to high 

academic success on school performances of different groups.  In their study, two distinct 

parenting approaches were defined: (i) authoritative: this group represents warm and 

strict parenting while allowing the children autonomy, and (ii) authoritarian: this 

approach places emphasis on obedience and conformity with diminishing effects on self-
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confidence and independence. Their research results showed that African American and 

Hispanic American students spent less time on homework.  Steinberg et al. (1992) 

expressed belief that this “unwarranted optimism” of African American and Hispanic 

American students might be hurting their future.  They drew specific conclusions for each 

student group as follows:  

(i) White Americans: Authoritative parenting combined with peer support helps 

their academic achievement. 

(ii) Asian Americans: While authoritarian parenting can be detrimental, its 

effects are reversed by peer support, so much so that this group is 

academically most successful. 

(iii) Hispanic Americans: Authoritarian parenting and low peer support is 

detrimental to their performance. 

(iv) African Americans: While authoritative parenting helps, lack of peer 

support is a barrier to success for this group. 

The findings that African American and Hispanic American students spent less time on 

homework are consistent with Ogbu’s observations, however reasons suggested for this 

by Ogbu (1991a) and Steinberg et al. (1992) differ drastically.  Steinberg et al. (1992) 

suggests that the reason for lack of interest is African American and Hispanic American 

students’ unwarranted optimism.  The involuntary minority participants in Ogbu’s 

research do not carry any such optimism toward their future.  

 Another study reporting optimism, though certainly not unwarranted, was 

conducted by O’Connor (1997) in which she followed six African American adolescents, 
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all low-income, four males and two females, and all high-achieving.  These students 

demographically represent a risk group for dropping out with little chance of “making it” 

to middle to upper-middle class later in life.  But they had genuine belief that they would 

achieve this goal.  In this study, O’Connor tries to explain their “resilience.”  The study 

was part of a larger study involving 46 students.  The six individuals O’Connor settled on 

were aware that being an African American individual in the US raises enormous 

barriers, but yet they continued to be hopeful about their future.  O’Connor compared 

these 6 students to other high achieving African American students in the study who were 

also optimistic about the future but not acknowledging the aforementioned barriers.  

O’Connor observed that the social support structure (provided by their immediate family) 

around the “resilient six” were all active in challenging the system using the system’s 

tools/rules which in turn gave the students motivation and hope.  O’Connor concluded 

that this was significant and that it challenged Ogbu’s Oppositional Cultural Model. 

 Cook and Ludwig (1998) explored answers to three distinct questions which are 

closely related to Ogbu’s hypotheses in Oppositional Cultural Model: 

1) Compared to White Americans, do African Americans experience more 

alienation within their group when they have a positive attitude towards 

school?  

2) Does academic success bring “social penalties” in African American students? 

3) If so, is it more than their White counterparts? 

In search of answers to these questions, Cook and Ludwig (1998)analyzed the National 

Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS) of 1988.  The participants of NELS 1988 were 
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re-interviewed in 1990 and 1992.  The data collected included socioeconomic status 

(SES), educational expectations, school persistence, effort, parental involvement, 

measures of popularity and achievement penalties of 10th graders in 1990.  After their 

analyses of NELS 1988 and re-interviews of 1990, Cook and Ludwig (1998) answered 

each of the above questions as “apparently not,” which contradicts Ogbu’s observations.  

The potential (and obvious) drawback of the study is that it relies on self-reporting by 

students on subjective matters such as popularity.  Also, there is possibility that the 

African American students might not be forthcoming in their answers to questions 

prepared by White Americans, asked by White American surveyors. 

 Later, Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey (1998) directly assessed four distinct 

hypotheses put forth by the Oppositional Culture Model (of Ogbu) based on the NELS 

1990.  Their sample included involuntary (African American) and immigrant (Asian 

American) minorities, and non-Hispanic White American high school students.  The 

assessed hypotheses were: 

1) Involuntary minorities’ expectations from education and anticipation of good 

job opportunities are lower than those of immigrant minorities and White 

Americans. 

2) There is more resistance to school in African American students compared to 

the other groups. 

3) There is peer pressure against academic success among African American 

students. 



 
 
 

109 

4) The reason for performance disparity between the involuntary minorities and 

other groups is resistance to school. 

Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey (1998) concluded that the NELS data is inconsistent 

with Ogbu’s Oppositional Culture Model in two aspects: 

i) In contrast to Oppositional Culture Model, the African American students 

expressed belief that education was valuable and that they were optimistic 

about future job opportunities. 

ii) African American students, in general, had a positive attitude towards school. 

Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey (1998) reported high achieving African 

American students as popular.  The authors suggested that the achievement/performance 

gap is largely due to economic inequity and residential segregation.  However, the 

authors do not address why Asian American students, while living in segregated 

communities, perform better.  Similarly, the low performance by African American 

students living in middle class, racially integrated suburban residential areas cannot be 

explained by their observations.  Finally, the source of data for this study, NELS, is the 

same as Cook and Ludwig (1997) used, sharing the same drawbacks inherent to self-

reporting by the students on subjective matters.  Thus there is considerable doubt on the 

general conclusions drawn by the authors. 

 Another prominent study on the topic was conducted by Ferguson (2001) in 

which he analyzed a set of data collected from a high school in Shaker Heights, Ohio.  

Ferguson claims that the high school is recognized as one of the best in the US and it has 

a mixed African American and White American student body.  The study does not 
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consider voluntary vs. involuntary minority performance gap, rather it focuses on 

Oppositional Culture Model and Acting White phenomenon.  The data was collected in 

the form of a survey involving students from 7th through 11th grades.  Ferguson draws 

multiple conclusions, among them are the following: 

1) When comparing African Americans against White Americans on their desire 

to participate in class, if the family background and parental education is 

controlled, African American students appear to be slightly more interested in 

school. 

2) African American students’ lack of skill accumulate over years and although 

they spend more time and effort on homework assignments, they do not 

receive much help at home and this, in combination with the fact that they 

possess fewer skills, leads to decreased performance. 

3) Peer pressure against academic success exists, but its level is about the same 

for African Americans and Whites. 

4) “Acting White” does not occur when the African American students achieve 

success.  Rather, it occurs in the process of achieving higher performance; 

when African American students spend less time with others in the group and 

pick White study partners in advanced classes (statistically, White students are 

more available in advanced classes than African Americans), the other 

members of the group accuse the academically successful member of “Acting 

White” and alienate him/her.  
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Ferguson found “no clear evidence” of opposition to achievement.  He suggested that the 

focus be lack of skills in African American students and improvement of 

learning/teaching techniques rather than the Oppositional Culture Model.  However, 

Ferguson’s environmental explanation breaks down when one considers the case of 

middle class African American students living in suburbia integrated with White 

Americans and yet still underperforming.  

 Recently, Fryer and Torelli (2005) performed research focusing on “Acting 

White” and examining the relationship between popularity and academic achievement.  

The population in their study included African American, Hispanic American and White 

American students.  They defined and constructed an “index of social status,” measuring 

popularity of individual students based on their social networks.  This index does not 

involve self-reported popularity, thus the authors’ claim that it is more reliable compared 

to several previous studies that used self-reported popularity measures.  Fryer and Torelli 

(2005) made following observations: 

1) Academic success leads to high popularity among White American students. 

2) Academic success leads to moderately high popularity up to a certain GPA 

(3.5 out of 4), then drops sharply for African American students. 

3) Academic success and popularity does not interact up to a GPA of 2.5, then 

popularity drops sharply with increased GPA for Hispanic American students. 

Another important observation was that African American students did not alienate other 

African American students for being successful.  The alienation came when high 

achieving African American students behaved in ways associated with successful White 
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American students (e.g., participation in class, brownnosing, using proper language, 

taking advanced placement classes).  Fryer and Torelli’s conclusions include: 

1) “Acting White” is salient in schools with interracial contact with African 

American students underrepresented. 

2) “Acting White” is more common in public schools. 

3) “Acting White” is not seen in schools with predominantly African American 

student body. 

4) “Acting White” is nonexistent in private schools regardless of racial 

distribution. 

5) Different minority groups exhibit different social status vs. academic success 

relationships. 

6) There is no empirical support for Ogbu’s Oppositional Culture Model. 

Ogbu’s Oppositional Culture model has made a great impact on minority academic 

achievement research evidenced by its continued utilization by educational scientists. As 

with any prominent theoretical framework attempting to explain a complex system 

through a limited set of rules, it has attracted, and continues to do so, a great many 

proponents and a number of opponents. Nonetheless, it is a valuable contribution to the 

field serving as a springboard for further improved theoretical work.  

 

Closing Remarks 

In this chapter, a comprehensive review of literature related to this dissertation 

has been performed. The literature provides a wide range of perspectives including 
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identity formation, stereotyping and conceptual models of race and achievement. Also, a 

substantial amount of relevant work on cultural models studying minority achievement 

was reviewed. The literature involves a variety of comparisons such as: minority vs. 

White, voluntary vs. involuntary minorities, advantaged vs. disadvantaged minorities, etc. 

Studies examining sub-groups within an ethnic minority is rare; one such study is one 

conducted by Matute-Bianchi (1986) on Mexican-descent students. Recognizing that the 

achievement gap between Blacks and Whites still persists, examination of the perceptions 

and expectations formed by experiences of distinctly different Black student groups 

would lead to better understanding of root causes of this achievement disparity.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  

METHODOLOGY A
D PROCEDURES 

 

Introduction 

   The primary intent of this study is to investigate and understand the relationship 

between existing and/or established negative stereotypes of Blacks in America and the 

perceptions and expectations of higher education of African American and Black African 

high school students residing within the U.S.  Given the exploratory nature of the 

research questions and the necessity to capture the lived experiences and authentic voice 

of the participants, this study warrants a qualitative case study approach.  In order to 

pursue this study of social inquiry, a qualitative approach is best suited to fully 

comprehend of the experiences, meanings, and perspectives held by the participants in 

the study (Creswell, 1998; Miller & Salkind, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Over the course of the 2007-2008 academic year, 26 African American and Black 

African high school students were recruited and enrolled as participants in interviews and 

reflexive photography exercises.  This chapter will present the methods and procedures 

employed in this study.  It highlights the procedural framework by addressing 

recruitment, data collection, data analysis and design limitations.  The data were collected 

over a period of seven weeks during the summer and beginning of fall semester of 2008 

at a Research I institution with student recruits attending two local high schools in 

Arizona to answer the primary and subsidiary research questions of the study.   
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Primary Research Question One   

What is the nature of the relationship between existing negative 

stereotypes of Blacks and the perceptions and expectations of higher 

education for African American and Black African high school students 

within the United States?    

Subsidiary Research Question One  

How do African American and Black African high school student define 

themselves in terms of racial identity?  What is the importance of racial 

identity and what are the meanings attached to how they define 

themselves?   

Subsidiary Research Question Two 

In which ways do they encounter racism, discrimination, prejudice and 

negative stereotypes and what, if any, strategies do they employ in order to 

survive and redefine themselves? 

Subsidiary Research Question Three 

What are the negative stereotypes of Blacks that exist among African 

American and Black African high school students?  What are the social 

constructs and/or other obstacles presenting barriers to these students 

while attempting to fulfill their individual, educational, and social 

potential?   
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Research Site  

While recruits attended two local high schools with the largest African American 

and Black African high school student populations, the setting in which the vast majority 

of study activities took place was a Research I university; one of the three 4-year public 

institutions located in Arizona.  In addition to the main campus, where researcher-

participant study activities took place, the university has a satellite campus providing 

educational programs to rural areas.  As disclosed by the Institution Fact Book, the total 

FTE undergraduate and graduate combined population of students for the main campus 

during the fall 2007 semester was 37,217 (University of Arizona Office of Institutional 

and Planning Support, 2008) Of this total population, 1,142 students were designated as 

Black Non-Hispanic and 2,261 as international.  While there is no definitive evidence 

that they are Black populations as the university does not track this information of 

international students, approximately 74 of the total international population reportedly 

hail from sub-Saharan African countries (4 persons in total population did not specify 

country of origin) (University of Arizona Office of Institutional and Planning Support, 

2008).  The purposeful selection of this research setting was twofold: 1) the geographic 

location of the setting is the intersection of three local high schools and given this 

proximity, many students attending the two high schools would have some knowledge of 

or likely have had interactions with representatives from or personally visited the college 

campus, and 2) the setting permitted an opportunity for the student participants to 

physically situate and envision themselves within the domain of higher education and 

allowed further investigation of their perceptions of how they may or may not integrate 
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into this community.  As noted previously, the research setting was a predominately 

white institution, and as such, it was particularly important to conduct this study within 

this type of setting as a means of creating conditions these students may encounter when 

they visit colleges as well as capturing responses to this environment. 

 

City and Community Demographics 

In order to better understand potential barriers African American and Black 

African students may face in the attainment of higher education, it is important to first 

understand the context in which this study takes place.  According to the U.S. Bureau of 

the Census the population in Southwestern City has grown steadily and significantly over 

the last half century. Population project data show the anticipated growth in Southwestern 

City to be from a population of 486,699 to 595,807 in 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006).  

As illustrated in Table 1, the largest group is comprised of White Non-Hispanics (about 

61 percent, compared to 75 percent nationally), the minority population has increased 

during the past decade. Hispanics are Southwestern City’s largest minority group; in 

2000, Southwestern City’s Hispanic population was 35.7 percent, compared with about 

30 percent for the nation, 40 percent for Albuquerque, and 59 percent for San Antonio.  

Southwestern City receives its largest number of Hispanic immigrants from Mexico, 

which is as expected given border town status. The number of those who classified as 

African American or Black remained relatively low and decreased somewhat from 1990 

to 2000 at 4 percent to 2.9 percent, respectively. This figure is significantly lower than 

the approximate 13.4 percent population of African Americans/Blacks reported 

nationally.  
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Table 1: Southwestern City Racial and Ethnic Growth 1990-2000 

 
Source: From the United States Bureau of the Census, 1990 and 2000. 
*Data for 1990 Census not available. 
 

 

Educational Attainment 

Educational attainments in Southwestern City is comparable to that of national 

figures and given that over one-quarter of its residents are under the age of 18, this is of 

particular significance. In 2000, the U.S. Bureau of the Census reported that of the 

population age three and over who were enrolled in school, ten percent was in pre-

primary school, 42 percent was in elementary and high school and 36 percent was in 

college. Overall, educational attainment in Southwestern City increased from the period 

of 1990 to 2000; 80 percent of residents 25 years and over earned a high school diploma 

or higher, up from 79 percent in 1990, and equal to national attainment figures. 
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Additionally, residents with less than 9th grade education decreased by about one and 

one-half percent. However, the proportion of the population leaving high school with no 

diploma showed little change. Given the centrality of the Research I university and 

various industry types in Southwestern City, it is not surprising that percentages of 

residents with various levels of college education increased. Demonstrating the 

stratification of Southwestern City resident groups that may be linked to the racial/ethnic 

composition and socioeconomic status, approximately 20 percent of Southwestern City’s 

population over 25 had less than a high school education in 2000; 24 percent graduated 

from high school; 27 percent had some college; seven percent earned an associate degree; 

and 23 percent had a bachelor’s degree or higher (Table 2).  

 
Table 2: Southwestern City Educational Attainment from 1990-2000  

    
 
Source: From the United States Bureau of the Census, 1990 and 2000. 
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District and School Demographics 

Southwestern City School District operates 73 elementary schools, 19 middle 

schools, 10 high schools and 11 alternative programs, for a total of 113 schools (Tucson 

Unified School District).  The district workforce includes approximately 7,000 full-time 

employees to include: 217 administrators, 3,862 teachers & 3,742 support staff 

employees to serve nearly 56,596 students (Tucson Unified School District).  As 

illustrated in Table 3, Hispanic students are the largest population in the district. This 

figure also demonstrates that demographic shifts have occurred over the past five years.  

While the White population has decreased, all racial and ethnic groups have increased 

over the five year span.  It should be noted, according to district officials, the percentages 

of African American students does not disaggregates Blacks born in the U.S.; rather the 

figures include both African American and Black African immigrant populations. 

In addition to a high population of ethnic minority students, the district has a high 

concentration of low-income families.  Approximately 35,000 students, nearly 62% of the 

district’s student populations qualify for free and reduced-price lunch program (Tucson 

Unified School District). In addition to large low-income populations, the district faces 

greater challenges as nearly half of the low academic performance.    

 District data provide a general overview of the Southwestern City Unified School 

District, data related to the schools in which the participants of this study attended permit 

the ability to contextualize the environments which shape the students’ experiences.  
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Southwestern and South Mountain high school have slightly different compositions of 

racial and ethnic groups; particularly those classified as African American (per district 

officials, this percentage includes Black and Black African students) with 7.1% and 

12.1%, respectively (Table 4).  While the African American, or Black student population 

somewhat reflects the Black population in the district overall, South Mountain’s Black 

student population is somewhat higher. This difference may be attributed to specific 

English as a Second Language programs developed South Mountain High School in 

response to a mass influx of Black African immigrant students.  South Mountain High 

School is located within walking distance of many of the apartment complexes where 

predominately immigrant families reside.  

Table 3: Southwestern City School District Population by Ethnic Group over Five Years 
  1/30/2005 1/30/2006 1/30/2007 1/30/2008 1/30/2009 

White/Anglo 

20,837 

(34.5%) 

19,815 

(33.0%) 

18,968 

(31.8%) 

17,856 

(30.8%) 

16,818 

(29.8%) 

African American 

4,051 

(6.7%) 

4,129 

(6.9%) 

4,134 

(6.9%) 

4,147 

(7.2%) 

4,182 

(7.4%) 

Hispanic 

31,508 

(52.1%) 

32,093 

(53.4%) 

32,465 

(54.4%) 

31,860 

(55.0%) 

31,474 

(55.7%) 


ative American 

2,450 

(4.1%) 

2,423 

(4.0%) 

2,499 

(4.2%) 

2,498 

(4.3%) 

2,460 

(4.4%) 

Asian/Pacific Islander 

1,581 

(2.6%) 

1,594 

(2.7%) 

1,622 

(2.7%) 

1,581 

(2.7%) 

1,559 

(2.8%) 

Total District Students 60427 60054 59688 57942 56493 

Source: Southwestern City Unified School District profile website. 

 

 

 



 
 
 

122 

Table 4: School’s Student Racial and Ethnic Composition 
  Southwestern  South Mountain  

White/Anglo 26.4% 29.3% 

African American 7.1% 12.1% 

Hispanic 60.1% 50.3% 


ative American 3.9% 3.9% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 2.4% 4.4% 

Total Students 2746 1290 

Source:  Southwestern City Unified School District profile website. 

 

As it is important to comprehend the context of this study’s participants’ daily 

exchanges, descriptive statistics after 1995 on the racial and ethnic composition of 

administration, faculty and staff were not available through the district.  Therefore, this 

study will rely on these data as provided by the student participants. 

While only miles from one another, Southwestern and South Mountain high 

schools maintain distinctly different curricula.  Both are magnet schools and attract 

somewhat different populations based on their programs.  Perhaps related, student 

performance on their standardized achievement tests vary between the two schools.  

Southwestern High School has a curriculum designed to increase the pipeline of 

graduates to the local university.  Approximately 82% of students who graduate from 

Southwestern high school continue their studies in institutions of higher education 

(Arizona Department of Education).  Scholarships awarded to the 2008 senior class 

totaled over $10.5 million to include National Merit, Gate’s Millennium and National 

Hispanic Scholarship recipients (Arizona Department of Education). Southwestern has a 

cooperative agreement that permits students to take advantage of programs at the local 
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university and community colleges to satisfy advanced placement credits for ten 

academic areas.  Other curricular focus includes visual arts, technological education, 

science and engineering. Recently, the school has adopted an approach mirroring that of 

universities whereby students may choose to focus on a “major” program while satisfying 

state standards.    

South Mountain High School administration prides itself on the vast diversity of 

the student body. Due to the extensive English as a Second Language Program (ESL), 

over fifty different languages are spoken by the students who attend South Mountain.  

The school has a comprehensive education with particular focus areas in gifted and 

talented education (GATE), humanities, ESL, special education, culinary arts, building 

trades as well as two magnet strands in aviation/aero tech and health-related studies (e.g., 

pharmacy technician, medical imaging and nursing assistants) (Arizona Department of 

Education). While the mission of South Mountain is “to educate equally all our students 

to achieve graduation and personal success,” of greater concern is the lack of options 

beyond vocational training made available to most students.  

While the mission, objectives and focus of the two schools appear to be 

significantly different, Southwestern and South Mountain High Schools both suffer from 

less than optimal scores in their academic performance ratings; however, Southwestern 

students seem to prevail in that a majority continue on to institutions of higher education. 

When reviewing the aim of Southwestern to increase numbers of college bound students, 

a specialized curriculum geared to achieve this goal, and higher scores on the state 

standardized exams one may deduce that South Mountain’s focus on career/technical 
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training may negatively impact student scores on the state standardized achievement tests 

(Tables 5 and 6).  This suggests that between the two schools, students attending 

Southwestern may have a greater likelihood of reaching their goals of postsecondary 

attainment.  Facing additional barriers to attending college, nearly one half of all high 

school students attending South Mountain high School fail to attain adequate scores on 

the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS); South Mountain high school is 

also where the vast majority of Black African immigrant students attend.  

 
Table 5: Southwestern High School AIMS Scores 

Sources:  Arizona Department of Education 
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Table 6: South Mountain High School AIMS Scores 

 
Source:  Arizona Department of Education. 

  

Sample Selection and Recruitment 

I purposefully targeted recruitment efforts to capture a sample of students 

attending Southwestern and South Mountain high school as they both have the largest 

African American and Black African student populations in the Southwestern City 

District.  The selection and recruitment of high school students from two distinctly 

different Black groups was particularly crucial to support the scope of this study and to 

contribute to the body of literature on Black youth academic achievement as there has 

been limited research on how the various social identities of Black youth are shaped and 

perhaps intersect to affect perceptions of opportunity and strategies for status attainment.  
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dedicated to community building through youth volunteerism and through one local 

church.  The non-profit was chosen due to their service population of immigrant families, 

the vast majority of the families originating from sub-Saharan Africa, and given my role 

as a community volunteer within the organization for over five years.  The primary 

mission of the non-profit is to match local residents of Southwestern City with 

immigrants and refugees who wish to make improvements in their new lives.  I contacted 

the director of the non-profit to request permission to attend an upcoming event and to 

recruit key potential participants.  I attended a coordinating meeting for an upcoming fruit 

harvest project after which time she briefly presented the scope and objectives of the 

study, inclusion criteria and requested student volunteers.  Students were informed that 

they could be included in the study if they met the following criteria: (1) self-reported as 

African American or Black and African (Black), (2) were currently enrolled in high 

school and classified in grades 9-12, (3) were age 15 – 21 during the course of the study 

period, and 4) were fluent in English (non-native speakers must have placed into 

advanced English as a Second Language classes or beyond to general English courses).   

During the coordinating meeting, four female and two male Black African students 

agreed to participate and assist in recruiting additional participants by passing out flyers.   

It is important to note that the criteria for self-reported racial and/or ethnic affiliation 

were somewhat restrictive in that one potential participant was in fact “African-

American” in that her father was African and her mother American.    

Albeit small, serving less than 75 congregants, the local church was chosen due to 

its predominantly African American congregation.  A similar process as that with the 
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community-based organization occurred with the local church as I contacted the pastor to 

request permission (I was not a member of this church) to attend an upcoming Sunday 

sermon for the purpose of recruiting key potential participants.  During the sermon 

announcements, I was introduced to the congregation and the pastor requested a brief 

presentation on the purpose of the study during which time I obliged and provided study 

scope, objectives and inclusion criteria.  After the church sermon, four African American 

females expressed interest in participating.  Upon identifying key potential participants, I 

provided the students with recruitment flyers, human subjects consent/assent forms and 

requested that the students discuss participation with their parents/legal guardians and 

contact me via my mobile or office telephone to schedule a meeting.   

Within one week, all ten students telephoned, agreed to participate and I 

scheduled individual meetings with students and the parents/legal guardians of those 

under the age of 18 years.  Over the span of the following week, I met with the potential 

key participants and their parents/legal guardians (for those under the age of 18) in their 

homes or at requested meeting places (local youth club), described the study, reviewed 

the consent/assent documents which were forms approved by the Southwestern 

University Human Subjects Protection Program, and requested assistance in recruiting 

additional participants through their social networks.  All ten potential key participants 

enrolled in the study; parents/legal guardians of minors signed permission forms 

(Appendix A), the students signed consent forms (Appendices B and C) and agreed to 

assist in the recruitment of additional participants.  Upon completion of these activities 

the first interview session was scheduled.  
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 The first phase of the study relied on general recruitment and sampling methods 

via social networks whereby additional participants were recruited (nominated) by 

referrals of the key participants (Gandara, 1995).  Under advice from key participants, I 

identified local “hang out spots” and businesses (e.g., black hair salons) frequented by the 

target populations and distributed recruitment flyers to business owners.  For African 

American recruits, this method of posting and circulating general recruitment flyers 

proved to be less than fruitful as only one African American male enrolled in the study 

via this method.  More effective were the key participants who contacted individuals 

within their social networks and referred them to telephone me to discuss enrollment.  

For Black African recruits, this method proved to be particularly useful in that some 

members of the sample that may have been otherwise difficult to reach due to cultural 

barriers were accessible.  Furthermore, nearly all of the students nominated or referred by 

key participants enrolled in the study.  During first contact of additional recruits, I 

scheduled meetings with students and parents/legal guardians to discuss the study, obtain 

informed consent and scheduled follow up one-on-one interviews with participants.  

Given the methods of participant identification, recruitment and enrollment, this first 

phase of the study occurred over the span of four weeks. 

While 32 students initially expressed interest in the study, due to scheduling 

conflicts and diminished interest in participation, a total of 26 high school students, 13 

African American (four male, nine female) and 13  Black African (seven male, six 

female) students were enrolled and retained in the study.  As illustrated in Tables 7 and 8, 

all but one of the students from Southwestern were African American while all study 
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participants from South Mountain high school were Black African.  Tables 9 and 10 

provide a snapshot of students by illustrating the students’ and family demographic 

information. 

 

Table 7: Southwestern High Student’s Demographic Information 

Name Grade Age Gender 
Place of 

Birth 
ESL GPA± Future Plans 

Tomeka* 11 17 F US N 3.5 
4 year/ 
HBCU 

Chelay* 12 18 F US N 2.9 
4 year/ 
 public 

Danielle* 11 16 F US N 3.6 
4 year/ 
private 

Rhonda* 11 17 F Cameroon N 2.8 
4 year/ 
HBCU 

Natasha 12 17 F US N 3.0 
4 year/ 
public 

Nicole 12 17 F US N 2.7 
4 year/ 
HBCU 

TJ 11 17 M US N - Unsure 

Marissa 11 17 F US N 3.1 
4 year/ 
public 

Shawna 11 17 F US N 3.2 
2 year/ 
public 

Laniece 11 16 F US N 2.6 Unsure 

James 12 18 M US N 3.7 
4 year/ 
military 
academy 

RJ 12 17 M US N 2.8 
4 year/ 
public 

Jordan 11 16 M US N 3.0 
4 year/ 
public 

*Key participants 
-- Indicate missing data that students were either unable to provide or could not recall. 
± Grade point averages were self-reported by students and unconfirmed by official school documentation. 
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Table 8: South Mountain High Student’s Demographic Information 

Name Grade Age Gender 
Place of 

Birth 
ESL GPA± 

Future 
Plans 

Ali* 12 19 M Somalia Advanced 2.3 
2 year/ 
public 

Dahla* 11 17 F Liberia No 3.1 
4 year/ 
public 

Lena* 12 17 F Ghana No 3.0 
4 year/ 
public 

Amani* 10 16 F Sudan No 3.2 
4 year/ 
public 

Josephina* 11 18 F Sudan No 2.6 Unsure 

Joseph* 12 19 M Sudan Advanced -- Unsure 

Bob 12 19 M Sudan Advanced -- 
2 year/ 
public 

Amelia 10 16 F Liberia No 2.4 Unsure 

Stephen 11 18 M Liberia No 3.1 
2 year/ 
public 

Kelvin 11 17 M Liberia No 2.9 
2 year/ 
public 

Aminata 12 18 F Liberia No 2.5 
2 year/ 
public 

Arthur 12 19 M Liberia No 2.8 Unsure 

Mohamed 11 19 M Somalia Advanced -- Unsure 

*Key participants 
± Grade point averages were self-reported by students and unconfirmed by official school documentation. 
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Table 9: Southwestern High School Student’s Family Demographic Information 

Name 
Primary 

Caregiver 
Caregiver 
Education 

Caregiver  
Occupation 

Economic 
Assistance 

Tomeka Mother M = AS 
M = Industrial Engineering 

Designer 
No 

Chelay Mother M = BS M = Accountant No 

Danielle Mother M = BS M = Accountant No 

Rhonda Mother M = Some college M = Secretary Yes 

Natasha Mother M = GED Unemployed Yes 

Nicole Mother M = BS M = Human Resources No 

TJ Grandmother GM = HS Diploma Disabled Yes 

Marissa 
Mother & 

Father 
F = BS 
M = AS 

F = Account Executive 
M = Computer Programmer 

No 

Shawna Mother M = Some college M = Office Manager No 

Laniece Mother M = BS M = Human Resources No 

James Mother M = MA 
M = Community College 

Instructor 
No 

RJ 
Mother & 

Father 
F = BA 
M = BA 

F = Police Officer 
M = Teacher 

No 

Jordan Mother M = AS M = Paralegal No 
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Table 10: South Mountain High School Student’s Family Demographic Information 

Name 
Primary 

Caregiver(s) 
Caregiver(s) 
Education± 

Caregiver(s) 
Occupation 

Economic 
Assistance 

Ali 
Uncle & 

Aunt 
U = 2nd grade 

A = None 
U = Factory Worker 

A = Unemployed 
Yes 

Dahla Self 11th grade Fast food worker Yes 

Lena Father F = HS Diploma F = Landscaping Yes 

Amani 
Mother & 

Father 

F = Primary 
school 

M = None 

F = Factory Worker 
M = Unemployed 

Yes 

Josephina 
Mother & 

Father 

F = Primary 
school 

M = None 

F = Factory Worker 
M = Unemployed 

Yes 

Joseph 
Mother & 

Father 

F = Primary 
school 

M = None 

F = Factory Worker 
M = Unemployed 

Yes 

Bob Self 12th grade Retail salesperson Yes 

Amelia Father 
F = Primary 

school 
F = Janitor 

 
Yes 

Stephen Father 
F = Primary 

school 
F = Janitor Yes 

Kelvin 
Uncle & 

Aunt 

U = Some high 
school 

A = Primary 
school 

U = Security guard 
A = Childcare 

provider 
Yes 

Aminata Self 12th grade Fast food worker Yes 

Arthur Father 
F = Primary 

school 
F = Janitor Yes 

Mohamed Self 11th grade Retail salesperson Yes 

±Education levels of caregivers for a majority of Black African students was an estimate as many did not 
possess records from Africa and could not recall this information.   
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Data Collection 

To provide and in-depth and detailed picture of the case under study, various 

types of data collection from multiple sources may be used to include: observations, 

interviews, audiovisual material(s), documents, reports, archival records, physical 

artifacts and even quantitative data (Creswell, 1998; Miller & Salkind, 2002; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998).  Data for this study consisted of incorporating three methods of data 

collection: in-depth interviews, reflexive photographs and photo elicitation interviews.  

Each method was carefully selected and determined to contribute significantly to a deeper 

understanding of the relationship between negative stereotypes of Blacks and how they 

inform students’ perceptions of opportunities and academic orientation.  While in-depth 

interviews provided an explicit multi-level understanding of this relationship; the 

reflexive photographs provided by students under my direction and photo elicitation 

interviews offered an additional level of insight and understanding of students’ beliefs.  

Each method of collection and data source was independent of the next; however, the 

incorporation of all methods was deemed appropriate to adequately capture and explore 

the full scope of this research. 

In-Depth Interviews 

Over the span of five weeks, in-depth interviews were conducted with the 26 

student participants.   In order to adequately guide the interviews to remain within the 

scope of this study while capturing the participants’ “voice”, the interview protocol was 

designed to incorporate open-ended and close-ended questions; close-ended questions 
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were frequently followed up by open-ended probes (Appendices D and E).  Each 

interview was digitally recorded with consent of the participant and later transcribed for 

analysis.  Additionally, field notes were taken to record my observations of gestures or 

hesitation – non verbal cues of students when responding to questions that could be 

deemed as somewhat sensitive.  Field notes also consisted of my personal notes on the 

interview and the student, as well as preliminary codes, some linking to the theoretical 

frameworks guiding this study and later used as reference in the analysis.  Field notes 

were handwritten on a legal pad, attached to the interview protocol and filed with other 

relevant study materials (e.g., consent forms).        

The interview protocol consisted of four sections.  This first section was focused 

on depicting general familial, socioeconomic and immigration background of each 

student in effort to better contextualize responses addressing the research questions of 

this study.  The second section explored the student’s racial and/or ethnic identification.  

This section included questions and probes that permitted students to explore how they 

define themselves along racial and/or ethnic lines and the importance of their racial 

and/or ethnic identity.  This section further allowed participants to articulate the extent to 

which they feel positively or negatively about the groups they identify with, as well as 

how they perceived others view their racial/ethnic group in a positive or negative light.  

The last portion of this section was designed to purposefully build upon established 

concepts of racial identity and extended discussions to delve into attitudes and constructs 

inextricably linked to race and ethnicity in the U.S.  This section included questions 

related to stereotypes of Black groups and perceived or experienced discrimination 
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resultant of skin color and cultural differences.  The third section of the interview 

protocol consists of questions centered on the students’ academic orientation with a 

primary focus on educational expectations (e.g., Do you think you will graduate from 

high school? What are your plans after you graduate from high school?), and future 

aspirations (e.g., What do you want to be when you get older?).   Additionally, this 

section included questions related to the student and their family’s perceptions of the 

benefits and importance of education.  Fourth and the final section of the interview 

measure focused on students’ perceptions of self opportunity and those opportunities 

available to the racial and/or ethnic group with which they most closely identified.   

Questions within this section explored their knowledge of and beliefs about social 

stratification within the U.S. and permitted discussions of how one may transcend or 

negotiate barriers to attainment.  Moreover, this section probed into the students’ 

perceptions of advantages and disadvantages of Black groups in the U.S.  

 

Reflexive Photography 

Upon completion of in-depth interviews, I requested that the students participate 

in a reflexive photography session.  Within various areas of sociology, anthropology as 

well as other social sciences, photographs have been used within qualitative research in 

two ways: as images produced by the researcher and as images produced by research 

participants referred to as “reflexive photographs” (Cheatwood & Stasz, 1979; Collier, 

1979; Collier & Collier, 1986; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Foley, 1991; Harper, 1987, , 

1988, , 1994).  In the present study, participants were provided with 27-exposure built-in 
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flash color photo disposable cameras and asked to “take photographs of people they think 

are, or will be successful college students.”  The purpose of this assignment was to 

capture visual images that illustrate participants’ ideas of who a successful student is, and 

associated characteristics qualities and/or traits (i.e. gender, age, race and/or ethnicity).  

In addition to creating a visual representation of the study participant’s “voice”, a 

secondary purpose for the method lies in the fact that many ideas and concepts do not 

translate easily and albeit advanced, given that nearly half of the study participants spoke 

languages other than English frequently (e.g., among classmates or at home), the 

incorporation of reflexive photographs of potential and/or successful college attendees 

was crucial to help demonstrate participant perceptions of who can attend and succeed in 

college.  Initially, I considered requesting that students carry journals and makes notes in 

a journal during the photo sessions in order to make note of the reasons the particular 

subject was chosen.  However, given potential written language barriers of African 

students and varied abilities to express thoughts in English between the two study groups, 

this method of journaling was discarded.  Students were asked to complete the 

assignment over the span of one week during which time they identified reflexive 

photography subject, provided them with a human subjects disclosure form (Appendix 

F), and proceeded to take their photographs.  After the exercise period, I retrieved the 

cameras from the students for film processing and scheduled follow up interviews for one 

week later.  
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Photo Elicitation Interviews 

Interviews conducted as a follow-up to reflexive photographs often are referred to 

as "photo elicitation interviews" (Blinn-Pike & Eyring, 1993; Collier & Collier, 1986; 

Harper, 1987).  Photo elicitation or photo feedback is based on the concept of inserting 

photographs into research interviews and the process by which the photographs are 

subsequently described.  In this phase of data collection, during one hour digitally 

recorded interviews, I provided the students with their prints and directed each student to 

arrange the photographs on the table in any manner they choose.  Upon initial 

arrangement, I asked the participant to review the photographs while reflecting on their 

reasons for choosing each subject as a “person who would be successful in college.” 

Next, students were asked to choose the top ten individuals that seemed most likely to 

succeed and arrange the photographs in the order of most likely to least likely.  Upon 

completion of this sorting exercise, the ten remaining photographs were placed in a photo 

album in the order of the participants’ ranking and the students were asked to select and 

discuss their top three choices.  It is important to note that prior to the interviews I 

marked place holders with numbers one through ten in the photo album.  This proved 

very useful as participants were able to arrange and refer to the photo subject’s number 

during the discussion.  Students were asked open-ended questions to provide detailed 

explanations about why they had chosen the subjects (referred to by photo subject 

number) within the photographs.   Based on the students’ explanations, additional 

questions were presented as probes to explore their interpretations and meanings of 

choices.  Given the interactive nature of this exercise, I relied heavily on digital 
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recordings of the students’ explanations and responses as opposed to detailed field note 

taking during the interview.  The digital recordings were later transcribed for analysis.   

 

Data Sorting and Analysis 

Upon completion of all interview sessions, I reviewed audio files of the in-depth 

and photo elicitation interviews, the reflexive photograph albums as well as compiled 

new notes with those made during interview sessions.  These notes included terms used 

by students requiring further examination (i.e. “clean” during discussions of why some 

people appeared to be highly educated as opposed to others) as well as potential 

categories for coding.  The interviews were then transcribed.  During transcription, while 

the name of the city in which the study took place, to ensure anonymity names of the 

students and that of their schools were assigned pseudonyms. 

Procedures for data sorting and analysis began during the design of the study and 

data collection instruments as a priori concepts for coding were extracted from the 

theoretical frameworks and research questions guiding this study during this time.  The 

following concepts were used for preliminary coding:    

• Gender 

• Racial centrality 

• Racial private regard 

• Racial public regard 

• Racism 

• Stereotyping 

• Educational Aspirations 

• Importance of Education 

• Opportunity in school 

• Social mobility 

• Job opportunity 
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• Self and group opportunity 
 

 
Initially, these categories were converted to codes and used while reviewing audio files 

and later as notations on both in-depth and photo elicitation interview transcripts.  Given 

the lengthy in-depth interviews and large quantity of data from transcripts, I constructed a 

within-case (Appendix G) and cross-case (Appendix H) data matrices as described by 

Miles and Huberman that permitted deductive analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  First, 

I extracted appropriately coded sections data from soft copy transcripts and inserted 

excerpts and notes in the matrix created in Excel.  These data were categorized and 

examined first by student in order to develop a clear picture of each individual in the 

study.  Next, as the design of the study was to compare and contrast groups by immigrant 

status, the data were examined from this perspective.   

In order to better condense textual data, establish links between the research 

questions and refine the underlying framework of this study, the process of inductive 

analysis was completed in a similar fashion.  The data matrix divided by immigrant status 

revealed additional conceptual categories unanticipated prior that, in turn, became the 

basis for further investigation by immigrant status.  In order to understand whether 

additional categories were specific to immigrant status or occurred across both groups, I 

analyzed the new categories within and cross-case.  Additionally, I developed a 

conceptually clustered matrix (Appendix I) to examine relationships that surfaced 

between categories and clustered them as conceptually related themes shared by both 

groups within the study sample (Miles & Huberman, 1994).   For example during 

discussions of racial identity, stereotypes and perceived experiences of being stereotyped, 



 
 
 

140 

even in jest among other students, the students disclosed events during which they either 

shifted their behaviors to “act out” the stereotype as a means of rejection and dismissal or 

as a means of bonding.  These decisions were dependent upon context as the attempt to 

reject stereotypes occurred most frequently when they interacted with other White 

students whereas the attempt to bond occurred more frequently with Black or other 

minority students.  The decision to shift was conceptually clustered with their views on 

racial public regard in order to determine whether this act was in response to how they 

felt others viewed them.  As the accounts of being stereotyped occurred frequently in 

school, the development of this matrix and this process became particularly crucial to 

better comprehend the students’ knowledge of stereotypes, the experience of being 

stereotyped and more importantly, their responses to their environment in the domain of 

school.   

Analytical memos were also used throughout the coding process in effort to 

further explore the data and to construct additional codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

The iterative process of analysis and coding permitted the comparison and contrast of 

how the two student groups discussed the importance of their racial identities, constructs 

assigned to their race and subsequent perceptions of opportunity.  This process also 

illuminated other unanticipated categories and relationships; the result of this procedure 

permitted constant examination and refinement of interpretation throughout the analysis.  

Given the somewhat structured nature of the interviews, methods used in this study were 

in attempt to best capture the students’ experiences of “blackness” and their perceptions 

of opportunity.   
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Design Limitations 

 
 As with all research, this study is not without its limitations. While not 

exhaustive, the following provides an overview of design limitations in this study.  As 

indicated in the student profile Tables 7 and 8, the social network sample process of 

utilizing key participants to assist in recruitment resulted in a somewhat homophylic 

effect in that key Black African participants from South Mountain high school recruited 

only Black Africans.  This same effect was seen in the African American key participant 

population attending Southwestern high school as nearly all (with the exception of one) 

of the students recruited were also African American.  In short, in both schools key 

participants were able to access and recruit others more “similar” or “like” themselves 

which included racial/ethnic/immigrant lines. While this effect is somewhat telling of the 

social networks, comfort levels and associations between students within the study, it 

may have influenced research findings in that the school contexts that informed their 

experiences were distinctly different.   

 The second limitation arises from methods for recruitment and the subsequent 

homophily of groups by SES.  It may be noted that given their status, the Black African 

student sample exhibit extreme homogeneity in SES and as such some difficulty arises 

when making cross-case group comparisons with regard to perceived opportunity as this 

may be influenced by their parental education levels and occupations.       

Yet another potential deficiency lies in native language differences between the 

African Americans and Black African student populations.  While additional safeguards 

were put in place (i.e. reflexive photography) to ensure that native tongue and culture 
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would not be a barrier to understanding some concepts central to the study (e.g., 

stereotypes, discrimination, race), these concepts had to be explained in detail and 

supported with examples to some students within the Black African student group.  While 

I was cognizant of avoiding “planting” responses with these students, the possibility of 

doing so must be considered. 

The final limitation of the study is the self-report of grade point averages of both 

student groups.   While I suggested that students bring a copy of their most recent report 

cards to the first interview session, only three obliged.  Therefore, I deemed it 

inappropriate to use these documents for verification in the study and relied on self-report 

of this information for the entire sample.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

BEYO
D THE LOOKI
G GLASS: IDE
TITY CO
STRUCTIO
 A
D 

RECO
STRUCTIO
 

 

Introduction 

 In this chapter I discuss how the 26 African American and Black African high 

school students I studied construct their racial and/or ethnic identity.  In my research, 

racial and/or ethnic identity is operationalized as a sociocultural concept shaped by 

personal experiences and broader social, cultural and environmental contexts.  Racial 

and/or ethnic identity is a significant factor influencing academic achievement because of 

its fundamental role in the way that minority youth perceive and interact with their social 

environments.  This chapter concentrates on various dimensions of race and/or ethnicity, 

the intersection of identity and subsequent attached meanings.  Revealed in this chapter is 

greater insight into the utility of self-identification that is understood to be contingent 

upon context as described by the students.  Although this situational identity may be 

interpreted as a subjective construction, this chapter further explains the interrelationships 

of students’ perceptions of the group with which they most closely identify, “out group” 

impressions and multilevel attached meanings to their racial/ethnic identity and how they 

shape one another.  

 In order to promote a greater understanding of the two groups under study, this 

chapter is divided into four sections.  To contextualize and further situate concepts of 

identity, the first section provides a brief profile of each student participant.  The second 
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explores the students’ descriptors of their chosen identification and the extent to which 

these students define themselves in terms of their racial/ethnic identity.  The next section 

reveals the students’ feelings toward other Black groups with which they identify as well 

as how the study participants feel about being Black.  The final section addresses 

students’ assessments of how their group is perceived by the dominant society.  In short, 

this chapter seeks to answer two questions:  1) How do African American and Black 

African high school students define themselves in terms of racial identity?  And, 2) What 

is the importance of racial identity and what are the meanings attached to how they define 

themselves?  What emerges from the discussion is the interplay between internal and 

external forces, and the fluid nature of identity contingent upon community, space, place 

and time.   

 

Profiles of Southwestern and South Mountain High School Student Participants 

All African American student participants fit the standard high school age ranging 

from 16 – 18 years old.  Most are juniors and seniors at Southwestern High School and a 

majority of them have attended the school since their freshman year.  All but one Black 

African student attend South Mountain High School.  Like African American 

participants, the African students also fit the typical high school age group ranging from 

16 – 19 years old and are in grades 10 – 12.  On average, the Black African students have 

lived in the U.S. approximately four to five years.  These students were born in distinctly 

different and diverse countries to include Liberia, Somalia, Ghana and Sudan.  Some of 

the students lived in African countries other than those in which they were born and have 
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resided in other states in the U.S. prior to settling in Arizona.  Following is a short profile 

of the participants: 

 

African American Students 

· Tomeka is a junior at Southwestern High School. She is the youngest child in a 

family of three children. Tomeka is originally from California, where she resided 

prior to her parents’ divorce.  While her mother was born and raised in the US, her 

father was born in Nigeria, but has lived in the U.S. for over 35 years.  As such, 

Tomeka exhibits limitations of overarching categories of African American vs. Black 

African.  Nevertheless, she has deep respect for both of her parents, and particularly 

identifies with the struggles of her single mother.  She says she “works extra hard” so 

as not to disappoint her and follows much of her advice regularly.  She excels in 

school and is enrolled in advanced placement courses.    Although she is enrolled in 

these classes and is friendly with most of her peers, many of her close friends are “in 

the regular classes.”  Following the path of her older sister, Tomeka is planning to 

attend a well-regarded private HBCU upon graduation from high school.   

· Chelay is a senior and intends to enroll at the local 4-year university upon graduation 

where she plans to major in business.  She is the oldest child of three, with a younger 

brother and sister.  Due to her father’s employment with the military, Chelay and her 

family have lived in several states as well as in Europe when she was very young; 

however, most of her pre-teen and some teenage years were spent in Texas.  Her 

parents have married twice, but eventually divorced both times.  Chelay and her 
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siblings were raised by their mother.  She has worked part-time while attending high 

school full-time since she was 16.   

· Danielle is a junior and is the younger sister of Chelay.  She is an active member of 

the marching band and soccer team.  All of her immediate family, particularly her 

mother and father, often refer to her as very bright and have always encouraged her to 

pursue advanced placement courses and enroll in gifted and talented programs. 

Danielle believes these efforts by her parents have afforded her the opportunity to 

attend “good schools” and is not disturbed by attending schools with very few 

minorities.  Upon high school graduation, she plans to attend either a 4-year private 

university in northern California, or a selective 4-year public school in Texas.  Her 

college choice is contingent upon the finances of her family and available financial 

aid.  Danielle’s desire is to become a pet psychologist or a veterinarian. 

· Natasha is a senior who plans to attend a 4-year public university immediately upon 

graduation from high school.  She is the oldest of three siblings and given her 

mother’s addictions to alcohol, illegal drugs and frequent incarcerations, she is often 

responsible for caring for her brother and sister while moving to and from her 

grandparents’ home.  She is particularly committed to “getting a good education and 

job” so as to help her younger sister and brother.  Natasha has never had a 

relationship with her father and learned his identity only in the past three years.  She 

is an extremely talented athlete and is one of the most celebrated female athletes at 

Southwestern.  She has run track since she was in middle school.  Natasha plans to 

compete for a track scholarship in order to secure financial assistance for college.  
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She intends to become a counselor upon college graduation. 

· Nicole is a senior in high school and is originally from Illinois.   After her parents’ 

divorce, Nicole, her mother and sister Laniece moved to Arizona two years ago.  The 

family has had some difficulty adjusting to their new place of residence with Nicole 

citing two reasons, namely too few activities for people her age and very little 

diversity in the town.  After attending an HBCU expo event promoted by community 

members last year, she has decided that an HBCU would be the best choice for 

college.  She plans to major in criminal justice studies and possibly attend law school 

in the future. 

· TJ is a junior who plays football and runs track. TJ is an only child who has been 

reared by his disabled grandmother since his mother passed away when he was 7 

years old.  He admits that for much of his life he had to be “the man of the house,” 

given his grandmother’s chronic ailments.  Although he is uncertain as to whether he 

will attend a 2 or 4-year school post graduation, he is committed to attaining a 

bachelor’s degree and owning a business in the future.  

· Marissa is a junior.   She is the eldest of two girls and lives with her mother and father 

who were “high school sweethearts.”  Although she is undecided about her future 

plans, she believes she will attend a 4-year public school upon graduation.  She 

admits that her family is very religious and that this aspect of her life has prohibited 

her from engaging in many extracurricular activities she would like, such as dance 

and cheerleading.  Nevertheless, she attributes much of her success in school to a 

strong family bond and the support of her church members. 
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· Shawna is a junior and the youngest of four.  She and her siblings have been raised by 

their mother.  Her mother moved the family to Arizona from California when she lost 

her job five years ago. Shawna has held several jobs during the summer since she was 

16, but more recently has held a part-time job on the weekends during the school 

year.  She has a relationship with her father, but regrets that she is unable to see him 

more frequently as he resides in North Carolina.  Although she has good grades and 

could compete for admission to a 4-year public school, due to financial constraints 

and her perception of the needs of her family, she has decided to first attend a local 2-

year college and transfer to a 4-year college later.  She enjoys writing short stories 

and is planning to study English in college in preparation to become a teacher or a 

writer. 

· Laniece is a junior and the younger sibling of Nicole.  By her own account, she is a 

rather quiet person and has only a few close friends in contrast to her older sister who 

is very popular and has many.  She confesses little interest in school and is uncertain 

of her future plans.  However, she does enjoy cooking and may decide to open a 

restaurant in the future.  

· James is a senior who plays football and runs track. He lives with his mother and is 

the second to the youngest in his family of six siblings.  James’ is a “blended family” 

in that his mother was married and divorced from the father of his older brothers and 

sisters.  He and his younger sister are the products of a relationship between his white 

mother and a black father.  Both his mother and father hold graduate degrees.  He is 

very active in school and belongs to many clubs including student council.  James has 
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been nominated for and plans to attend West Point Military Academy, after which he 

plans to join the U.S. Army as an officer.  He does not intend to have a lifelong career 

in the military, but claims this will provide additional skills and resources for the 

future.   He plans to major in engineering in college. 

· RJ is a senior in high school and the younger of two children.  He lives with his father 

who is a police officer, mother who is a high school teacher, and older sister.  He 

claims that it is sometimes difficult to have “parents that are always right,” but insists 

he tries very hard to “do the right things.”  RJ plans to attend a local 4-year university 

upon graduation from high school and is considering studying business. 

· Jordan is a junior who lives with his mother.  His mother has never married and he 

claims to know very little about his father.  Jordan believes that his biracial 

background (mother is White, father is Black) has caused some problems for him in 

the past, as he was often teased by students of various racial and ethnic backgrounds.  

However, since coming to a “very diverse” school such as Southwestern, he has 

found many other students to be accepting and supportive of him.  Jordan’s mother 

tries very hard to provide many opportunities to engage in various activities and 

“expand his horizons.”  Jordan’s mother viewed the current study as one such 

opportunity.  Jordan believes that he will be able to “get a scholarship to go to a good 

college” after high school graduation.  He has not yet determined his career path, but 

believes he will discover this in college. 
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Black African Students 

· Rhonda is a junior at Southwestern who was born in Cameroon. She arrived to the 

U.S. when she was 9 years old and comes from a family of three with her mother as 

the head of household.  Her mother has two jobs which requires Rhonda to care for 

her younger brothers quite frequently.  Recently, she has begun to contemplate her 

future and has significant concerns about her declining grade point average limiting 

her choices of which college she attends upon graduation.  She is involved in 

numerous clubs and activities in school to include the step club, dance team and 

drama club.  In spite of her mother’s discouragement, her goal is to attend college at a 

historically Black college or university and major in theatre arts. 

· Ali is a senior originally from Somalia but who lived in Kenya for several years prior 

to coming to the U.S.  He has lived in the U.S. for five years, first in Connecticut with 

distant relatives and his brother prior to moving to Arizona to live with his uncle and 

aunt three years ago.  Ali’s mother and father were both killed in Kenya and his 

brothers and sisters who are in the U.S. now live around the country.  He has worked 

for several employers including a recycling plant, newspaper, and grocery store, and 

now works part-time as a stockperson in a furniture store.  He is on the soccer team at 

South Mountain High School, and although he admits some struggles with school, his 

short and long term goals are to complete high school, attend college to become a 

lawyer, marry and have 10 children.1  He would also like to one day return to live in 

Somalia, but thinks this is very unlikely. 

                                                 
1 As per Somali Bantu custom the number of children one has indicates wealth.  The more children a man 
has, the more wealth he is thought to have by others in the community. 
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· Dahla is a junior from Liberia who plans to become a medical doctor.  She has 

attended the Med-Camp summer programs for two consecutive years at the local 4-

year university during which time she narrowed her career choices down to family 

practice or cardiology.  When she first arrived in the U.S. five years ago, she lived 

with her uncle, aunt and younger brother.  Recently, her uncle became unemployed 

and asked her to leave the home requiring that she live on her own.  This demand was 

made in spite of the fact that she had been contributing to household living expenses.  

At the time of this study, Dahla has lived on her own for just over five months.  She 

receives support from federal and local programs providing assistance for homeless 

youth.  In addition to attending school full-time, she works part-time at a fast food 

restaurant close to her apartment and school and works as a reporter for a community 

youth magazine.  She excels in school and was therefore chosen as one of two 

students from the state to attend a special program for immigrants or “New 

Americans” in Washington, D.C.  Dahla would like to attend the local 4-year 

university, but given her limited financial resources, has already begun to gather and 

complete the appropriate forms (admission and financial aid) to enroll in the local 2-

year college upon graduating from high school.  As she has completed the necessary 

coursework in high school, Dahla will graduate as a Certified Nursing Assistant and 

plans to seek employment in this area to finance her higher education.     

· Lena is a senior from Ghana.  She has a younger brother and they live with their 

father.  The family has lived in Arizona for six years, most of which time she has 

wanted to live in New York with other relatives.  She has attended the Med-Camp 
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program at the local 4-year university and plans to become a pharmacist after high 

school and college graduation.  She wants to attend a 4-year public university in New 

York. 

· Amani is a sophomore and the youngest of three siblings attending South Mountain 

High School and enrolling in this study.   Amani, her father, mother and siblings have 

lived in Arizona for four years since arriving from Sudan.  Amani is a self-described 

“shy person” who focuses most of her attention on school and participates in very few 

extracurricular activities.  She has yet to determine what profession she would like to 

pursue, but does intend to enroll in the local 4-year public university after high 

school. 

· Josephina is a junior and the middle sibling of Amani and Joseph.  She indicates that 

she is very social and has many friends at school.  She is a member of the Junior 

Reserve Officer Training Corps (JROTC) as well as several other clubs on campus.  

She also works part-time at a fast food restaurant to help contribute to family finances 

as both her mother and father are older, and in light of her father’s frequent “drop 

in/drop out” mode of employment.  When she initially moved to the U.S., she planned 

to attend a 4-year university after high school graduation.  During the course of the 

study, Josephina learned that she was pregnant and was contemplating marriage and 

delaying college. 

· Joseph is a senior and the older brother of Amani and Josephina.  He admits to having 

a good deal of difficulty in school and attributes this to having poor teachers and the 

absence of challenging subjects in school.  Joseph has encountered several barriers 
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since he arrived to Arizona as he has constantly battled the school district regarding 

appropriate grade placement.  In spite of Joseph regularly attending school in Sudan 

and Kenya, passing each level accordingly and providing appropriate official 

documentation from Africa, based on district standardized testing the school insisted 

upon placing him in grade 9.  Eventually, with the help of a community 

volunteer/advocate, Joseph was placed in the grade level the family felt was most 

appropriate.  Although he has contemplated college, he has not decided upon his 

plans post graduation. 

· Bob is a senior from Sudan.  He has been in the U.S. for nearly five years and lives in 

an apartment with his girlfriend/fiancée.  He works part-time at a shoe store in the 

mall and attends South Mountain full-time.  Bob thinks of school in a very utilitarian 

manner in that he sees it as a means to improve his English which is necessary for 

success in the U.S.  He plans to marry immediately after high school graduation and 

attend a local 2-year college to learn a technical trade. 

· Amelia is a sophomore from Liberia.  She is the youngest of three siblings (two 

brothers) attending South Mountain.  Amelia lives with her father, aunt and six other 

children in an apartment (four children are siblings, two are cousins).  Amelia’s 

mother, with whom she remains in close contact, still lives in Liberia.  Amelia enjoys 

school and has many friends.  She is not sure of what career path she will take and 

thus is not certain if college is required to achieve her goals. 

· Stephen is a junior from Liberia and is the older brother of Amelia and younger 

brother of Arthur.  Stephen works hard in school and prides himself on never missing 
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one day of high school.  He is involved in an afterschool writing club that is 

composed of primarily immigrant ESL students.  He has published stories in two 

books about immigrant students and has participated in a local photographic 

exhibition.   He has a part-time job at a local retail store and attends school full-time.  

Stephen’s favorite subject is math and he plans to first attend a 2-year school and later 

transfer to a 4-year to study engineering.  Stephen decided he wanted to be an 

engineer when he was waiting for the bus near the local 4-year university one day.  

The bus stop was on a major street intersecting the north and south sides of the 

university campus.  When he saw many people gathering at a presentation of student 

projects, he was able to watch the students demonstrate the technology they had built 

and decided this was also what he wanted to do.  Stephen confessed that prior to that 

day he had no knowledge of engineers or what they did as a profession. 

 
· Kelvin is a junior from Liberia.  He came to the U.S. with his uncle, aunt and three 

cousins after his father died several years ago.  Kelvin plans to attend a 2-year college 

upon high school graduation to study business.  Although he is not sure what type, he 

plans to own a business someday so he can “make a lot of money and help the 

family.”  He sees America as “a place where anyone can be very successful and make 

a lot of money.” 

· Aminata is a senior from Liberia.  She and her father came to the U.S. nearly four 

years ago.  While she resides in Liberia, Aminata remains in close contact with her 

mother.  She says that moving to America was very hard on her father and that during 

the time they have lived here he “became different.”  This difficult transition for her 
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father strained their relationship to the extent that ultimately Aminata left their home 

to live on her own.  She says that although she is happy to be in school, she has 

trouble staying awake in class for which she is often reprimanded.   She is also 

frequently reprimanded for talking on her cell phone in class but claims that she must 

take the phone calls because they are family members telephoning from Africa.  After 

high school, she plans to attend a 2-year college and would like to become a nurse.   

· Arthur, the older brother of Amelia and Stephen, is a senior.  Arthur finds high school 

to be a bit tedious and would prefer to work.  He has held several part-time jobs and 

would like to find another, but is currently unemployed.  Arthur’s favorite class is 

English.  He attributes his interests in the class not to the subject, but to his teacher.  

The class focuses on English, but also teaches students practical skills such as using 

various computer programs.  Arthur plans to get a “computer job” upon graduation 

and if he cannot find a good job, maybe attend college later.  He says although he 

does not like school much, he knows the importance of an education but attending 

college after graduation would not be financially feasible. 

· Mohamed is a junior from Somalia.  He came to the U.S. five years ago to live in 

Minnesota with his father, mother, aunt and several other children.  He moved to 

Arizona to live with his uncle three years ago.  He now lives on his own, attends high 

school full-time and works part-time at a shoe store in the local mall.  He would like 

to attend a local 2-year college to “practice on English,” upon high school graduation, 

but questions the possibility of doing so due to financial constraints. 
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In spite of the fact there are very limited numbers of institutions of higher 

education (three 4-year public universities) in the state within which the students 

currently reside, 13 out of the 26 students expressed desires to attend a 4-year institution, 

6 of the 26 expressed the desire to attend a 2-year college, while seven were uncertain of 

their academic futures.  With the exception of three, the vast majority of African 

American students (75 %) were committed to attending a 4-year university.  Most 

African American students (45 %) held concrete ideas about the academic disciplines 

they wished to study in college as well as future professions; most of which, at minimum, 

require a bachelor’s degree.  Three of the African American females expressed desires to 

hold professions such as a lawyer, pet psychologist and/or veterinarian and a counselor; 

all of which require advanced college degrees.  Unlike their counterparts, only 29 % of 

the Black African students were committed to attending 4-year university, 35 % planned 

to attend a 2-year college and 29 % were unsure of their direction in pursuing a higher 

education.  This discrepancy in higher education aspirations and the types of future 

professions between the two groups may be, in part, due to second language acquisition, 

family income and education levels as well as the “newness” or length of time in the 

country in that the Black African students may not have resided in the US long enough to 

gain sufficient knowledge with regard to the accessibility of a higher education and its 

necessity for future mobility.  Nearly 50% of the Black African students held definitive 

ideas about the types of professions they wished to pursue in the future; however, only 

42% require a 4 year degree.  Similar to African American students, one Black African 

male and two females expressed desire to pursue professions that require an advanced 
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degree such as a lawyer, medical doctor and pharmacist.  This discrepancy in aspirations 

of higher education and the types of future professions between the African American 

and Black African student groups may be, in part, due to second language acquisition, 

family income and education levels as well as the “newness” or length of time in the 

country in that the Black African students may not have resided in the U.S. for a period 

long enough to gain a good deal of knowledge with regard to the accessibility of a higher 

education and its necessity for future mobility.   

 

Preferential Racial and Ethnic Designators as Indicators of Identity 

A presentation of the identity descriptors most preferred by both African 

American and Black African high school students is provided.  As demonstrated, the 

categories and labels may be viewed as value laden and such descriptors may be 

indicative of not only how each group perceives itself, but how the students feel they are 

perceived by others. While differing lens of perception in effect shapes each group’s 

relationship with other in-group members, more importantly, it shapes their relationships 

with and response to out-group members.  This section presents results of analysis related 

to the group descriptors/racial self-designators that the different African American and 

Black African high school student participants preferred, as illustrated in Tables 11 and 

12.  

  



 
 
 

158 

 

Table 11: Self-Identification of African American Students  

Name Grade Age Gender Place of Birth 
Preferred Identity 
Descriptor 

Tomeka 11 17 F US African American 

Chelay 12 18 F US African American 

Danielle 11 16 F US African American 

Natasha 12 17 F US Black 

Nicole 12 17 F US Black 

TJ 11 17 M US African American 

Marissa 11 17 F US African American 

Shawna 11 17 F US African American 

Laniece 11 16 F US African American 

James 12 18 M US Black 

RJ 12 17 M US African American 

Jordan 11 16 M US Black 
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Table 12: Self-Identification of Black African Students  

Name Grade Age Gender Place of Birth Preferred Identity Descriptor 

Ali 12 19 M Somalia Black 

Dahla 11 17 F Liberia Black 

Lena 12 17 F Ghana African 

Amani 10 16 F Sudan African 

Josephina 11 18 F Sudan African 

Joseph 12 19 M Sudan African 

Bob 12 19 M Sudan Black 

Amelia 10 16 F Liberia Liberian 

Stephen 11 18 M Liberia Liberian 

Kelvin 11 17 M Liberia Liberian 

Aminata 12 18 F Liberia Liberian 

Arthur 12 19 M Liberia Liberian 

Mohamed 11 19 M Somalia Somali 

Rhonda* 11 17 F Cameroon Black 

*Denotes the only one of all African students attending Southwestern High School. 

 

Embedded in these results is the implicit assumption that the students’ self-perception 

(i.e. private regard) may be understood in part from the identity tag for which they have 

expressed a preference.  Central to this section was the investigation into the 
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commonalities or differences in the manner in which African Americans and Black 

Africans defined themselves. This investigation was necessary in order to further explore 

concepts related to experiences of and responses to racism, discrimination and 

stereotyping, as described in Chapter 5.  Similarities would imply shared experiences of 

interactions with out-group members (i.e. non-Black groups) targeting the identities of 

African Americans and Black Africans, while the lack thereof might underline some 

basic differences in self and group perceptions as well as variation in response to external 

threats to a racial and/or ethnic identity saddled with a deficient academic identity.   

 

African American Students Prefer “African American” or “Black” 

Most African American students in this study expressed a preference for 

identifying themselves as “African American” or “Black.”  Additionally, some students 

displayed knowledge of the variation of descriptors over time and Black groups in 

America once using the term “Afro American” dismissed the term as being “old school” 

and outdated.  Chelay explained her rationale for the use of “African American” while 

rejecting the term “Afro American” saying, 

I don’t know why anybody would want to call them Afro American.  I heard 

somebody say that one time and I was thinking that’s kinda messed up, you 

know?  It sounds like somethin’ from the sixties or somethin’ when all of these 

folks were runnin’ round here with nappy heads talking about Black Power or 

somethin’.  What kinda name is Afro American?  It’s kinda like black – what 

kinda name is black?  If you gonna talk about us, you should say it right.  Yeah, 
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way back in the day we came from Africa, but we live in America – so we’re 

African American.  Afro American, yeah, it’s like somethin’ people from Malcom 

X times used – or whatever.     

Other students who preferred the term “African American” mentioned the 

importance of their identity descriptor capturing cultural heritage and current nationality.  

Danielle, for example, prefers “African American” to “Black” saying, “African American 

is pretty much what it is: my ancestors are African and I am an American citizen.” TJ 

explains, “I like ‘African American’ because I know that's where my people are from – in 

the beginning everyone was from Africa…and I don’t like being called ‘Black’ because I 

am not black – I’m dark skinned – I’m like chocolate [laughter]…nobody is 

black…besides, White people get scared when you call yourself Black.”  Marissa prefers 

to be called “African American” because she sees the term “Black” as being ambiguous.  

RJ also sees the term “Black” as nondescript when he narrates,  

I took art class a long time ago and we were talking about how you make different 

colors and how they work with light and stuff.  Turned out my teacher said black 

wasn’t even a color – it was like, minus color.  A lot of people call them[selves] 

Black because of their skin color – but black isn’t a color so you can’t even have 

black skin – I don’t think you can even have black eyes…not really.  At least if I 

say ‘I’m African American’ it tells you who I am and something about my 

history.  Black doesn’t tell you anything because it doesn’t mean anything.       
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While conceding that racial descriptors are the choice of an individual, Tomeka views the 

term “African” as the most precise designator of her identity amalgamating her paternal 

and maternal lines, as expressed during the following interview: 

Tomeka:  My dad is African.  He’s from Nigeria.  I haven’t seen him in a long 

time, but I still remember a lot about our culture from his side of the family.  I 

remember the food, music, the culture.  My mom is American – she was born in 

Seattle.  I was born in California.  So, I think that African American is okay, but 

all of us came from Africa so I think African American is the best term. 

Interviewer:  So, what do you think about other Black Americans who do not 

have a direct link to Africa?  Should they also call themselves African American? 

Tomeka:  I – I don’t know.  I can’t really say anything about what other people 

do.  My brother doesn’t call himself African American – he calls himself Black.  

So, I guess it’s up to the person – it’s whatever they’re comfortable with. 

 Other African American students noted the politicized nature of the types and 

uses of racial categories.  Laniece views the use of “African American” as necessary to 

ensure being “politically correct,” as calling someone “Black” may not be viewed 

favorably in various social circles. Marissa also prefers “African American” to “Black” 

because she sees the term “African American” as more appropriate and polite.  Shawna 

does not prefer one over the next; however, she admits to using the term “African 

American,” more frequently to be “politically correct.”  While these students did not 

overtly reject the term “Black,” these statements imply their cognizance of the notion that 

some individuals within Black groups as well as the dominant society may take offense to 
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this term; such statements also illustrate their rationale for choosing an alternative term, 

and indicate the students’ ability to circumvent potential contention related to racial 

labels.  Furthermore, given these students’ explanations and rationale, what seemingly 

also underlies their identification is a response to what others might think about their 

choice of descriptors. 

Other African American students strongly indicated their preference for the term 

“Black” over “African American,” citing a lack of identification with Africa. Out of the 

13 African Americans interviewed, 4 strongly preferred to be called “Black” rather than 

“African American.” Natasha says that she prefers the term “Black” because, “I am just 

here in America and, like, I’ve never been to Africa.”  Nicole explains, “Black describes 

us better because we haven’t been in Africa for a long time.  Some people say it’s better 

to say African American – like it’s more polite, but to me, it would only be better if we 

called White people European Americans and we don’t.”  James explained why he does 

not like to be referred to as African American during our interview:  

James:  I don’t like to be called African American because I feel like that is for 

people whose parents were born there [in Africa] and came here [to America].  I 

was not born in Africa and none of my family was, so I prefer Black.   

Interviewer:  Did you tell me that your mother is White and your father is Black?   

James:  Yes. 

Interviewer:  So, you would still prefer to be called Black? 

James:  Yes. 
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Interviewer:  Can you tell me a bit more why you use this term?  Why not use 

another term such as biracial? 

James:  Biracial?  Doesn’t tell you that I’m Black [laughter].  No one actually 

thinks I am part White until they see my mother.  Sometimes, they don’t even 

know we’re related – I don’t look part White…to them I look Black.   That one 

drop was a big one [laughter] – I’m Black. 

 Only one African American student felt that neither term adequately captured his 

identity as he expressed indifference to being defined as “African American” or “Black.” 

Jordan attributed his indifference to specific racial designators to his biracial background 

when he explained,  

If you want to call me “African American” or “Black,” it doesn’t matter... they’re 

the same thing.  My mom is White and my dad is Black – so what am I really 

then?  See, it doesn’t really matter what I say because there is nothing really that 

describes who I am, so I don’t care either way.  Anyways, people are always 

going to call you what they want to.  Sometimes I’m African American, 

sometimes I’m Black – it depends on who I’m talking to.  

This response by Jordan is indicative of the fluid nature and utility of racial descriptors as 

he implies that the situation or context may influence conscious choice of using either 

descriptor as well as the potential of an external assignment of his identity. 

 

 

 



 
 
 

165 

Black African Students Prefer Regional Origin or (ational Group Descriptors 

Most Black African students interviewed emphasized an explicit preference to be 

referred to by regional origin (i.e., African) and/or by national origin (e.g., Liberian).  For 

these students, tribal identity seemed to converge with regional or national identity.  No 

African student suggested identification solely by their tribal association. Furthermore, 

while all students belong to a specific tribe within Africa, few students clearly articulated 

the specific tribe to which they belong.  Sudanese students Amani, Josephina and Joseph 

all restricted their preferences to being identified as “African.”  Expressing some 

frustration with being confused with other African groups, Kelvin quips, “First I have to 

tell people I am from Africa, then I have to tell them I [am] from Liberia.  Americans 

think all African people are the same – African people are not the same.”  All other 

Liberian students, with the exception of one, emphatically stated their preference for 

being referred to as “Liberian.”  As with other Black African participants with a 

preference for national origin, Mohamed explains, “I say to the people I am Somali.”  

Lena, a Ghanaian, finds it to be particularly important that others she encounters in the 

U.S. are aware of the fact that she is from Africa.  She emphatically states that, “I want 

everyone to know that I am an African girl…that this is what an African girl looks like.  

Sometimes these Americans don’t know nothing so I have to tell them I’m from Ghana, 

but I am an African girl.”    

Interviewer:  So, do any of your other friends from Ghana call themselves Black? 

Lena:  You mean here? 
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Interviewer:  Yes.  Ghanaian friends from school, do they call themselves Black 

or Ghanaian? 

Lena:  I don’t have no friends here from Ghana.  I hang around others [students] 

from Liberia – those are my friends.  

Interviewer:  What do your Liberian friends call themselves?  Do any call 

themselves Black? 

Lena:  Some do, but I think it’s kind of stupid.  You can look at me and know I’m 

Black…look at me - I don’t have to tell no one that.  

These very representative responses from most African participants underline a strong 

possibility that many Africans prefer a regional and national identity when relating to 

others in the U.S., as opposed to a tribal identity that is often used in when relating to 

other Black Africans.   

 

Some Black African Identify with “Black” and (ational or Tribal Descriptors  

Other African student participants expressed association with the use of the term 

“Black” as a descriptor of identity.  Dahla, for example, stated that, “Miss, I don’t know 

how to answer this.  I’m Black…I guess.  Liberia is mostly Black people so I don’t think 

about this so much before.  In America, there is a lot of different people, you know?  So, 

in Africa, I’m Liberian – Krahn.  In America, I’m Black – you know Miss?  I’m both.”   

Like Dahla, Ali also describes himself as having more than one identity descriptor 

dependent upon situation and context when he states that, “At school I’m Black.  I’m 

Black like you.  At home, I’m Somali-Bantu.”  Rhonda appears at a crossroads when she 
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explains, “Yeah, I’m from Cameroon, but I lived here [in America] for a long time now.  

Parts of me are really African, but parts of me are just like Black Americans – so I guess 

it sort of depends.  If you ask what I usually do, I say Black.” 

One student from Sudan assumed a rather utilitarian approach to the selection of a 

self or group descriptor as Bob rationalizes, “There’s no Sudan[ese] in America. There’s 

White, Black, Mexican, some Chinese…I’m Black.  When you come [to America], you 

have to do the way they do.  They have the rules and you have to pick one.”  

While most African students were somewhat consistent in their preference for 

group and individual descriptors and their rationale for such, some variation exists within 

the student group.  Albeit few, those African students who chose “Black” as a primary 

descriptor rather than a term denoting regional or national origin may demonstrate a 

perceived need to assimilate within larger Black groups and/or to better integrate into 

institutionalized practices in the U.S.  Additionally, these students expressed the necessity 

to choose a specific descriptor dependent upon the situation they faced, which may be 

indicative of the desire to facilitate “fitting in” to the dominant society while, for some, 

still retaining the identity of their homelands.    General consensus of those within the 

Black African group who opted for regional or national descriptors could be the result of 

their need to retain a “homeland” identity, the presence of a stereotypical perception of a 

homogeneous Africa and/or the presence of a stereotypical perception of homogeneity of 

Black groups in America.     

The response of many African American students who most closely associated 

with the term “African American” may also reinforce perceptions of an African 
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homogeneity in that their recognition of Africa as their ancestral lineage excluded 

national, regional or tribal affiliations.  However, these choices of a “hyphenated 

identity” may well be an effort to avert a perceived homogeneity, a lack of distinction and 

meaning arising from the use of the term “Black.”   These students may consciously or 

unconsciously identify with some remnants of an African ancestry.  However, as some 

indicated, this classification could be the consequence of the requisite “choice” combined 

with the necessity to tread potentially contentious political lines commonly forced upon 

various racial and ethnic minorities in the U.S.       

African American students who preferred the term “Black” expressed either a 

disconnect between their lived experiences and those of others from Africa, an assigned 

and/or assumed identity by phenotype, or highlighted the shortcomings and inadequacies 

of racial labels.  While this is understandable, given the fact that many of these African 

American students conveyed a weaker connection with African heritage and a stronger 

association with America, it is also highly plausible that the use of the term “Black” for 

these students may be a more symbolic response to social forces as opposed to a literal 

use of the term.  Accordingly, while their definitions of one aspect of their identity 

provide some insight as to how these students position themselves in this society, they 

also serve as a baseline to better understand how external forces shape African American 

and African students’ perceptions. 
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Convergence of Racial Centrality and Private Regard 

Within the literature examining Black academic achievement, oftentimes research 

points to the various components of Black racial identity as one factor contributing to the 

identification or disidentification of Black students within the domain of education.  The 

following section moves beyond explanation of how students within the current study 

define themselves in terms of nationality, race or ethnicity; this section reviews one 

component of their identity deemed as central to who they are, defines their core being 

and is perceived as being of great importance to them in that it is seen to shape their 

response to the world in which they live.  This section does not explicitly describe 

centrality in terms of the proximity of racial identity in relationship to other parts of their 

identity (e.g., student, son, daughter etc.); centrality, however, can be detected through 

the students’ emphasis on the significance of their “identity label” as described and the 

lack of emphasis on other identity roles as suggested previously.  Additionally, this 

section describes these students’ private regard of their racial and/or ethnic identities as 

stated.  The students express not only the importance of their identity, but the extent to 

which they hold positive or negative feelings about being a member of their racial/ethnic 

group. 

 

African American In-group Pride 

Despite some variation in self-selected descriptors, African American students 

emphasized their perceived importance of being African American or Black in America 

and described how this influenced feelings about themselves.  All African Americans 
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interviewed declared close identification with in-group members as well as pride in their 

identity.  Marissa, for example, stated, “I feel good about being African American; I love 

my culture and I never ever wanted to be anything else.” Natasha declared, “I’m proud to 

be Black – we have a lot to be proud of; I sure never wanted to be White; I’m never going 

to wish I was White, some of us do [wish to be White] but I am not the one.”  TJ 

enthused, “African American is my blood, it’s my people, it’s my culture – it’s a big part 

of who I am so yeah, it’s really important.  If I was anything else, I sure wouldn’t be who 

I am today.”  Nicole emphasized, “We should all be proud of being Black.  We have a 

long history of people who showed how strong we can be.  That’s always something to 

be proud of.”  Chelay further expounded upon pride in being African American, 

illustrating the strength gained from being Black in America stating, 

Of course I’m happy to be African American.  African American is who I am – I 

guess it kinda made me who I am. I mean it made me, ‘cause you know, I have to 

work harder than anybody else just ‘cause I’m African American.  You know, 

when you’re African American you have to work twice as hard to get half as 

much.  I’m looking ‘round here and I don’t see everybody else having to do that.  

So yeah, it made me.  It made me learn to work harder than other people.   If I 

was something else, maybe I would be runnin’ ‘round here waiting for everybody 

to do everything for me or thinkin’ I should just get everything I want.  Growin’ 

up African American teaches you a lot and you gotta be strong ‘cause a lot of 

times you see things you don’t like.  But you know what – I don’t want to be 

anything else.  I’m proud to be an educated African American female!  It’s hard, 
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but good.  My friends – you know, sometimes we sit around laughing about it 

sometimes, but we know it’s true. 

When asked if she felt that being African American is an important part of her identity, 

Chelay intimated, 

Um, yeah – it’s very important.  I mean, if you have to think about everything you 

do everyday – then it’s pretty important.  Trust me, I have to think about it all of 

the time – I bet sometimes I don’t even know I’m thinkin’ about it!  But like I 

said, I’m still proud of my culture.  I’m even proud of where we came from.  I 

mean, there’s some things we can do better at – ‘cause sometimes we can just go 

out there and act a fool – you know?  Really though, in the end I’m still proud of 

where we’re going! 

Danielle also echoed Chelay’s pride in the strength of African Americans, particularly 

African American women, and further elaborated on the value of her group, explaining, 

I’m very proud to be African American – why wouldn’t I be?  I’m like a 

combination of my mom, my sister, my aunt…they’re all really strong and 

intelligent African American women and I’m just like them.  People even say I 

look just like them.  You know, people always talk about how bad off African 

Americans are, but when you think about the Jews – they were way worse off 

than us.  They [White people] tried to kill them.  I mean, think about it, they tried 

to completely kill them off!  They didn’t do that with African Americans.  Yeah, 

they made us slaves.  But they made us slaves because they knew we were 

valuable – we were strong and we work hard.   Sure, we had to work for them, but 
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they [White people] knew – they knew so they didn’t try to kill us off….we have 

a lot of value to be proud of. 

James emphasized development of an awareness of the advantages of his identity being 

particularly important in that it provided a gauge for him and guided interactions with 

others, as noted during the following interview excerpt: 

James:  I’m not sure if I would feel any different if I wasn’t Black.  Maybe I 

would act different, but how can I know that since this is all I have ever been?  I 

thought about that a lot when I was a kid, but I don’t think about it anymore 

because it’s not going to change anything. 

Interviewer:  Did you want to change being Black when you were younger? 

James:  Not completely…sometimes I did. 

Interviewer:  Why did you want to change this about yourself? 

James:  Maybe because I have always been different and when you’re a kid, you 

don’t want to be different.  Maybe because most of my family is [White] – and it 

seemed like things were different for my brothers and sisters. 

Interviewer:  What things were different for your siblings? 

James:  A lot of things.  They didn’t seem to think about some of the things I did 

– like, what’s this person going to think if I say this – or that…they just did things 

the way they wanted to.  They didn’t seem to think about it – or they didn’t care.    

Interviewer:  You said that you had to think a bit more about what you did or said, 

is this because you were Black? 

James:  I don’t really know, but I think so – but it sure seemed to happen a lot. 
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Interviewer:  Would you say that being Black is a very important part of who you 

are? 

James:  Yes, I do think it [being Black] is important because you have to know 

where you stand with other people and you can figure out pretty quick where you 

stand with people – especially if they don’t deal with Black people. 

Tomeka echoed James’ emphasis on the importance of her identity; however, Tomeka 

extended her knowledge of self beyond interactions with others to further encompass a 

spiritual connectedness to her identity that grounds her explaining,     

Definitely it’s good, because, I’m happy to know that I’m half [African], because 

I know exactly where one part of my ancestry comes from.  The other part 

[American] – I’m clueless.  And if I get one of those DNA tests done it’s not 

gonna tell me anything – it’s not gonna tell me where I’m exactly from until I feel 

it spiritually.  So I think it’s very important that I know who I am ‘cause then I 

know where I’m going.    

RJ admits to discovering pride in his heritage as a result of a high school art class 

assignment, saying, 

Yes, I think my history and my culture are very important.  They both come from 

being African American – so yeah, that’s important too.  You know there were a 

lot of things that we did that nobody even knows about.  Like that [art] class – we 

had to do this project about different kinds of art – right?  Like research a bunch 

of different kinds of art and write this report.  And I ended up finding out about 

how all of these African American painters all moved to Europe and France just 
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to do their art.  They all became really famous and a lot of their stuff is in 

museums all over the world now.  You never hear about that.  I mean, you hear 

about how we fought for Civil Rights and all that stuff – and that’s important too 

– but you don’t hear about the other stuff we were doing.  Other people…they 

don’t want to hear about all that – so I just sort of keep it to myself.  What’s cool 

though is that they were doing their own thing – just in a different kind of way.  

We don’t all have to be marching…we can fight [injustice] in other ways too.  I 

think it’s cool. 

 

Black African In-group Pride 

Similar to that of their African American peers, Black African students also 

emphasized the significance of their self-selected descriptors.  While African American 

students further explained both the importance of their identity and how it influenced 

self-perceptions, most Black African students focused on the importance of their identity 

as symbolic representations of their cultural heritages.  Some of these students also 

stressed a knowledge that others within their home countries have historically, and 

continue to experience challenges and struggles; they thus develop a sense of duty  to 

seize the opportunities afforded to them by virtue of coming to the U.S. in order to assist 

others remaining in Africa. While many of the Black African students declared close 

identification with in-group members, this type of affiliation was found to be the greatest 

amongst those who used regional origin or nationality as their preferred descriptor.  

Stephen summed up sentiments of most Liberian students when he explained, 
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I am proud to be Liberian.  I am proud of our people who are there.  The 

[Liberian] government [is] bad…very bad – corruption – people always fighting.  

But there is [sic] many good people that fight to make [Liberia] a better place.  So 

I [am] responsible to be successful here for them.  I have to get [a] good education 

and good job here, so I can help people at home. 

Aminata echoed pride in her culture and the resilience of Liberians amidst constant 

struggle when she stated, 

Liberia is trying to get better.  We have a woman president – this never happened 

before.  Things change like America, where we maybe have a Black president 

soon.  In Liberia, the people try to make it better.  We change things to make them 

better – this [is] why I miss my country.  Most my family [is] still there.  America 

is good, but I will go back to take care of them one day.     

Other Black African students emphasized the importance of specific cultural 

attributes of their identity; as Lena exclaimed, “I’m very happy to be an African girl.  I’m 

not like other people here and it’s good to be different!  We have wonderful culture, good 

food, beautiful clothes, nice people…people always smiling and happy…we dance and 

sing.”  Joseph stated, “We have many cultures in Africa and long history.  African people 

have been around for a very long time and many African people are very wise because 

we know about different cultures.”  Josephina underscored the communal nature of her 

culture saying,  

In Africa, where I am from – everyone is like - it’s family.  Here, people only take 

care of their kids.  They don’t….they leave their grandmothers and grandfathers.  
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I know some kids at school and they have grandmothers that – they like have 

these special places with all the old people.  It’s better…Africans take care of 

each other.  Sometimes, when a child has parents who died, someone else will 

take care of him - they will take them like a son.   

 While both African American and Black African student groups establish the 

importance of their identities and a sense of pride in their respective groups, they do so 

while frequently intertwining a deep sense of historical reference and reverence.  Most, if 

not all of the students hold the common beliefs of a historical as well as contemporary 

collective struggle and articulate the importance of the strength gained from such.  

Surprisingly, many African American and Black African students alike allude to an 

ongoing collective struggle for Black groups in the U.S. as well as abroad.  While the 

African American students are far more explicit in this matter, it is also implied that 

Black African students refer to Black groups in Africa as they speak to the social 

struggles and civil strife currently experienced by fellow in-group members; the students 

refer to the strength of other in-group members as a response to perceived struggles and, 

in a sense, adopt this strength as their own.  Additionally, some African American 

students spoke to a personal strength gained as a result of external forces directly linked 

to their racial identity. 

Both African American and Black African students spoke to specific 

characteristics of the culture of their groups to be celebrated.  For most African American 

students, these cultural attributes are seemingly once again tied to a history of collective 

struggle in the U.S.  Similar to African Americans, some Black African students also 
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referred to a collective struggle linked to national identity.  Diverging from sentiments of 

African Americans, Black African students express marked cultural attributes that are 

related less to “black” culture per se, but rather, they draw a distinction between certain 

African cultures and that of Americans. 

For nearly all of these students, regardless of their preferences for a specific 

descriptor, identity is seemingly a concept beyond simple designation based upon skin 

color, and is rather an essence of being or intricate component that is informed by 

multiple internal and external forces,  shaping not only who they are, but who they will 

become in the future.  

 

Perceptions of Public Regard for In-Group Members            
 

In the previous sections, preferential identity descriptors and rationale for such 

and private regard for their in-groups by immigrant status were established.  However, as 

is indicated by Table 12, immigrant status did not appear to be related to a general 

consensus of the two groups in the identity descriptors chosen.  Furthermore, as described 

in the previous section, how the students rationalized their choice of descriptor also 

varied within and across the two groups.  These findings beg for an additional level of 

inquiry to explore the intersection between how these students perceive themselves and 

in-groups members, and how they describe their perceptions of how they and other in-

group members are viewed by the dominant society.  Consequently, in the following 

section, I focus on how these students make sense of their racial/ethnic identity, and how 
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they feel others place meaning on their racial/ethnic status.  I also focus on the extent to 

which they feel others view their groups in a positive or negative light.   

 

Public Regard of African Americans  

There was near unanimous agreement among African American participants that 

the dominant society does not perceive them positively or hold a favorable regard of their 

group.  Only for those few African Americans who had extensive interaction with other 

groups such as White and/or Hispanic was such a perception minimized, without being 

necessarily replaced by a positive perception.  

 

African Americans Fear that Dominant Society Perceives them as Lazy 

Several African Americans attributed their hesitancy to interact with out-group 

members as a result of the belief that non-Black groups perceived them negatively. 

Tomeka, for example, speculated that non-Blacks perceive African Americans as “people 

who take everything for granted and are lazy.” James felt that White teachers and 

administrators “tend to think of all Black males as football or basketball players, as loud, 

and who do not come to school for anything more than playing sports and hanging out.” 

Experiences of diminished expectations and perceived idleness reverberated in Nicole’s 

statement when she explained, 

We should get more respect than we do.  Like at school – I don’t talk a lot in 

class.  Sometimes, the teacher asks a question and if I answer she looks like I just 

landed from Mars.  She thinks I don’t have a brain – or can’t use it.  I just don’t 
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say much…that’s just how I am.  They think we just sit there and don’t think 

about anything.  That’s why she looks at me like that when I do talk. 

RJ sums up these assumed dominant negative perceptions of African American students 

by saying,  

I think they probably feel we are wasting all of our chances.  They probably think 

we have all these opportunities, and maybe we are not taking full advantage of 

them because they think Black people don’t ever seem to get ahead of the game. 

 

African American Females Fear that Members of the Dominant Society Perceive them as 

Oppositional and Lazy 

Some African American females focused primarily on the notion that the 

dominant society perceives Black groups as being non-productive.  Strong gender issues 

surrounding this concept of “group laziness” combined with a perception of oppositional 

resistant culture emerged as this issue was explored.  Natasha, in particular, intimated that 

there is a general perception among African American females that members of the 

dominant society perceive them in a negative light. She says, “I think they see us as rude 

because we talk back, but I also think they think we are lazy and just plain ignorant.”  

Chelay, for example, explained that she minimizes interaction with out-group members 

because,  

One time this [White] girl told me that they [White people] think that African 

American girls are all lazy and that we don’t do anything - get on welfare and 

have babies with different guys...all baby drama.  Most of them probably see me 
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as this Black girl at school that probably has an attitude problem…like they think 

all Black women are loud and like always having something to say.  Maybe she 

was just trying to be funny - but it still told me what they [White people] think 

about us.  

Danielle recalled experiences with classmates whereby she felt compelled to act out 

public stereotypes of African American women, explaining, 

Most of my friends are White, so I know pretty much what they think.  They’re all 

really cool, but sometimes – not my good friends, but other people -  it seems like 

they think we are like what they see on T.V., which is not good.  It’s either this 

loud, rude – ignorant Black woman that no one would want to deal with - ever.  

You can tell when people think that, because they start to make jokes about it and 

they will say, “Be careful, Sheniqua might come out.”  Most of the time I just 

ignore them, or sometimes I will act like Sheniqua and we just all laugh about it.  

Tomeka expressed her dismay at the expressions of out-group members and revealed 

insight into her notion of external perceptions of the dynamics between African American 

females and males, recounting, 

One time I was with my friend D’Andre and we have no family relation we were 

just together in a Walmart – not Walmart, Walgreens – and this was woman like, 

“oh my god, you guys are such beautiful twins,” and I’m like – I’m not even 

related to him!  We don’t even look alike at all!  We were both Black and so she’s 

like you must be family – you must be going out, but we were like joking around 

so she’s like okay you can’t be a couple – have to be twins.  And I just looked at 
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her and said, “we’re not related.”  And she’s like, “oh, okay.”  She was just 

shocked there were two of us in the same place at the same time and actually got 

along.  I guess she was used to seeing Black couples all mad and 

ghetto…probably though the women are just arguing all of the time. 

 

Criminalization of African Americans by the Dominant Society 

Other African American students, particularly African American females, 

reported concerns that influence by the media reinforces and encourages members of the 

dominant society to view African Americans in a negative light. Some of the African 

American students interviewed related the common practice in which members of the 

dominant society may form images in their minds of African Americans as aggressive 

and crime oriented as driven by the media. Laniece reported that many within the U.S. 

think of African Americans as people who live, as her mother states, who are “constantly 

trying to live on the edge.” Although Tomeka views African Americans overall as “very 

trendy in pop culture,” she concedes a possible negative public perception of the group, 

saying, “They probably think we are over aggressive. The down side is that we are 

associated with a lot of violence. People associate Blacks with drugs and the ghetto – it’s 

funny because we don’t even have real ghettos here...not like L.A. or Detroit.  But then 

again, all of that’s mostly because of all the black guys and jail.”  Natasha concedes a 

recurring sense of dread of seeing Blacks on the local evening news as for fear of further, 

stating, 
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You know how if you’re sitting at home and watching the news or something and 

you see someone did a really stupid crime – you don’t even want to see the 

picture and you’re just sitting there saying, ‘Please god, don’t let it be a Black 

man again.’  Seems like now they’re mostly Mexicans – but it still gets you when 

that black face pops up on the T.V.  I mean, you just don’t want to give them 

[dominant group members] something else – you know? 

TJ explains how the public regard of African American males as criminals has permeated 

the various levels of society so that seemingly even the most educated and elite are 

unable to escape: 

Overall, I think they see us as dumb, loud, criminals…because that’s what they 

see on T.V. – right?  Look at all those dumb ass niggers…that’s what they’re 

saying [laughter].  I mean, look how everybody is tripping on your boy Obama!  

Dude is smart – right?  Really smart – like Harvard smart!  Went to a good 

college, became a lawyer, did his thing – but they still don’t want to trust him.  

Why do you think they don’t trust him?  Then, when you look at the news, some 

people - acting like they’re scared of him.  [He] did everything right – so why is 

everyone so scared?  Come on now, do you think they would be scared of him if 

he was a White guy?  They’re scared because all they’re used to seeing on the 

news is Black people committing crimes.  If they see a Black man on T.V. – he 

must have committed a crime – right?   
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African American Male Perceived Negative Consequences of Blackness 

Some African American male students pointed out potential disadvantages of 

being seen as “Black.” While the participants may not have initially perceived their own 

“blackness” negatively, American society’s negative perception of Black groups seems to 

have translated into the individual’s own perception of the potential negative 

consequences of blackness. RJ, for example, admits that he experiences a major 

disadvantage in that he believes society’s view of him as a Black male is linked to an 

automatic perception of financial disadvantage and limited social mobility.  Although, as 

previously noted, RJ’s private regard of African Americans was positive, he nevertheless 

made this observation: “If there are times I wanted to be something instead of Black, it 

wouldn’t be because of the color of my skin…but basically how it can make people think 

of you in a negative way – when it comes to money and all of that.”  RJ admits that the 

“whiteness” of his immediate environment reinforces seeing material success in terms of 

“whiteness” as the norm and that the absence of belonging to this group, being an out-

group member, he may be at a disadvantage to achieving social mobility.  Jordan stated 

that although he is biracial, by virtue of being “a guy” he must bear the burden of 

perceived poverty related to his “Black side.”  Explaining how non-Black group members 

equate darker skin color with poverty, James also relates, 

I think the biggest problem is that people have this idea in their heads that all 

Black people are poor.  There’s all kinds of poor people here - being poor is bad 

enough – but being a poor Black man seems like the worst thing possible – it 

seems different then just being poor.  It’s like the deepest hole that you can never 
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get out of.  It’s sort of like just because of your skin color, you are automatically 

in this hole.  I know it’s not really true, but in a way, it kind of is because you 

almost have to keep proving that you’re not. 

Only two out of twelve African Americans did not disclose the feeling of negative 

perceptions by the dominant society, citing their positive interactions with most. Marissa, 

for example, did not feel that most members hold negative ideas about African 

Americans that, in turn, may impact interactions and group mobility. She says, “Most 

people are nice to me.  Some people don’t want to be around different groups, but I guess 

you have to be around that [White] group to kind of know how they are.  It’s the same as 

with anyone else – you have to be around them to know them.”  Shawna exuded little 

pressure from dominant negative perceptions saying, “I get along with everybody pretty 

much, and they seem to like me so, it’s not a problem.” 

 

Public Regard of Black Africans 

Similar to that of African American students, there was also a general consensus 

among Black African participants that the dominant society does not perceive them 

positively. While both student groups articulated many stereotypes of Blacks within 

America, the Black African students described additional negative perceptions in the 

form of stereotypes related to the depiction of Africa in the popular media.  Strong gender 

perceptions emerged as African males claimed they do not receive a positive, respectful 

perception from dominant groups. Few Black Africans in this study reported not sensing 

negative perceptions from dominant groups; however, it is important to note that while 
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many of these perceptions may be viewed as directly linked to the notion of “blackness” 

in U.S. society, the students did not always indicate them as such. 

 

Black Africans Feel that the Dominant Society Perceives them as Uneducated and 

Uncivilized 

All African participants in this study felt that members of the dominant society as 

well as other minority groups perceive them negatively.  Lena, for example, felt that the 

general perception of Africa as a continent consisting of only impoverished nations is 

often attributed to all Africans. She states, “I think they [Americans] look down on me. 

They think that I am not so smart like they are.  I don’t care - they have more 

money…big houses and cars – but some [American] kids at school live the same as me.” 

Aminata feels Americans look down on her, saying, “They just think we don’t take 

showers and [are] dirty all the time – that’s what people at school say to me.” Dahla 

concurs by saying,  

Americans think that Africans don’t know how to behave. Teachers [are] always 

telling the African students how to act like Americans.  They think we are all like 

Bantus – don’t know how to behave because they didn’t go to school that much 

before.  They think we are poor and we are sick – AIDS - you know…they see 

this on TV. They think we [are] always fighting. None of us can get good 

education or speak English and read and write. When I come to America, the first 

thing they say is, “Where [did] you learn to speak English?”  Like no one can 
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learn English in Africa.  I speak English so long I’m losing my language!  You 

know Miss, I cannot speak to my grandmother anymore. 

There was a general agreement among all Africans that the dominant negative 

perception of Africans is attributable to a lack of basic knowledge about Black Africans 

and African issues. Recounting his early experience with some American students, 

Kelvin narrates,  

They [African American and White students] asked if we lived in jungles with the 

monkeys, and I was very surprised because you always hear about how smart and 

rich they are and how they go many places.  But you come here and see that they 

don’t know so much and they don’t want to know more.  

Some Africans complained that Americans, specifically their White teachers 

lacked basic geographical knowledge about Africa. Stephen, for instance, observes that, 

Most of the people here are very ignorant about Africans.  Even some of those 

[White] teachers!  Mr. F. and Miss K. – they are not like that - but most of them 

have never been out of America. They don’t know anything. They think Africa is 

one big place – one country. They think all Africans are the same. 

Amelia agrees with Stephen and recommends the following: “I think that 

American people need to learn more about African people. They don’t even want to be 

around African people like they think Africa has animals every place and all the people 

are dirty.” 
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Some Black Africans Feel Permanently Relegated to Lower Class 

Some Black Africans felt a sense of animosity from members of the dominant 

society as well as other minority groups due to their willingness to perform certain jobs 

perceived by Americans as menial tasks.  Dahla, in particular, supports this view by 

recounting,  

It is even like at work.   There was this time I was leaving the work, and I live 

down the street, and those two [African American] guys from school came behind 

me and they were and they live in apartments by mine.  They were just behind me 

and laughing. They are like “Hey girl! [shows disgust]  Flipping burgers and 

washing dishes.  How you gonna be a doctor washing everybody’s dishes?”  I 

didn’t say nothing to them and they just kept saying, “You gonna be cleaning my 

house – that’s what you gonna be doing.  Just like the rest of them.”  It’s just – 

like because I have to work at [name of fast food restaurant] now, I have to do this 

forever.  Like they think I never can do anything else. 

 

Black African Guilt by Association with Blackness 

Some Black African males felt an automatic association with stereotypes of 

African American tendency toward criminal behavior by virtue of their black skin.  Male 

students expressed frustration resultant from experiences of racial profiling by law 

enforcement.  Joseph, a very tall, thin Sudanese student with a unique sense of style in his 

trendy attire and dreadlocked hair, recalled,  
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I was walking from the bus and this police car stopped and asked me where I was 

going and if I was from Jamaica.   I say to him that I am going to my house.  He 

asked me many questions and then he say, “Do you have anything on you?”  I say 

to him I just have my books and phone in my bag.  He asked more questions…I 

don’t remember - but then he left.  My Mexican friend told me that the police 

thought I was selling drugs because [of] my hair and I am a Black. 

During our interview, Ali, a devout Muslim Somali Bantu, recounted a similar experience 

while driving, as noted in the following exchange, 

Ali:  Yeah.   I was like, night, late, and I'm…it was…I was driving.  I ran through 

the stop sign - I just passed.  And he pulled me over and he say, “You have a 

gun?” 

Interviewer:  You were driving your car and the police officer pulled you over? 

Ali:  Driving. 

Interviewer:  Okay. 

Ali:  And I passed a stop sign. 

Interviewer:  Oh, so you ran the stop sign? 

Ali:  Yeah.   I passed the stop sign and he pulled me over and say, “You have a 

gun?”   

Interviewer:  That's the first thing he said to you? 

Ali:  Yeah first, and he said, “[do you know] the reason I stopped you?”  I say, 

“No.” [Police officer said] “You passed the stop sign.”   And he say to me again, 
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“Do you have a gun in your car?”  I say, “No.”  [Police officer said] “Okay, let 

me see your driver's license and registration and insurance.”  I say, “Okay.” 

Interviewer:  Did he say anything else to you?   

Ali:  Yeah, he said, “The reason I pull you over is because you passed stop sign.” 

Interviewer:  The police officer asked if you had a gun before he told you why he 

stopped you? 

Ali:  I say, “No.”  Yes. 

Interviewer:  Why do you think that he asked if you had a gun in your car? 

Ali:  Because I'm Black.  He think Black, you will carry a gun in the car.  

Interviewer:  Do you think police officers believe all Black people have guns in 

their cars? 

Ali:  Yeah, that same thing.  That's what I think. 

Interviewer:  Okay, so do you think some police officers will stop people because 

of what they look like? 

Ali:  Yeah. 

Interviewer:  Why do you think this? 

Ali:  Yeah, I think so, yeah.  They think all Black people have guns, drugs…do 

crimes…everything bad!  Maybe some [Black] people don’t do anything, but they 

think you’re bad. 

Interviewer:   Would you say this is just the police, or do other people in this 

country think this as well? 

Ali:  All the people – all the White people here think Black people are bad. 
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As a witness to a fight at school, Sudanese student Bob described being a victim of racial 

profiling,  

They were fighting at lunch time – the Mexicans and Blacks.  It was bad – there 

were so many.  No one could do anything and more and more kids jumped in.  

Someone called the police to stop because a lot of people got hurt.  None of us 

was in it – we were all at the table, but when the police came, they took us with 

the Black kids.  The principal saw us – he know we didn’t fight, but they still took 

us.  We had to go to jail and I didn’t have no one to help me.   

The vast majority of students conveyed a negative public regard of African 

Americans most frequently manifested as stereotypes (Table 13).  These students often 

described the most common stereotypes of African Americans such as the group being 

lazy, ignorant, not trustworthy, oppositional, aggressive and frequently engaging in 

criminal activity.  While the stereotypes of lazy and ignorant appeared to apply to both 

males and females, some gender differences in stereotypes did arise.  The concept of 

oppositional behavior in the form of “talking back,” being “smart mouthed” and “ghetto” 

were most frequently attributed to the African American females.  Stereotypes of African 

American males, on the other hand, tended to depict this group as more prone to 

aggressive behavior and having criminal tendencies.  While each group was aware of 

overarching stereotypes applied to both genders, they were also cognizant of those 

specifically targeting males and/or females.  Perhaps unconsciously, most African 

American students, if not all, used the term “Black” to describe how they felt in-group 

members were viewed by out-groups.  Irrespective of their preferential identity 
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descriptor, these students demonstrated some affiliation with the “Black” groups to which 

they referred as they commonly used “Black” and “we” simultaneously.  This implies 

some dissonance in that although these students may not outwardly profess association 

with the term “Black” and subsequent attached meanings (in this instance negative 

meaning linked to blackness), when describing how others view their group members as 

well as themselves there is a complex discord between how these students feel others 

view their group and how they choose to portray themselves.  For those students who 

chose the identity descriptor of African American, this choice may be out of the necessity 

to distance themselves from the negative stereotypes associated with the term “Black.”  

However, the fact that these individuals used the term “we” in connection with the term 

“Black” implies the knowledge that they are viewed in the same negative light. This 

could also be indicative of a defense mechanism that reinforces the notion of a collective 

struggle. 

 Public regard of Black Africans, similar to that of the African Americans was also 

laden with unfavorable stereotypes (Table 13).  The students conveyed the feeling that 

their groups were viewed as impoverished, ignorant, disease-ridden, aggressive and 

primitive.  Similar to African Americans, for the most part, these students attributed these 

stereotypes to a negative portrayal by the media.  Departing from their American peers, 

the Black African students felt an overall lack of knowledge and understanding by all 

Americans of the continent of Africa and the multitude of African peoples.  Ironically, 

many of the student perceptions of public views of Black Africans had some overlap with 

that of African Americans in that both groups pointed to generalizations of being poor, 
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ignorant and aggressive; however, once again this overlap appeared to be differentially 

grounded in that those of African Americans seemed to stem from an awareness that they 

live in a race-based and racist society, whereby those of Black Africans more likely 

stemmed from their immigrant status.  While the majority of stereotypes within the public 

perception of Africans were not particularly gender-based, three of the Black African 

males disclosed experiences of being racially profiled and assumed to have criminal 

tendencies by virtue of their skin color.  This suggests some shared experiences between 

African American and Black African males within this study.  
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Table 13: African American and Black African Student Negative Stereotypes of In-
Groups 

  

 Reported Across 
Genders 

Specific to Gender  
Reporting 

Specific to Opposite 
Gender 

African 
American 
Females 

Lazy 
Ignorant 

Poor 
Disinterested in school 

Oppositional 
Slang 

 

Argumentative 
“Smart mouthed” 

Loud 
“Ghetto” 

Sexually promiscuous 
 

Aggressive 
Hostile 
Violent 

Criminals 
Ostentatious (show off) 

African 
American 
 Males 

Lazy 
Ignorant 

Poor 
Disinterested in school 

Slang 

Criminals 
Aggressive 

Violent 
 

Confrontational 
Defiant 
Loud 

Emotional 
“Ghetto” 

Sexually promiscuous 

Black African  
Females 

Lazy 
Not smart 

Uneducated 
Poor 
Dirty 

Diseased 
Primitive 

Uncivilized 
Ill-behaved 

 

 
 

_ 
 

Aggressive 
Dominant 

Black African  
Males 

Lazy 
Not smart 

Poor 
Dirty 

Primitive 
Uncivilized 
Ill-behaved 

Aggressive 
Violent 

Uneducated 
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Conclusion 

 The findings of this chapter illustrate the complexity of racial and ethnic minority 

identity construction.  The differences within and across groups in the selection of 

identity descriptors and their rationale provide a basis to refute Blacks as a monolithic 

group reduced to being recipients of an externally assigned identity category.  It is 

evident that for the most part preferential identity descriptors were not arbitrarily 

selected, but rather, they were purposefully selected and have some level of utility for 

these individuals in their daily lived experiences.  The descriptors selected by the students 

arose from numerous places.  For example, some students noted the importance of their 

ancestral lineage or cultural heritage and how this informed their decision.  Other 

students, both African American and Black African, emphasized the political nature of 

identity either linked to the racial hierarchy in America or to ethnic hierarchies in Africa, 

and as such, and perhaps forced upon them by external factors, these students selected the 

descriptor thought to be most appropriate for navigating through a diverse society.  For 

other biracial students who may be at risk of falling “in between” the Black/White binary, 

the descriptor of choice became symbolic of the necessity to fit into a given category 

while at the same time it depicted their inadequacy of fully capturing who they are.  

Finally, these identity descriptors, as stated, defined for these students a unique 

framework and perspective of society from which they operate and somewhat 

complicates the myopic nature of categorization based on skin color. 

 These results support previous assertions that the construction of identity is a 

multi-faceted fluid construct and is contingent upon the interchange between one’s 
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private views of oneself and the group with which one identifies, along with information 

gathered from external cues.  Although unrestricted solely within the confines of racial 

lines and unrestrained by gender or immigration status, these students confirmed 

significant centrality in terms of the strength of positive regard for their respective 

racial/ethnic groups.  Furthermore, in spite of the challenges they face as members of 

minority groups, without hesitation these students clearly expressed pride in being a 

member of African American and/or Black African groups.     

As illustrated in excerpts of student interviews, multiple competing narratives 

appeared; however, two were most central to the scope of this study.  In the primary 

narrative the students assumed an assertive stance and highlighted varying degrees of 

agency in how they described themselves and how they positioned themselves within 

society.  The second, however, was shaped by greater vulnerability in that it was based 

upon their perceptions of external interpretations by dominant groups of their skin color 

and/or by what the students perceive to be external meanings assigned to blackness.  

While adopting the language of the dominant society when referring to their perceptions, 

this public regard of the groups to which the students identified demonstrated a 

consciousness of the negative stereotypes often attributed to Black groups that are 

directly counter to characteristics attributed to academic success.  Although the vast 

majority of the students reported that public perceptions of their groups were negative, 

these students demonstrated a level of resilience in that a positive private regard for 

themselves and their groups remained intact.   While the students articulated an 

awareness of these stereotypes, they did not indicate that these stereotypes would deter 
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them in attempting to achieve their stated educational and professional goals.  These 

accounts do, however, show the process whereby both student groups are forced into 

existing U.S. racial hierarchies, regardless of whether this is their primary frame of 

reference or not.  Furthermore, they provide insight into the social and institutional 

barriers encountered by these students as they are unwillingly relegated to a position of 

deficit within the domain of education.  Consequently, in the following chapter I more 

precisely establish how these external forces operate and, more importantly, inform these 

students’ perceptions of educational opportunity and social mobility.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

EXPLORI
G BLACK
ESS: IMPLICATIO
S OF RACISM, DISCRIMI
ATIO
 

A
D STEREOTYPES I
 EDUCATIO
AL ASPIRATIO
S A
D PERCEPTIO
S 

OF SOCIAL MOBILITY 

 

Introduction 

This chapter, which is divided into two parts, further illuminates the nature of the 

relationship between the construction of blackness in the U.S., its interpretations and/or 

meanings as well as potential consequences.  Part one addresses the perceived threat and 

consequences of negative stereotypes related to academic success that some Black 

student participants reported.  Additionally, Part one examines how discrimination and 

stereotypes translate into behavior in classroom and social environments within the 

general context of their schools detailing interactions with non-Blacks at Southwestern 

and South Mountain High Schools.  Part two of this chapter details the perceptions of 

African American and Black African high school students of the attributes and 

characteristics of individuals thought likely to succeed in college through the discussion 

of reflexive photography subjects while examining potential origins of and catalysts for 

these images.  Further, this section explains the students’ perceptions of limitations to 

social mobility and mechanisms to overcome them in light of perceived barriers.  Thus, 

this chapter seeks to answer three questions: 1) In which ways do the students encounter 

racism, discrimination and negative stereotypes and what strategies do they employ in 

order to survive and redefine themselves?  2) How do external forces shape their images 
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of success? And, 3) What strategies do they employ in order achieve social mobility?  In 

short, this chapter explores the social constructs and/or other obstacles that present 

barriers to these students while they attempt to fulfill their individual, educational, and 

social potential. 

 

Group Consciousness of 
egative Black Stereotypes Related to Academic Success 

This section explores the different ways in which African American and Black 

African high school students discuss the interpretation and impact of negative black 

stereotypes.  I assumed that a prevailing knowledge of negative stereotypes of Black 

groups related to academic performance exists in the United States, and particularly in a 

state with less than five percent of its total population being of African descent. 

Additionally, I assumed that, for the most part, the stereotypes that stem from racism and 

bias toward Black groups is directed at the color of their skin, and considering that 

African Americans and Black Africans share to some degree a dark skin complexion, 

members of the dominant society that hold negative stereotypes of Black groups would 

presumptuously treat them as a monolithic group.  Based on such an assumption, the two 

groups’ knowledge and interpretation of these stereotypes would serve as a potential 

explanation for common perceptions and images of academic success as well as similar 

mechanisms to attain social mobility.   
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African American Student Perceptions of Black Stereotypes Related to Academic Failure 

The vast majority of African American students reported a strong consciousness 

of stereotypes of Black groups related to poor academic performance.  There was a 

general consensus among the students that stereotypes are generalizations about a group 

of individuals that may, or may not be accurate.  Additionally, the students agreed that 

the content of most stereotypes related to African American students consisted of poor 

academic performance.  Most African Americans recounted experiences whereby they 

had both been the targets of racism and stereotypes.   For most of them, such experiences 

of being the target of stereotypes had implications for academic achievement and 

subsequent social mobility from middle school and continued through high school.  

Jordan describes the most common and dual nature of black stereotypes when he narrates, 

There’s black stereotypes that are good ones…kind of - and other ones 

that are really bad and can really mess you up.  The good ones are sort of 

good but then again they can work against you too.  They’re mostly that 

we’re good in sports…and talented in certain fields like in music and 

entertainment and pretty much that’s it – those are the good ones.  The bad 

ones about school are that we are super lazy, can’t learn as much as other 

students, can’t speak proper English, always acting up…I guess they are 

that we are just straight dumb.  Like I said, the good ones are okay and all 

that – but they’re not so great if teachers and other kids think music and 

sports are the only things that you can do and you’re trying be a doctor or 
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lawyer or something - and anyhow the good ones definitely don’t rule out 

the bad ones.   

When asked if common stereotypes of Black groups in America had validity 

and/or could be seen as true by in or out-group members, most African American 

students agreed that some stereotypes accurately describe the actions of others but 

warned of the dangers of overgeneralization. Laniece, for example, illustrates the 

complexity of stereotypes, 

I mean, some of them are true.  Some African Americans do cut up in class, some 

fight, some don’t study.  But the reality is, you can never say just because some 

individuals act in certain ways that a whole race of people is like that, because if 

you do, it’s just not fair because then the ones who aren’t like that will suffer from 

it. 

Many African American students emphasized the overall difficulty in refraining 

from stereotyping out-group members.  James’ perception of the automaticity of 

stereotypes and how they operate in American society is reflected the following narrative,  

Yeah, most Americans have a pretty strong idea of what they think about other 

people.  Mostly when it comes to stereotypes and Black people I think they are 

pretty much a given and no one even thinks twice about them before believing 

they are true.  In some ways they [stereotypes] are just a fact instead of an idea in 

their heads…as long as they are about someone else, then it’s no big deal. 

TJ also reflects on how stereotypes of Black groups affect how he functions and interacts 

with others in school. He states, “Every single day I go to class, it’s clear that I’m a 
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minority and I’m Black, and it gets on my nerves because I’m trying so hard not to be  

like a stereotype, I don’t want to act…or do stuff that will make people think that’s 

[stereotype] what I am.” Nicole reports similar experiences, explaining, “From really 

early ages you see things in the movies, T.V. or on the news…all it shows is a negative 

image of us and it’s easy to believe it because that’s all you see.  So then you end up all 

tied up in knots because you get all mad and stuff because you know that’s not who you 

are…but you still have to watch yourself.” Several students reported deliberately 

avoiding Whites in their social circles because of their perception of Whites as the 

perpetuators of negative black stereotypes.  Chelay prefers to socialize with other Black 

students, “I don’t want to have to prove myself all of the time so for me it’s just better to 

stick with African Americans…or at least some minorities.”  Yet other African American 

students explained that they have started the arduous task of deconstructing negative 

images of African Americans that the media perpetuates. Tomeka, for example, states,  

If you want to get down to it – I don’t care if it sounds like a conspiracy or not, 

but I think when they show those movies or T.V. shows, like of all the black 

people in ghettos or all that gangsta life stuff…they [media] have a lot of control 

over people, so they must want you to think that’s how it is for all of the African 

Americans – they want you to believe it. 

African American students further disclosed the impact of negative stereotypes on 

interactions with others that may, in turn, impact life chances for Black youth as Nicole 

states, 
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I had this teacher in elementary school that would always talk about the Black 

kids as these kids…and then there would always be something negative after that.  

I don’t know if she was racist or what, but it seemed like there was some 

stereotyping going on there because she was talking about all of us. 

Chelay continues to illustrate the damage incurred by negative stereotypes as she 

explains, 

Of course they [negative stereotypes] change how people treat you – how can 

they not?   Especially if the people are racists because they won’t even give you 

the time of day to prove them wrong.  I mean, I know everybody has stereotypes 

against them and also I know everybody does it too and they’re not all racists –  I 

mean, there’s stereotypes about Goths being like this or skaters being like 

that…even about Mexicans being White because they don’t have dark enough 

skin…but the thing is, I don’t know anybody else but African Americans that 

have them…that, like, cut you off.  All I’m sayin’ is, is that if the stereotypes are 

about you and getting a good education and all, and if education is supposedly 

what you need to make it in this world – if all these people are believin’ in this 

stuff -  then nobody is gonna to take you seriously and you barely have a chance. 

Natasha concurs with Chelay, as she further describes long-term consequences or scars 

students may suffer as a result of attacks on their academic identity and ability when she 

states, 

Negative stereotypes about Black people and schooling can make a huge 

difference in what happens to Black people in their life.  I mean, even though 
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they’re not always specifically true – they can really hurt your self-confidence and 

take out your self-esteem.  When you get really down, you’re not going to care 

about your grades or anything else about school.  You’ll just stop working at 

anything in school and maybe even stop going if you can get away with it - 

because why even try?  If you think about it – if you just stop right there in high 

school it can have a bad effect on your whole life.  If you start thinking they’re 

[negative stereotypes] true too, then you might as well call it a day because you 

won’t have any opportunities if you don’t have a college education – let alone 

finish high school. 

 Even high achieving African American students were not immune to the burden 

of being stereotyped as Tomeka reports, 

When I was little, I would get teased for being a ‘school girl’ which was code for 

‘acting White’ because I was into school and on honor roll.  Back then it really 

hurt because I didn’t really fit in with any group.  Now, when kids say that kind of 

stuff I just say thank you and laugh.   

Some African American students discussed the difficulty of combating negative 

black stereotypes and consequently devised effective ways to cope with them as RJ 

asserts, “Nobody will say it…but who doesn’t want to be the smart student?  You can try 

to change their minds but people are still going to think what they want to…so…I guess I 

just have to do me.” 

African American student participants displayed a high consciousness of black 

stereotypes perpetuated by out-group members, the media, in class as well as the social 
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setting at Southwestern High School.  Many reported being targeted and consequently, 

most of the students had devised mechanisms for processing and situating negative 

stereotypes.  Some students responded by avoiding acts that may confirm negative 

stereotypes, others opted to isolate themselves from potentially threatening environments 

by limiting social interactions to African Americans or other minority groups. As noted in 

Chapter 4, a few African Americans reported learning to dismiss negative stereotypes or 

to act out exaggerated versions in order to diffuse uncomfortable situations when 

confronted with these social constructs.  

 

Black African Student Perceptions of Black Stereotypes Related to Academic Failure 

In contrast to the African American group, most Black African students 

interviewed displayed either a lack of awareness of stereotypes linking black skin to poor 

academic performance, downplayed its relevance, were reluctant to discuss them, or 

expressed feelings that although the negative stereotypes may exist, they did not see 

themselves as disadvantaged by the existence of such stereotypes.  Rather, the vast 

majority of the Black African students agreed that negative stereotypes of their in-group 

members were a direct result of immigrant status (e.g., English as a Second Language, 

lower levels of educational attainment in home country).  Amani and Josephina did not 

perceive black stereotypes as a particularly salient issue, nor one they have encountered 

since their arrival to the U.S.  Lena too downplays the significance of race-based 

academic stereotypes by saying,  
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They [African Americans] say there is a lot of stereotyping on Black students in 

America, but I don’t care about that.  African and African American kids – both 

of them sometimes don’t do the work they are supposed to do.   In America, 

someone tells me that these stereotypes stop them from getting an education…I 

will laugh at them.  I know this excuse is because they don’t want to do the work.  

Dahla represents a group of Black African participants that attributed negative 

perceptions of African student performance to their “newcomer” status in American 

schools.  Commenting on her frustrations with perceptions of Black African academic 

performance, Dahla states,  

Problems the Africans have at school is because their culture is not the same as it 

is here.  They don’t know how life works in America because they haven’t been 

here that long to learn.  The ones that don’t learn as much in class is because their 

English is bad – not because they can’t learn.  Some of them at South Mountain 

didn’t have the opportunity to go to school in Africa like I did so they take longer 

to learn what the other students know.  I know what are the stereotypes of Black 

people here, but I don’t think this is something they cannot overcome. 

Stephen confirms a U.S. stereotype of immigrants and predominate fears of mass 

migration when he says, 

Teachers do treat students [Black African] bad, but it is because they are afraid 

the Africans come here to get free education and take jobs from their families.  

All T.V. and news shows Africans as really poor people so when they 
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[Americans] see us they think we come here to take their opportunities away from 

them so they don’t want to give us anything to help that happen. 

Two of the Black African student participants did report discrimination in U.S. 

classrooms that may contribute to the perpetuation of negative black stereotypes.  Ali 

expressed great dissatisfaction with interactions between White teachers and Black 

students as well as somewhat justified the act of disidentification within the academic 

domain when he complains, 

Miss, I say before the teachers here don’t want to teach Black students.  They 

want to teach students look like them, talk like them – White.  All of the White 

teachers think the Blacks [are] stupid and treat them bad– they don’t give no time 

for them.  They give no time to me – I give no time to them [White teachers].   

Rhonda concurs with the detrimental effects of negative black stereotypes and explains 

the process of devaluing education that may occur when Black students are stereotyped. 

Rhonda articulates divergent views between the Black African and African American 

students when she states, 

For the African students, they come to America to have a better life.  It is not that 

they don’t know they are Black - they don’t want to hear that they will have 

troubles here being Black.  When they see that the [White] Americans want to 

stop them from education, they will say it is because they are African – because 

they don’t speak the language or not from here - but they won’t say it is because 

they are Black.  They don’t see it the same as African Americans because they 

[African Americans] will say it is because they are Black.  Sometimes, they are 
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both wrong and sometimes they are both right…but they still end up the same 

because they [Black Africans and African Americans] will not see education for 

them and will try something else to move up.  

 Given that only two of the fourteen Black African student participants discussed 

the negative impact of negative stereotypes on the academic performance of Black 

students, one must conclude that most Black Africans did not consider them to be a 

significant barrier to educational attainment or social mobility and consequently few, if 

any, had experienced or explored the consequences of such. Whether this lack of 

perception of a looming threat of negative stereotypes on the part of most Black African 

students is real or an act of denial, most asserted that the processes of acculturation and 

assimilation would be appropriate mechanisms for dealing with any potential threat.  

In this section, I have discussed the various perceptions pertaining to the threat of 

negative black stereotypes and the ways they can affect educational aspirations of African 

American and Black African students attending Southwestern and South Mountain High 

Schools, respectively.  For the most part, the two groups’ perceptions of stereotypes 

related to blackness are inconsistent, making blackness less of a strong common 

denominator in terms of the effects of negative stereotypes on academic attainment.  I 

have demonstrated that African American students were highly conscious of the 

complexity and burden of racial stereotypes, which at times, translated into 

uncomfortable interactions with non-minority group members within the academic 

domain.  In contrast, Black Africans have not widely experienced or have had a great 

deal of knowledge of race-based stereotypes in their countries of origin, diminishing the 



 
 
 

208 

threat to their academic identity.  Further, many Black African students who 

acknowledged achievement differences between Black and other students groups 

expressed difficulty identifying with (or understanding) African American student 

perspectives.  Finally, while the assigned meanings by African American and Black 

African student groups differed, I have shown how the media perpetuates negative 

stereotypes of Black groups through selective production of programs and reporting. 

These findings suggest that the two groups’ experiences and potential internalization of 

negative black stereotypes related to academic performance are significantly different and 

may largely affect their educational aspirations and imagery of success. In the following 

section, I will present further exploration into the participants’ evaluation of success and 

their observations on how various groups, to include their own, achieve it.  

 

African American and Black African Student Images of Academic Success and 

Mechanisms for Social Mobility 

This section further extends the private/public regard and stereotypes of in-group 

members (Chapter 4) as well as focuses on their influence on African American and 

Black African students’ in/out-group images and conceptions of success.  The interplay 

between group images and stereotypes are particularly crucial for Black young people in 

the U.S., specifically because of the negative stereotypes associated with blackness.  

Group images can inform the perceptions of and mechanisms for opportunity available 

not only to their racial/ethnic groups but to the various other social identities these youth 

navigate.  Further, these images can shape the strategies Black students utilize to reach 
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their conceptions of success.  In short, this section includes discussion of how the 

students view the academic and professional successes of others in relation to their 

potential future successes.  Additionally, in order to better comprehend the role of 

stereotypes in the students’ conception of success and strategies for attainment, 

discussions are centered on beliefs in the achievement ideology and definitions of 

success.  According to MacLeod (1995), achievement ideology is a theoretical 

framework that emphasizes the belief that opportunities exist for all in America that are 

willing to work toward their stated goals.  Embedded in the achievement ideology is the 

belief that success is defined by the level of engagement in a meritocratic educational 

system (i.e., positive academic outcomes are a result of hard work in school).  Further, 

according to MacLeod, the absence of motivation and ability adequately explains 

differences in status attainment.  In short, students who subscribe to the achievement 

ideology believe that social structures, such as the educational system, are constructed so 

that individual efforts such as hard work in school will be rewarded by future successes.  

Thus, in this section by focusing on the extent to which students maintain the 

achievement ideology allows greater understanding of the potential threat, or lack 

thereof, of negative stereotypes related to academic and subsequent professional status 

attainment.  As the students described their images of success, they also discussed their 

definitions of and strategies for reaching their goals.  Narratives of both African 

American and Black African student participants related to success were frequently in 

accord with Jennifer Hochschild’s (1995) concept of absolute success.  In other words, 

the markers symbolized the conventional “American Dream.”  Additionally, both student 
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groups described an alternate form of success which was that of a relative success.  

According to Hochschild, relative success consists of being “better off than some 

comparison point, whether one’s childhood, people in the old country, one’s neighbors, a 

character from a book, another race or gender—anything or anyone that one measures 

oneself against” (p16).  For African American students, the reference point for relative 

success was oftentimes anchored by the reported dominant public regard of African 

Americans in the U.S.  For some Black African students, on the other hand, definitions of 

relative success centered on transcending their perceived “lower immigrant status” as 

well as reference points grounded in the reported dominant public regard of Black 

Africans.    

 

African American Students’ Images, Descriptions and Mechanisms for Success 

 

African American students explained their perceptions of “who can be successful 

in college” in a multitude of ways.  Descriptions of the reflexive photography (RP) 

subjects the participants selected as symbolic of “makers” and/or potentially successful 

college students spanned the gamut from physical appearance to intellectual attributes to 

personality characteristics of the RP subjects.  In a study by Kao (2000), common 

stereotypes by Black high school students related to the academic performance of various 

racial groups consisted of the following:  studious, do homework, go overboard in 

participating in class and teacher’s pets (Whites); achieve in school but not go 

“overboard” (Blacks) smart and work on computers (Asians).  Hispanics were not 

included as they were not perceived by Black students as having any academic 
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inclination (Kao, 2000).  As noted in Tables 14 and 15, many of the categories reported 

by Kao are reflected in the descriptors of academic success for African American 

reflexive photography subjects in the current study.  However, a slight departure from 

Kao’s findings, many of the descriptors of RP subjects perceived as Black provided by 

students in this study tended to discount the perceived public regard for their in-group 

members (i.e., negative stereotypes of Black people).  Furthermore, descriptors of 

Hispanic RP subjects in the current study did not reflect Kao’s findings of the African 

American perception of little to no academic orientation in Hispanic populations.   
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Table 14:  African American Student Reflexive Photography Subjects 

Name Gender 
Perceived 

Race/Ethnicity 
Descriptors of Academic Success 

Tomeka 

M 
 

M 
 

F 

White 
 

White 
 

White 

Looks smart, works hard, clean cut 
 
Nice smile, has healthcare, has money 
 
Professional, well-groomed, highlights in hair 

 
Chelay 

M 
 

F 
 

F 

Asian 
 

African American 
 

White 

Hardworking, really smart 
 
Responsible, focused 
 
Plain, boring, teacher’s pet 

Danielle 

F 
 

F 
 

F 

White 
 

White 
 

African American 

Looks smart; most women in college succeed 
 
Serious 
 
Determined, serious, quiet, focused 

Natasha 

M 
 

F 
 

M 

White 
 

African American 
 

White 

“World is my oyster” has no real experience  
 
“Shy, smart Black people are shy” 
 
“Focused on getting that degree and good job” 

Nicole 

M 
 

M 
 

F 

White 
 

African American 
 

African American 

Smart 
 
Looks like an athlete 
 
Looks like a “Delta” sorority girl 

TJ 

M 
 

M 
 

M 

White 
 

African American 
 

White 

Smart; good at math 
 
“Hardworking brother” 
 
Geek; answers all of the teacher’s questions 

Marissa 

M 
 

F 
 

F 

White 
 

White 
 

Hispanic 

Well-groomed, smart 
 
Outgoing, involved in school 
 
Hardworking 
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Table 15: African American Student Reflexive Photography Subjects 

Name Gender 
Perceived 

Race/Ethnicity 
Descriptors of Academic Success 

Shawna 

M 
 

M 
 

F 

White 
 

White 
 

African American 

Looks like he will be a professor 
 
Thinks a lot, something always on his mind 
 
Has common sense, knows how to get ahead 

Laniece 

F 
 

M 
 

M 

African American 
 

African American 
 

White 

Smart, quiet 
 
Dependable, focused 
 
Has money 

James 

M 
 

M 
 

M 

White 
 

White 
 

White 

Determined 
 
Focused 
 
Goal-oriented 

RJ 

M 
 

M 
 

F 

African American 
 

White 
 

African American 

Follows all rules of the game 
 
Good leader 
 
Strong, determined 

Jordan 

M 
 

M 
 

M 

African American 
 

White 
 

Hispanic 

Knows what he wants out of life 
 
Has connections; has money 
 
Works hard 

 
 

Within the African American student participant group, 9 of the 12 students (75 

%) most frequently used the descriptor “smart” to describe at least one of the top three 

selected RP subjects.  Of those nine RP subjects who were assigned to the category of 

being “smart”, five were described as White males, one Asian male, one White female 

and two African American females.  No African American male RP subjects considered 

to be a successful, or potentially successful college student were described as or assigned 

to the category of “being smart.”  The most common descriptor of African American 

female RP subjects was “quiet” and/or “shy” as well as “responsible”; while the 
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descriptor most frequently used for African American males fell into the category of  

being “focused.”  Other attributes used to describe RP subjects included “having money” 

and/or “connections.”  Unexpectedly, both African American females and males most 

frequently selected White male RP subjects as academic successes at 9 of 24 (36 %) and 

7 of 12 (58 %), respectively.  Table 16. demonstrates the two study participant groups’ 

selection of RP subjects by perceived race/ethnicity and gender.   

Table 16:  Reflexive Photography Subjects by Perceived Race/Ethnicity and Gender 

 

African Americans Black Africans  
Selected RP subjects (%) 

     
White male  16 (44.4) 21 (50.0) 
White female 5 (13.9) 5 (11.9) 
African American male 5 (13.9) 2 (4.8) 
African American female 7 (19.4) 3 (7.1) 
Black African male - 3 (7.1)  
Black African female - 6 (14.3)  
Hispanic male 1 (2.8) 1 (2.4) 
Hispanic female 1 (2.8) 1 (2.4)  
Asian male 1 (2.8) 1 (2.4) 

 

As there was a great deal of variation among participant responses, the intent of 

the following cases is to provide a general overview of the complexity of 

stereotypes/stereotyping and how they can be interwoven into the cognitive fabric of 

African American youth while targeting one of the many social identities of each 

individual.  These cases were purposefully selected to as representative of the variation in 

responses of the African American students.  As with O’Connor’s 1999 study, nearly all 

of the students, both African American and Black African students maintained that hard 

work, education and individual effort were necessary to achieve life goals; however, the 
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African American participants also articulated three distinct discourses of opportunity: a 

dominance discourse in which a particular social identity is perceived to be a primary 

factor in social mobility; a minimization discourse, in which a specific social identity is 

discounted or minimized as a primary factor for social mobility; and a contextualization 

discourse, in which a social identity is in presented as significant in some contexts (e.g., 

employment) but not others (e.g., education).  While some African American students 

articulated only one of these, others presented an amalgamation of one or more.  These 

types of discourses are significant in that they demonstrate the African American 

students’ awareness of various social and structural constraints in status attainment while 

highlighting the students’ understanding of ascribed and achieved status of groups in the 

U.S.  Furthermore, these discourses illustrate the complexity and multiplicity of social 

identities for African American youth as well as broaden the understanding of the extent 

to which negative stereotypes that target their social identities may impact their 

perceptions of opportunity and mechanisms for achievement.  The following four cases 

are representative of the differences in the types and impact of stereotypes as well as 

additional factors that influence African American students’ perceptions and expectations 

of higher education by exploring their conceptions of success (to include discussions 

centered on selected RP subjects) and their strategies for attainment. 

 

Danielle 

 Danielle is a high achieving junior who has been consistently enrolled in 

predominately White gifted and talented programs through elementary and middle school 
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which has created the foundation for her participation in AP classes in high school.  Since 

middle school, Danielle’s parents have reinforced her belief that of higher education as 

being one of the most important life accomplishments and as such have encouraged her to 

aspire and prepare to enroll in a private 4-year university.  The fact that she belongs to 

this “exclusive club” of gifted and talented tracked into elite colleges has not sheltered 

Danielle from the awareness of negative stereotypes she reported as the public regard of 

Black groups of being “loud,” “ignorant” and “ rude” which she admits to dismiss upon 

each encounter by either ignoring or acting them out.  In spite of this awareness, Danielle 

maintained a high private regard of African Americans as she referred to a history of 

struggle, but more importantly, resilience in the country.  Absent from Danielle’s 

reported private regard for African Americans was the sense of personal struggle 

resulting from the lived experiences that were reported by other students in this study.  

Unlike many of the students in this study who expressed lived or vicarious experiences of 

racism and stereotyping, race was not central, but rather somewhat peripheral in most 

discussions of attainment with Danielle.  Further departing from her peers’ perspectives 

was the gender-dominance discourse articulated by Danielle that conveyed her 

understanding of a disconnect between women’s ability to compete or surpass men 

academically while at the same time experiencing gender bias and other barriers in the 

labor market as illustrated in the following exchange:      

Interviewer:  Can you explain to me why you chose these people as being 

successful college students? 

Danielle:  I picked these in particular because they’re all women and women are 
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more successful in college than men.  Most of the women in my family are 

college educated but some of the men aren’t…so…but this one (first choice) 

looks like a friend of mine who’s really smart – she gets straight A’s in 

everything.  This girl (third choice) just looks like she’s very determined to get 

ahead in life.  She’s not the kind that doesn’t take her work seriously - so, I’ll bet 

she’s really quiet and focused because that is what it takes to excel in school. 

Interviewer:  Why did you choose this female as your second choice? 

Danielle:  She just looks very serious – like she wouldn’t let anything get in her 

way. 

Interviewer:  What do you think these people had to do to become successful 

college students? 

Danielle:  I think they had to set goals, study hard, and basically stay focused.  

Interviewer:  Where do you think you learned what successful students look like? 

Danielle:  Um…I suppose I learned it from kids in my classes.  I take all AP 

classes and it’s not the same as other classes…it’s just expected that all of us will 

go to college – usually a good one.   

As most of the African American students in this study, Danielle reported that the 

primary mechanism for status attainment was accepting the dominant narrative that hard 

work and education lead to success.  A swift departure from her peers, however, 

Danielle’s selection of RP subjects is distinct in that she was the only one of thirteen 

African American student participants that selected all females.  Her selections were 

likely influenced by her belief that, “women are more successful than men” in school as 
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well as her leadership roles on the local soccer team and other “girl empowerment” clubs.  

Danielle’s engagement in these predominately female activities, as well as her frequent 

references to the “strong African American women in her family” when discussing her 

private regard for Black groups had, by her own account, informed her framework of the 

types of people that can be successful in higher education.  Thus, these African American 

female influences provided role models for the type of person Danielle expected and/or 

hoped to be in college and beyond.  Opposing the general public regard of African 

Americans that Danielle and other students reported, the descriptors used for the only 

African American RP subject selected were “determined,” “serious,” “quiet,” and 

“focused”.   Danielle was not the only student to use descriptors such as these to explain 

perceived attributes necessary for academic achievement of Black females as most 

African American students in this study placed greater emphasis on a strong work ethic 

of Black RP subjects as opposed to an innate intellectual ability.  This is not to say the 

students felt that all Black individuals were intellectually inferior to Whites and other 

groups but rather, that each of them had an implicit understanding of additional social 

and structural constraints Black individuals face that stem from racial and/or, in 

Danielle’s case, gender biases held by the dominant society.  Although Danielle 

understood that professional women must navigate societal barriers of low expectations 

and that gender can impact opportunity, this knowledge did not inform her definition of 

success or her strategy for attainment as demonstrated in the following interaction:  

Interviewer:  What does “being successful” mean to you? 

Danielle:  Being successful means working hard, going to college and achieving 
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your goals in life to have whatever job you want. 

Interviewer:  What will it take for you to be successful in this society? 

Danielle:  Keep taking AP (advanced placement) classes, get good scores on the 

SATs (scholastic aptitude test) and staying focused. 

This exchange revealed that Danielle’s notion of realizing absolute success was 

heavily grounded in the achievement ideology as she firmly believed that hard work 

would produce the intended outcomes of educational and some level of professional 

attainment.  While many other students in this study voiced similar conceptions of and 

strategies for success, Danielle was one of the few that reported no differences in the 

strategies used by her selected RP subjects and those she intended to employ.  According 

to research, minority youth oftentimes reinforce racial differences in conceptions of and 

mechanisms for success because they are more likely to use in-group peers as a gauge to 

evaluate levels of achievement required to attain their educational and occupational goals 

(Kao, 2000).  Danielle’s academic orientation departs from common discourse pertaining 

to minority student achievement in that in-group comparison was not the case as she 

reported that most of her classmates and close friends were White thus providing some 

explanation for fundamental differences between Danielle and her sister Chelay in terms 

perceived societal barriers and how to best navigate them.  Danielle’s case further 

illustrates the complexity of the social identities and perceptions of opportunity for Black 

youth as her role models for professional attainment were older African American 

females while the vast majority of her peer group members, those perceived as models of 

academic attainment, were White females.  This dichotomy may provide some 
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explanation for Danielle’s assessment of a meritocratic educational system while 

simultaneously holding beliefs of gender dominance in the labor market as is illustrated 

in the following exchange:   

Interviewer:  Do you think that everyone in the U.S. has the same chances at 

going to college and having a successful career? 

Danielle:  Yes, definitely.  Everyone has the chance to do well in high school and 

that’s what it takes to get to college, so then everyone has the same chances.  

Even if you don’t do so well in high school, you still have another chance to go to 

a community college – but that’s not what I want to do.  If you work hard in 

college, then you’ll have a good career.     

Interviewer:  Does race or gender matter when it comes to who can be successful 

in college? 

Danielle:  I think race mattered a long time ago, like when they wouldn’t let 

African Americans go to the same schools - before Civil Rights and Affirmative 

Action...but now I don’t think so.  And gender obviously doesn’t matter anymore 

because women do better in college.  It’s really up to the person and if they are 

willing to put the effort to become successful in school.  But the jobs after – that’s 

a whole different thing…sometimes in class, we have debates about this kind of 

stuff and the guys will say it’s because women want to stay home and have kids, 

but we all know that’s not true.  It’s the guys that get all of the big jobs, and if 

they think things like women should be at home, then they are probably not going 

to want to hire them as much as they would another guy.   
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Danielle’s perspective of, “you get out of life what you put into it” once again was 

representative of most African American students’ strong belief in the notion that the 

individual level of engagement in the educational process determines the subsequent 

level of success.  Thus Danielle’s perceptions of higher education included a meritocratic 

system and her expectation that if one worked hard, success would follow.  While she 

admitted that structural inequalities and barriers to educational achievement existed in the 

past, Danielle viewed highly contentious legislation as mitigating, if not terminating such 

racial or gender inequalities in education.  However, more importantly, and perhaps the 

greater barrier to attainment that Danielle emphasized were external forces such as 

gender bias and discrimination and how they contribute to limited opportunities for 

women beyond college.   

From the onset, Danielle established gender as a particularly significant social 

identity.  Despite her emphasis on African American female relatives as role models, not 

once did Danielle indicate that race was a primary factor influencing mobility.  That is 

not to say that race was insignificant to students like Danielle, it was, however, 

discounted as a barrier to attainment.  Another social identity of Danielle, being a female, 

was presented as having greater salience than that of her racial identity.  As such, much 

of the discourse related to her conception of success and perceptions of opportunity arose 

from the knowledge of gender-dominance in the U.S.  Although she had never 

experienced the labor market personally, through her frequent reference to the strength 

and determination of women in her family who had “made it,” Danielle articulated a deep 

understanding and perhaps a vicarious experience of gender-based discrimination and 
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stereotyping from the African American women in her family.  In this regard, negative 

stereotypes of women related to professional attainment were greater threats to her 

dominant social identity and were more significant than those pertaining to “Black 

intellectual inferiority” for some high achieving students like Danielle.   

 

Tomeka 
 

In her junior year at Southwestern High School Tomeka planned to attend a 

private HBCU once she completed high school.  Like Danielle, Tomeka was also a high 

achieving student who was engaged in advanced placement classes at Southwestern High.  

Tomeka stated that while her single mother had instilled a strong work ethic and value of 

higher education in all of the children in her family and this value appeared “to be lost on 

her older brother” who had experienced difficulties in high school and beyond.  

Tomeka’s perspective or private regard of “blackness” in the U.S. was distinct from her 

African American peers in that they were shaped by the values and norms of her “African 

American side” instilled by her mother as well as those from her “African side” coming 

from her father.  While she held a high private regard for African American in-group 

members, the manner in which she spoke of this concept was far more neutral than other 

students in the study.  Tomeka described her private regard as a “spiritual connection” to 

other aspects of her racial and cultural identities.  This private regard as she defined it 

“centered” Tomeka, but based on her description, did not carry tones of the struggles 

related to negative perceptions of blackness as experienced by other students.  Although 

Tomeka’s personal perspectives differed from her peers, during discussions of the public 

regard of African Americans, she demonstrated a broad knowledge of race, class and, 
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gender as being used by some to oppress minority groups in the U.S.  Furthermore, she 

articulated knowledge that individuals are ascribed a given status in society based upon 

external perceptions of where they are situated within the U.S. race, class and gender 

strata.  This knowledge, however, did not negatively impact Tomeka’s academic 

performance but rather, as other research has concluded, it helped her to become more 

resilient and resourceful in navigating societal constraints (O'Connor, 1997; O'Connor, 

1999).  Additionally, while she did not personally subscribe to such views, without 

hesitation Tomeka listed numerous stereotypes as being the public regard of Black groups 

centering primarily on aggressive and confrontational behaviors; none of which appeared 

to influence her conceptions of and mechanisms for success.  What did, however, inform 

some African American students’ conception and strategies for academic success was a  

recognition, as articulated by Tomeka, of perceived disadvantages related to social class 

in the U.S. as they offered a class-dominance discourse in assessments of how one 

achieves social mobility in the U.S. 

Interviewer:  Can you explain to me why you chose these people as being 

successful college students? 

Tomeka:  It’s sort of hard to say… it’s just that some people have this thing – they 

just look like they have what it takes.  Like this first guy, he just looks smart.  

Some people just look smart.  Mostly, he’s clean cut, kinda good-looking… he 

looks like he’s smart but like he still works hard.  Some people are really smart, 

but they don’t work at anything, but this guy looks like he works.  This guy (the 

second choice)…he’s not like this one (the first) at all.  He totally comes from 



 
 
 

224 

money.  Look at his teeth – you know he was one of those kids that got braces 

‘cause they’re way too perfect, so you know his parents had some money…had 

good health care and all of that. 

Interviewer:  Why did you choose this female as your third choice? 

Tomeka:  I guess she’s a little like the other guy, she probably has money too.  I 

mean, if you look at T.V., you see girls just like this – they all end up having  

really good jobs – when they do work…you know the show is all drama…and 

then they’re all like, put together…like they have perfect hair, perfect nails, 

perfect clothes, perfect house….all of that.  It’s like the perfect little life.  And all 

that stuff doesn’t come free – you have to either have some money somewhere – 

your family or your job or something like that.  

Interviewer:  What do you think these people had to do to become successful 

college students? 

Tomeka:  Well, the first one – like I said, he looks like he would work at it.  The 

other two…they probably came from money.   

The above excerpt revealed a class-dominance perspective and illustrated a 

working knowledge of system of social reproduction as great emphasis was placed on the 

likelihood that two of the three subjects came from upper SES families and thus had 

advantages with regard to achieving academic success.  Additionally, all of the subjects 

selected being White highlights the commonly held notion by many of the African 

American students that upper SES groups are primarily comprised of White individuals 

and consequently they often excel as a result of financial advantages.   This type of 
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sentiment has broader implications for the perceptions of higher education for some 

Black students in that it reinforces previously reported stereotypes by both African 

American and Black African students that “all Blacks are poor,” and as such may be 

viewed by in and out-group members as being compromised in terms of higher education 

attainment.  Further, given her emphasis on having the “things money can buy” (e.g., 

straightened teeth and highlighted hair) attributed to the RP subjects, Tomeka drew an 

additional association between perceived wealth and access to various levels of academic 

and subsequent professional attainment.   

Interviewer:  Where do you think you learned what successful students look like? 

Tomeka:  Well…I don’t know really.  I think you learn about success from a lot 

of different people and places.  For example, you learn from your teachers…they 

act different with different types of students and you sort of just see things about 

the good students.  Oh, but – I know what you’re getting at – you learn…you’re 

getting at what they [reflexive photography subjects] look like – yeah [smiling], 

I’m beginning to see the pattern here…I guess it comes from the college books - 

like, the catalogs that show you the schools.  They have all the pictures of the 

campuses and buildings with all of the students.  But the HBCs…those schools 

obviously don’t – the students obviously look different in them.  [laughing] I don’t 

know why I picked these…[laughing].    

Although I did not articulate a “pattern” of similarities in the selection of 

individuals that Tomeka identified as successful college students, Tomeka stated that she 

observed a pattern in the selection of subjects.  Based on our interaction and her 
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nonverbal communication it was clear that the “they” Tomeka referred to was the group 

of all White subjects chosen.  Tomeka attributed her selection of all White RP subjects to 

the available college informational materials in the school guidance counseling offices 

implicating practices such as these in projecting distinct characteristics and physical 

images by virtue of their selection of materials that may have, in turn, somewhat shaped 

her perceptions of successful students.  Tomeka acknowledged differences between the 

types of images displayed in predominately white institutions (PWIs) and those of 

HBCUs as well as expressed the inability to immediately identify with these images.  

Tomeka had earlier reported taking heed to her mother and sister’s advice to attend an 

HBCU in the future.  A great deal of emphasis was placed upon her sister’s experiences 

and knowledge of discrimination at the local predominately White Research I institution.  

Tomeka’s mother mentioned that upon visiting two departments which she had 

considered for her major and after speaking with several other Black professionals within 

the community, the family decided that Tomeka’s older sister would be better served by 

attending an HBCU as the departments of interest at the PWI were well known as hostile 

environments for minority students and commonly refused admission and specifically 

targeted Black students.  Unlike Danielle, Tomeka had greater understanding, by virtue 

of her sister’s experiences, of constraints related to race as demonstrated by her dismay at 

her selection of White RP subjects.   Furthermore, unlike Danielle, Tomeka described the 

complex interplay between race, class and gender-based constraints and authentic power 

in the following gender and class-dominance perspective:  

   Interviewer:  What does “being successful” mean to you? 
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Tomeka:  I think being successful is different for different people.  Some people 

think that a lot of money makes them successful or a lot of power…like Oprah.  A 

lot of times people say I look like Oprah…probably just because I’m bigger and 

darker, because I do not look like Oprah…I don’t know, for me it’s just being 

happy with who I am and what I do in life.  I have goals – like going to a college, 

I want to travel…to Africa, get a good job with some security…so I think if I do 

those things then I will be successful. 

Interviewer:  What will it take for you to be successful in this society? 

Tomeka:  Well, I sure don’t have all the money like Oprah.  My mom thinks the 

only reason she has so much anyway is because somebody is behind her pulling 

the strings…because there is no way an African American woman can get so 

much without somebody in the back.  So for me, I have to work really hard.  You 

know, I study a lot, I take the right classes…I’m in a bunch of clubs and stuff…do 

volunteer work and all of that so I can get a decent scholarship and go to a good 

school.  Some of it’s pretty cool – it’s sort of fun, but I’m not sure I would do all 

of them all of the time – I just sort of go along with my mom…because that’s how 

it all works on the apps [college applications].   

Embedded in Tomeka’s concept of power, often associated with success and the 

levels one can achieve is the knowledge of glass ceilings for women and hegemonic 

practices by males who grant access to power for some women.  This assertion was not 

accompanied by an account of how or why males have more power and the ability to 

control others in the U.S., rather, Tomeka quite simply stated that African American 



 
 
 

228 

women can achieve higher levels of success but only if a man permitted her to do so.  

This assertion provided insight into Tomeka’s recognition of a differential and unequal 

opportunity structure in the U.S.   This further extends Tomeka’s previous association 

between levels of wealth and access to educational attainment; however, in this case it 

extended to encompass professional attainment.   

Although Tomeka placed a great deal of significance on hard work and education 

as facilitating her version of absolute success, she also recognized that class is an 

important factor and potential determinant of status attainment.  Unlike Danielle, 

Tomeka’s strategy for success differed somewhat from how she described attainment of 

the selected RP subjects as they were believed to have worked hard or have money in 

order to achieve their goals.  As did nearly all African American students in this study, 

Tomeka felt that she not only must follow the traditional path of hard work as dictated by 

the dominant narrative related to social mobility, but she also had to do more.  More 

importantly, she recognized that for students who are from lesser privileged classes, there 

is an added pressure to counterbalance this inequality by preparing oneself to be equally, 

if not more competitive than those privileged students who have a financial advantage as 

illustrated in the following exchange:   

Interviewer:  Do you think that everyone in the U.S. has the same chances at 

going to college and having a successful career? 

Tomeka:  No…no way.  Come on, some people are just lucky – you know?   They 

have all the right things.  People like me have to work hard at it – not because of 

grades or anything like that because I find school pretty easy – but just because 
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it’s life.  Then there are some people that try as hard as they can – but it doesn’t 

matter because they just can’t get ahead. 

In the above excerpt, Tomeka not only concluded that an unequal opportunity 

structure exists in the U.S. but she draws a distinction between the how and why of the 

“haves” and how and why of “haves not”.  Tomeka suggested that upper SES individuals 

“have and continue to have” because of unearned luck, that middle class individuals like 

herself have to work hard to maintain their status in society and lower income individuals 

have little to no chance at transcending their social status.  While much of the discussion 

stemmed from a class-dominance perspective, Tomeka also understood the significance 

of race and gender as well as the potential for these social identities to be ascribed a given 

status in society.  Further, she recognized how various social identities of individuals are 

used as barriers and shields of exclusion to the mobility of minorities while they ensure 

the status quo as perpetuated by White males in the U.S. as explained during the 

following interaction:      

Interviewer:  Does race or gender matter when it comes to who can be successful 

in college? 

Tomeka:  Definitely!  There’s kids at school that are always talking about race 

discrimination by the principals and teachers.  I know that stuff is real, but you 

can’t say that’s the reason for everything.  You know, they’re the same guys that 

are just hanging around after school instead of trying to go home and learn 

something.  But even still, women get it worse than anyone else.  They have to 

work hard, go to school and if they have kids or something…  I mean, my mom 
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always talks about how the “good old boys” at work…and no matter how much 

she tries – she can’t get as far as them ‘cause she’s not “in the club!”  She thinks 

part of it’s definitely because she’s Black – but mostly because they think women 

are just not as intelligent as men are or don’t deserve to be there. 

 In the above, Tomeka described a central element embedded in the racial-

contexualization discourse as she minimized the impact of race in one context (i.e., high 

school), while emphasizing importance in other contexts (i.e., employment). This is not 

to say that Tomeka discounted the role that race plays in educational attainment as she 

concluded that her sister’s experiences of discrimination at the local predominately White 

university were real, but that they could be navigated and potentially circumvented by 

deciding to attend an HBCU.   Unlike college, whereby one may have several options 

from which to choose, the labor market was described as having greater constraints and 

perhaps provided less opportunity to negotiate the stigma attached to race and gender.  

Further complicating perceptions of opportunity, Tomeka acknowledged that gender-

based stereotypes stemming from discrimination and male hegemony contribute to the 

lower professional attainment of certain groups, namely, women and more peripherally, 

African Americans in the U.S.  However, her description of the requisite qualities of 

“working hard” in order to attain academic and professional success, appear to be one 

mechanism by which to overcome such barriers.  According to Tomeka, hard work 

facilitates some advancement but inequalities exists nonetheless (e.g., a privileged 

individual may achieve the same level of attainment through less work).  To better 

manage these anticipated barriers, Tomeka acquired high levels of cultural capital from 
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her family developing clear ideas about the structure of U.S. social systems, how to 

navigate them and, in her case, how to compensate for perceived inadequacies (e.g., not 

having money, being Black, and/or a woman).  In her description about how to “get 

ahead” in society, she explained the significance of social capital as yet another tool for 

increased social mobility and affiliation with specific groups (i.e., the good old boys 

club); however, for Tomeka networks outside of the “boys club” such as volunteer groups 

and school organizations were viewed as countering isolation from the social streams in 

which she perceived barriers.  In terms of how negative stereotypes influence future 

aspirations, the greatest threat for Tomeka’s most salient race, class and gender identities 

is being perceived as the “poor, undeserving Black woman” as opposed being the “dumb 

Black student”. 

Although most of the African American students reported a negative public 

regard of in-group members as well as the knowledge of negative stereotypes related to 

educational attainment, for many of the students, these social constructs did not impact 

their educational aspirations, definitions of success or mechanisms for social mobility.  

The stereotype of Black intellectual inferiority also did not strongly influence the 

predominant discourses pertaining to social mobility for many of the African American 

students.  The following cases diverge from many of the African American student 

responses in that these cases best illustrate how experiences of discrimination and/or 

negative stereotyping impact how a student defines success as well as devises and 

operationalizes alternative strategies for attainment.  In short, these cases illustrate the 

extent to which positive out-group stereotypes and the threat of negative in-group 
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stereotypes related to academic success inform the students’ overall images of 

educational attainment.  Further, they demonstrate the complexity of Black youths’ social 

identities and the need by some to devise unique strategies for attainment central to which 

was the concerted effort to avoid negative race and/or gender-based stereotypes linked to 

these central identities. 

 
Chelay 
  

During the time of this study, in her senior year of high school, Chelay’s future 

goals included attending the local 4-year university upon where she planned to major in 

business.  In our initial interview during a discussion of her perception of the private 

regard of African Americans, Chelay repeatedly expressed great difficulties associated 

with being a young Black woman in the U.S., one of which being the necessity to 

constantly “prove yourself” and to avoid reinforcing negative stereotypes of Black 

women.  These “difficulties” were the impetus for Chelay’s decision to limit her social 

circle to African American and other minority groups; an act perceived by her sister 

Danielle as social isolationism.  The public regard of African Americans, as reported by 

Chelay, consisted of commonly held stereotypes perpetuated by the media that shape 

mental pictures of the group as being excessively lazy, the women promiscuous and 

irresponsible with regard to their sexuality and relationships as well as the women being 

loud and confrontational; all of which resonated in her discussions of educational 

attainment and social mobility.  The awareness of these general stereotypes were further 

complicated by Chelay’s previous assertion that negative stereotypes related to the 

academic performance of African Americans can have long standing negative effects on 
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life chances of Black youth as the following excerpt illustrated her understanding of the 

differential paths to attainment linked to social identities of individuals from disparate 

groups in the U.S.: 

Interviewer:  Can you explain to me why you chose these people as being 

successful college students? 

Chelay:  These [RP subjects one and three] are just the kinds of people that people 

think are automatically good students.  You know, if they’re all quiet and 

boring…and you know everyone thinks Asians are super smart - so…but I mean 

they’re not necessarily the only ones that can go to college….but, anyways she 

(subject two) sort of looks like…well, pretty much she looks like she’s going 

places…like she’s really responsible and focused. 

Interviewer:  What do you think these people had to do to become successful 

college students? 

Chelay:  Probably one and three didn’t have to do that much.  She (subject two) 

probably had to put up with a lot of crap just to get ahead. 

As many of the African American students in this study, particularly those who 

employed strategies of stereotype avoidance, Chelay estimated that the only African 

American female RP subject would have likely achieved success through the same 

methods that she believed were necessary to reach her personal goals.  The descriptor of 

being “responsible” and “focused” used to describe the African American female RP 

subject was in opposition to Chelay’s reported public regard of Black females, which for 

many amounts to little more than unacceptable levels of irresponsibility; however, these 
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characteristics were also deemed as crucial to her notion of making it.  Although the 

descriptors of academic success of out-group RP subjects that Chelay selected long held 

stereotypes, they are also often regarded as positive attributes leading to success for 

White and Asian students.  Within the research on student stereotypes by race and 

ethnicity, White students are often regarded by Black students as being “plain and 

boring,” while Asian students are often touted as the “hardworking, very intelligent” 

model minority (Kao, 2000).  Although she did not profess to believe these stereotypes to 

be true, Chelay recognized that other “people” automatically assign these attributes to 

out-group members which form the basis for later being viewed as a “good student.”  

Clearly diverging from this sentiment, Chelay, however, asserted that many individuals, 

including teachers and school officials, often have distinct and perhaps unfounded ideas 

about the intellectual abilities of others.  Chelay further described how these same 

individuals have lowered expectations of her general life outcomes based on external 

perceptions of her most “accessible” social identities of being African American and a 

female.  The following excerpt provides a glimpse into the intersection of a race and 

gender-dominance discourse and further elucidates the threat of stereotypes on these 

social identities:   

Interviewer:  What does “being successful” mean to you? 

Chelay:  For a lot of reasons, I’m like pretty much already successful.  I mean I’m 

not pregnant, not on drugs, didn’t drop out and gonna graduate [from high school] 

on time, so in some ways I already made it.  That’s what people expect from you 

– you know? But that’s not just us – I mean, I know this one girl [White] who 
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dropped out, on welfare, and has two babies.  She’s succeeded alright [laughing] - 

she’s succeeded at making herself a “Black girl” [laughing]. 

 Through her race and gender-dominance narratives, Chelay conveyed that 

race and gender can profoundly influence perceptions of opportunity and strategies for 

attainment in the U.S.  As she articulated, for some individuals the social identities of 

race and gender are inextricably tied and as such become targets for stereotypes and a 

greater burden to bear.  This exchange further revealed Chelay’s cognizance of society’s 

lowered expectations of women, more specifically, African American women.  

Consequently, Chelay concluded that individuals like her (i.e., African American and 

young woman) must devise alternative definitions of and strategies to for success as she 

explained in the following interaction: 

Interviewer:  What will it take for you to achieve a higher level of success in this 

society? 

Chelay:  Go to college, get a good job, have a nice house and car and kids…but 

I’m not having no kinda kids without a husband. 

Interviewer:  I remember you said before that life can be very hard; how will you 

achieve going to college, getting a good job – all of the things you’ve stated? 

Chelay:  You gotta have confidence – always believin’ in yourself especially 

when no one else does.  When you’re trying to get somewhere, people are always 

gonna try and hold you back – because they didn’t get anywhere so they put you 

down or even because they think you don’t deserve it – you gotta be stronger than 

that – you just gotta be straight. 
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Unlike most of her peers, in her depiction of success, Chelay described two 

primary levels that she must attain in order to achieve her goals:  short-term and long-

term success.  Chelay’s short-term definition of success rested largely upon transcending 

a lower ascribed status in society and the avoidance of actualizing negative stereotypes of 

Black women that are linked to poor academic performance and professional failure.  

This suggests that conceptions of academic achievement and professional success can be 

grounded in avoiding one’s feared self; for Chelay, the feared self was the predominant 

negative stereotype of a Black woman.  This finding concurs with research on the impact 

of negative stereotypes of Black students in that oftentimes their primary orientation for 

achievement is in comparison to their peers and public regard of in-group members (Kao, 

2000).  As such, Chelay’s short-term goals fell in the domain of a relative success to be 

attained through stereotype avoidance and comparison to peers as she focused on not 

becoming pregnant, not doing drugs, not dropping out of school; all of which are 

common stereotypes of African American female students and if actualized, can lead to 

limited opportunities and failure.  While seeking to achieve academic and professional 

success through unconventional means, Chelay simultaneously subscribed to the same 

concept of absolute success as many of her peers in that she hoped to attain the most 

common markers of success in the U.S. (e.g., college education, having a family, owning 

a home and automobile) as her long-term goal.  In spite the recurrent theme of “life being 

hard” for Black groups and additional mechanism to achieve her long-term goals was 

Chelay’s commitment to maintaining a positive self-esteem in spite of external forces that 

create barriers, thus demonstrating her resilience in the face of the structural barriers as 
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she pointed out in the following exchange:  

 Interviewer:  Do you think that everyone in the U.S. has the same chances at 

going to college and having a successful career? 

Chelay:  Humm…maybe – well, maybe not everybody.  It’s like this, when it 

comes to African Americans, some of them get chances and they just mess them 

up – you know?  They mess around and then they don’t get anymore.  I don’t 

know – maybe they’re scared or something, like they think they’ll fail if they try 

or something.  But it’s sad ‘cause in the end, they’re just sittin’ around lookin’ 

stupid wondering why their lives ended up so messed up  - no education, no job, 

no money...  I’m not gonna end up like that – so I will have a successful life. 

This issues that arose in the excerpt above are crucial to understanding the 

insidious nature of stereotypes of African American youth’s social identities, conceptions 

of and strategies for success.  Chelay first noted a fear of failure that other African 

American students voiced that may well fuel her personal strategy of stereotype 

avoidance.  Chelay recognized that for many African American students a fear of failure 

results in a paralysis in achievement that in turn becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.  A 

lack of effort on the part of the individual can eventually actualize the stereotype that 

students initially attempt to avoid thus becoming being a failure, uneducated and poor.  

More importantly, Chelay asserted that she would achieve success by “not ending up,” 

like those to which she referred further illustrated her unconventional conception of and 

strategy for success which was avoiding attacks on her salient social identities of African 

American and female.  The complexity of racial and gender identities became more 
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evident as Chelay explained the barriers arising from differential opportunity structure for 

women in general and the additional barriers for African American women in the 

following interaction:       

Interviewer:  Does race or gender matter when it comes to who can be successful 

in college? 

Chelay:  Yeah, they both matter.  I mean, women have to take all this stuff just 

because they’re women.  But I do think it’s different for White women – I mean, 

they probably have to take stuff too – but it’s just because they’re women – they 

don’t have anything added on top of all of it.  I mean, everybody can have a hard 

time – but some of them is because you do it to yourself, and some of them you 

don’t have anything to do with it and can’t do anything about it.  You just can’t let 

it get to you that’s all. 

The necessity to maintain an intact healthy self-esteem and self-confidence in this 

race-gender dominance discourse were Chelay’s response to low expectations from the 

dominant society.  A higher level of confidence was needed to manage the discrimination 

and racism that she believed limited opportunities for women and minorities of color as 

well as prevented all individuals from operating on a level playing field.  For many young 

women, gender is an apparent burden and barrier to social mobility; however, for young 

African American women like Chelay, there is an additional burden related to external 

perceptions of and assigned meanings to race (i.e., stereotypes).   Chelay did not profess 

that her seemingly high self-efficacy would mitigate social inequality, but rather she 

perceived it to be a device to assist in negotiating entrenched social constraints.  While 
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acknowledging these social inequalities that result in barriers to attainment, Chelay also 

subscribed to a level of personal responsibility and held herself accountable for her life 

success. 

TJ  
 
 Although TJ had not yet determined his future path to higher education attainment 

(2 or 4-year college), he expressed a commitment to attend college to achieve his goal of 

becoming an entrepreneur.  Throughout the study, TJ emphasized several constraints that 

limit opportunities for African Americans, particularly men.  Many of these constraints 

appeared to stem from the belief in the existence of systemic discrimination and racism in 

the U.S.  TJ described a deep consciousness of racial relations and among and within 

groups so much so that he reported that his preferential identity descriptor of African 

American arose from his awareness that it is politically correct and because, “White 

people fear the word black.”  TJ’s knowledge of the politics of race, combined with his 

reported private regard of African American pride intertwined with personal struggles of 

negotiating race demonstrates a deep racial consciousness that sets him apart from many 

other students in the study.  TJ reported the public perceptions of African Americans as 

frequently being “dumb” and “criminal,” and throughout this study he stressed the 

importance of monitoring his behavior so as to not reinforce stereotypic thoughts about 

African Americans.  Like Chelay, TJ articulated a race-dominance discourse as he 

described how Black men must behave differently than non-Blacks in order to negotiate 

societal constraints as he described in the following interaction:  

Interviewer:  Can you explain to me why you chose these people as being 
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successful college students? 

TJ:  Well come on, this was kind of hard because it’s hard to know who will 

really be successful – I just picked people. 

Interviewer:  Why did you choose this male as your first choice? 

TJ:  He’s probably good at math, you know because he’s all geeky-looking. 

Interviewer:  Would you say people who are good at math are geeks? 

TJ:  I know you’re going to say that this is a stereotype I’m saying, but they’re 

[stereotypes] not all bad and sometimes they are true…and some of them – yeah, 

they’re geeks.  The ones that always answer every question before the teacher can 

get it out of her mouth – yeah, all jumpy.   

Interviewer:  Why did you choose this male as your second choice? 

TJ:  He just looks like one hard-working brother.  That’s why he would be 

successful, because he knows how to work hard and take the hits…and not get 

taken down along the way…that’s how to make it through. 

Interviewer:  What do you think these people had to do to become successful 

college students? 

TJ:   This dude (subject one) probably studied a lot, the next one (subject two) had 

to lay low and stay on top of his game…and that one (subject three) probably 

never took his nose out of the books – ever! 

As Chelay, the descriptors of academic success of out-group member RP subjects 

TJ selected were once again common stereotypes regarded as positive attributes for the 

success of White students.  Contrary to the public regard as “criminals” that TJ reported, 
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the one African American RP subject selected was described as “hardworking”.  Given 

TJ’s perspective of a White dominated America, it is not surprising that TJ continued to 

detail the potential threat of this subject being “taken down” which rendered a double 

entendre as it implied individual temptations to stray from the academic path and/or 

being actively undermined  by other individuals or systems during attempts to advance 

and  increase social mobility.  In short, a systematic “take down” of African American 

men.  Part of this effort to oppress Black men included exclusion from upper social and 

professional classes and relegation to lower class as TJ revealed in the following 

exchange: 

Interviewer:  Where do you think you learned what successful students look like? 

TJ:  I don’t know if I ever actually learned what they look like, but you can pretty 

much tell at school who will make it and who won’t. 

Interviewer:  How can you tell?  Is there a certain way they act, dress or talk?  

TJ:  Yeah, it’s all that – but mostly just look around here and see the jobs people 

are in.  Career days…the guys from [local aerospace technology industry] look 

just like him [subject one].  They’ll be all talking about diversity and then they 

spend the whole time talking to the guys like that [subject one].  Those jokers 

from the Army spend more time with me than they do – and they know I’m not 

going military!  

By his own account, TJ’s selection of two of the RP subjects was a reflection of 

his primary frame of reference for his conception of success which consisted of and 

inaccessible male professional club from which he was excluded because of his racial 
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identity.   In this sense, individuals with whom he could not identify nor access helped to 

shape TJ’s ideas of success.  Further, his reference point extended beyond the immediate 

domain of high school and encompassed the domain of professional life.  In the following 

exchange, this type of race-dominance discourse continued as TJ acknowledged the 

plight of African American men in the U.S. and strategies to navigate systemic racism.  

Interviewer:  What does “being successful” mean to you? 

TJ:  It means a lot to me – it’s very important because we need more African 

American male role models.  We have way too many of us are falling behind and 

getting locked up.  I’ve gotta do something to help bring up the next young 

brotha… 

Interviewer:  What will it take for you to be successful in this society? 

TJ:  Keeping my head low and staying off the radar – not messing around like 

they’re waiting for me to do.  That way, I can be sure I will hit the books and get 

through [high] school.  If I make it out (graduate from high school) I have more 

opportunities to decide from.   

In one sense, TJ’s notion of becoming successful involved attaining status relative 

to his African American male peers, but also transcending that ascribed by the dominant 

society.  TJ’s reference to “keeping his head low” and not “messing around like they’re 

waiting for,” demonstrated his understanding of public expectations of predetermined 

actions by African American males; a sentiment similar to Chelay’s belief of the public 

expectations of African American women.  TJ’s mechanism for success was similar to 

many of the African American students in their descriptions of how the African 
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American RP subjects would earn status in that they recognized that Black people would 

likely encounter structural barriers that their non-Black peers would not face.  Research 

shows that African American students oftentimes focus on avoiding the pitfalls of 

actualizing negative black stereotypes (i.e., involved in trouble and criminal activity) 

(Chavous et al., 2003; Steele, 1997).  While TJ stated that one primary means to success 

would be to avoid “trouble” and acting in stereotypical ways, TJ also subscribed to the 

dominant narrative for success as he acknowledged that he must remain focused on 

school and continue studying in order to move ahead.  In this sense, TJ, as other African 

American males and females devised a dual strategies to reach academic and professional 

success in order to navigate constraints linked to the social identities of being African 

American and lower income as he revealed in the following exchange:   

Interviewer:  Do you think that everyone in the U.S. has the same chances at 

going to college and having a successful career? 

TJ:  Nope.  Not if you’re black and poor. 

Interviewer:  So, what I’m hearing from you is that poor African Americans do 

not have the same chance as others to go to college and have a successful career?  

Can you explain this a bit? 

TJ:  It’s just a fact that poor African Americans stay poor – they can’t get out of 

it.  There’s a lot of poor African American kids that go to bad schools and they 

know it’s bad so they have to find another way out but end up getting mixed up in 

some mess.  When minorities have no education and had some problems…it 

won’t be easy to get to college…even if you are smart they won’t let you. 
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Interviewer:  Does race or gender matter when it comes to who can be successful 

in college? 

TJ:  [laughing] Yeah. [laughing]  There’s more brothers locked up so they’re not 

going to “college” … you know, real college anytime soon for sure. 

Embedded in TJ’s explanation of educational inequality was the recognition that 

some African Americans, particularly those who are lower SES, are not able to easily 

reap the benefits of opportunities granted to others.  TJ, viewed systemic inequality 

targeting specific social groups as being the primary reason individual efforts do not 

always result in success.  TJ understood that lower income African Americans can exert a 

great deal of effort into achieving academic and professional success; however, because 

of life circumstances, an unequal distribution of wealth in the U.S., and an entrenched 

system of social reproduction relative success is attained through unconventional means 

for lower income minorities.  Based on his previous comments about being under 

constant pressure to not “act like the stereotype,” TJ believed that even if you achieve a 

college education and professional success, there are additional looming obstacles related 

to negative connotations of blackness to navigate.  Similar to other students in this study, 

while the stereotype of intellectual inferiority is challenging, the greater threat for some is 

to be a real or the perceived state of a poor black man as reflected in his race-class 

dominance discourse.   

Nicole 
 
 During our initial interview session, Nicole stated that she wished to attend an 

HBCU upon her high school graduation in effort to attain her long-term goal of becoming 
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an attorney.  Nicole’s decision to attend an HBCU may be linked to her expressed 

discontent with “too many White people,” and a lack of diversity in city in which she 

attends high school.  While in general, Nicole’s private regard for in-group members (i.e., 

African Americans) was comparable to her peers, her perceptions of a public regard of 

perceived idleness and/or “laziness” of Black groups appeared to stem from her direct 

interactions with teachers who were primarily White.  These factors may contribute to 

Nicole’s “images of academic success,” definition of and strategies for attainment, and 

her perceptions of educational and professional opportunities which embedded in a 

broader discourse describing the intersection of race, class and gender as illustrated in the 

following exchange: 

Interviewer:  Can you explain to me why you chose these people as being 

successful college students? 

Nicole:  I really don’t have an opinion about what successful students look like 

because they’re probably all different except for the fact that they are usually not 

Black or Hispanic. 

Interviewer:  Okay, but you did select these individuals and two of them are 

Black… 

Nicole:  Because if you did see Black students in college these are what they 

would be.  This one’s on his way to the NBA and this one’s the Delta.  They’re 

typical. 

Interviewer:  I know what the NBA is, but can you tell me what the Delta is? 

Nicole:  Black sorority.  AKAs are the light-skinned, smart, rich girls…but this 
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girl is darker so she’d have to be a Delta.  

Interviewer:  Now, back to the first person you selected, why did you choose this 

male? 

Nicole:  He just looks smart.  

Interviewer:  What do you think these people had to do to become successful 

college students? 

Nicole:  [laughing] Have good luck [laughing]. 

 While Nicole selected more African American RP subjects than many of her 

African American peers in the study, the descriptors of academic success she used were 

laden with stereotypes.  For example, the White male she selected was described as 

“smart” which is a common positive stereotype of White males in the U.S.  However, in 

contrast to the first RP subject, both the African American male and female were 

assigned to categories of “athlete” and “black sorority girl.”  As explained by participants 

within this study, embedded in the descriptors of the African American male and female 

RP subjects are in general positive attributes or characteristics for groups other than 

African Americans.  For the African American male RP, this label of “athlete” is a 

double-edged sword in that superficially it may appear to be an admirable trait; however, 

in the context of African Americans and higher education, it downplays potential 

intellectual abilities and reinforces the stereotype of the “dumb black athlete.”  

Descriptors of the African American female RP subject at first glance also appear to be 

rather benign; however, Nicole’s comparison of the “light-skinned smart AKAs” to the 

dark-skinned “Deltas,” are reminiscent of racist ideology linking dark complexions to 
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intellectual inferiority.  While most African American students did not draw an 

association between variation in skin tone and social status, Nicole, a medium brown 

young woman felt that lighter skin Black women had more opportunities than darker 

women.  Further, she believed that there was a stronger societal desire to relegate Black 

women to a lower status as she explained in the following interaction: 

Interviewer:  Where do you think you learned what successful students look like? 

Nicole:  What do you mean, where? 

Interviewer:  Well, in order to choose these people, it seems you might have some 

idea about them when you saw them.  I suppose I am asking where you think that 

idea came from? 

Nicole:  I don’t know, from T.V. or somewhere maybe maybe…all my friends say 

I’m a reality [T.V.] junkie, but mostly I just watch BB [Big Brother] and ANTM 

[America’s Next Top Model].  I mean, I don’t take those shows that seriously, I 

just watch them because they’re really funny…the girls always end up looking so 

stupid – especially the Black ones - but I think they pay them more to act up. 

In the above excerpt, the media (television reality shows) are implicated as 

manufacturing Black female social identities by perpetuating negative stereotypes as 

Nicole believed members of the dominant society were willing to pay them to “look 

stupid” and “act up.”  Further, Nicole’s assertion that producers of television programs 

paying Black women to “act up,” reinforced Tomeka’s previous statement that the media 

“wants people to believe” the negative images presented as true social identities of 

African Americans.  Nicole, however, planned to escape these images and ascribed 
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identity by not by the traditional route as explained by other African American students, 

but rather, by virtue of assuming another social identity of a wealthy Black woman as she 

disclosed in the following interaction:    

Interviewer:  What does “being successful” mean to you? 

Nicole:  Being successful means that you don’t have to worry about anything.  All 

your bills are paid…you live in the life of luxury.   

Interviewer:  What will it take for you to be successful in this society? 

Nicole:  Marrying a really rich man.  The only things they’ll let Black people 

really be successful in is sports, music and Hollywood.  I don’t do sports, I can’t 

sing and I can’t act – so, to have success I’m going to have to marry a rich guy. 

While explaining her definition of success, assumingly unknowingly, Nicole 

articulated yet another stereotype of Black groups related to the types of success they can 

attain in that they are commonly not professional careers that require academic ability or 

specific levels of education; rather, they are often viewed as attained through innate talent 

or ability and more times than not, chance or luck.  Personal experiences of being treated 

with a lack of respect by teachers (i.e., “looks at her funny” when she answered questions 

in class), being stereotyped as “stupid,” as well as “othered” because she is an African 

American as described in Chapter 4 had significant influence on Nicole’s ideas of 

success.  Nicole believed she could assume another social identity by marrying “a really 

rich man” as opposed to seeking her personal wealth through an education and future 

career.  Although she planned to attend an HBCU for her undergraduate education and 

later attend law school, her mechanism for social mobility was not the education and 
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professional rewards she may receive, but rather through the person she would marry.    

Based on her perceptions of limited opportunities, it is likely that her strategy for and 

definition of success are a result of extreme stereotype avoidance.  For some African 

American students, experiences of discrimination combined with the common perception 

of “perceived idleness” of African Americans does not influenced their educational 

aspirations, but rather, diminishes their future aspirations that result in a real “glass 

ceiling” for both African American males and females.  In short, these experiences have 

informed Nicole’s ideas about the function and utility of higher education.  Moreover, 

these attacks on her race and gender shaped her perceptions of opportunity as she 

revealed in the following class-dominance discourse:     

Interviewer:  Do you think being successful is the same as having a lot of money? 

Nicole:  Yes. 

Interviewer:  Why do you believe this? 

Nicole:  Because the unsuccessful people are the ones don’t have any money.  

Who do we know that is successful with no money?  Look at Ryan Secrest’s 

dumb ass.  All he does is have some dumb radio show and introduce people on 

American Idol – but do we think he is successful?  Yes!  Why?  Because he has a 

lot of money!  In this country, success is not about your level of education or what 

you can do for society – it’s all about how much TMZ time you get.  

As she emphasized the importance of fame and money over education and 

contributions to society, Nicole also demonstrated potential disengagement from an 

academic identity through an active devaluing of education.  According to research, 
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initial academic disengagement includes devaluing the domain to assure the individual’s 

self-esteem remains intact and thus educational outcomes are viewed as irrelevant to self-

definition or evaluation (T. Schmader, B. Major, & R. H. Gramzow, 2001).  Evidence 

suggests devaluation and psychological disengagement are often coping mechanism for 

attacks on domains where personal outcomes imply incompetence (T. Schmader, B. 

Major, & R. W. Gramzow, 2001).   For example, in domains within which stigmatized 

groups are placed at a disadvantage, members of these groups may selectively devalue 

these domains (Crocker & Major, 1989).  The process of disidentification is critical for 

African American academic attainment and is particularly relevant in the case of Nicole 

given her interpretations of negative verbal as well as non-verbal 

communication/feedback (inferred ignorance) from classroom teachers reified by a strong 

belief in the public regard of Black groups as “lazy” as well as her apparent decision to 

“opt out” of an academic and/or professional identity.  Research in the area of social 

psychology supports this finding in that it suggests that devaluing is a strategy that might 

be used to mitigate threats to one’s social identity (Crocker & Major, 1989); however, I 

would contend that for students like Nicole, this type of strategy is employed to alleviate 

threats to multiple social identities.   In short, while she reported plans to attend college 

post-high school graduation, the cumulative effects of entrenched racism, class and 

gender discrimination as well as stereotyping related to academic performance were fully 

implicated as catalysts for Nicole’s decision to “opt out” of the traditional path to success 

and status attainment as she further revealed during the following interaction: 

Interviewer:  Do you think that everyone in the U.S. has the same chances at 
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going to college and having a successful career? 

Nicole:  No. 

Interviewer:  Why?   

Nicole:  This society is all about who you know and what your last name is.  What 

I mean is that if people always have the best schools and the best 

upbringing…these people get out of trouble easy even if the Average Joe would 

still be sitting behind bars.   

Interviewer:  Does race or gender matter when it comes to who can be successful 

in college? 

Nicole:  Um, absolutely.  I’m gonna say, you hardly ever come across any Black 

people - especially women in high positions in companies.  There has to be a 

reason for that and I definitely don’t think it’s because there aren’t any ones good 

enough. 

 Although Nicole placed a great deal of emphasis on attending college, she did 

not emphasize this as a primary mechanism for social mobility.  School was important to 

Nicole, but the function and utility of it was significantly different than the other students 

due to her beliefs related to broader societal constraints.  This may be, in part, due to her 

recognition that there are structural inequalities and external factors in place that can limit 

the opportunities individuals have available to African American men and women.  The 

“reason” for the absence of African American women in positions of power exposed 

systemic discrimination that Nicole, and other African Americans have great difficulty in 

dismantling.  In short, constraints operate in the process of attainment that cannot always 
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be circumvented by individual effort.  Nicole’s depiction and strong belief that 

educational, social and financial outcomes in society are fundamentally unequal likely 

contributed to her educational and professional aspirations and calls into question the 

dominate narrative of “making it” in the U.S. 

 

Summary 

Nearly all of the African American youth in this study maintained the dominant 

narrative that individual effort, hard work, and education were crucial to status attainment 

in the U.S. With the exception of one, all African American student participants’ future 

plans consisted of attending a 2 or 4-year college and securing professional employment 

to achieve their definition of success that fell into the categories of a level of success as 

indicated by conventional markers or a level relative to others in their local communities 

and/or broader in-group members.  Factors that differentiated those students who 

subscribed to the notion of absolute success as opposed to those who did not were rooted 

in personal experiences of racism, discrimination and stereotyping as well as the types of 

narratives constructed around perceived social and structural barriers to attainment.  

African American students who described an absolute level of success articulated the 

knowledge of social and structural barriers that were linked to their most salient social 

identities and constructed co-narratives that were reflective of this.  For the most part, 

these students articulated co-narratives that most often discounted of minimized the 

impact of race on status attainment and constructed co-narratives of class or gender-

dominance to describe their perceptions of barriers to achievement.  These students also 
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described an understanding of race, class and gender-based discrimination and 

stereotyping gained through the experiences of other members of their families.  For this 

group, the experiences of and guidance by family members not only informed their 

conceptions of success, but they also provided a roadmap from which the students could 

use as a guide to navigate barriers.   

The African American students who aspired to achieve a level of relative success, 

on the other hand, all described higher levels of race consciousness, a belief in entrenched 

social and/or structural inequalities and employed the strategy for success of stereotype 

avoidance.  These students also expressed complex discourses with regard to the 

interconnectedness and intersection of the different social identities of race, class and 

gender-dominance.  Unlike the students who minimized or discounted race as a barrier to 

attainment, these students’ beliefs related to opportunity and mechanism for achievement 

were most often grounded in a race-dominance discourse.  In other words, these students 

believed that the dominant perceptions and meanings of their race presented themselves 

as a constraint that operated over several domains (e.g., education and employment).  

Nearly all of these African American students had devised various strategies to attain a 

higher education and the subsequent rewards for such.  These strategies ranged from the 

dominant narrative of hard work alone to employing hard work in addition to increasing 

social capital to varying degrees of stereotype avoidance as well as numerous others that 

fell between.  All African American students, with the exception of two, acknowledged 

racial barriers and inequalities in the opportunity structure within the U.S., but each had a 

distinctly different plan for how to navigate these barriers.   
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Discussions of strategies for attainment with some African American students 

also included fears of actualizing negative stereotypes; however, while some focused on 

stereotypes of a Black intellectual inferiority, most centered on the fear of actualizing 

stereotypes disclosed in the student reports of the public regard of in-group members.  In 

other words, discussions with many African American participants primarily centered on 

the avoidance of being perceived as impoverished.  In fact, for African American male 

participants, the greatest stereotype threat was a public perception of or actually being a 

“poor Black man.” Some African American students did perceive the threat of academic 

inferiority as significant.  The commonalities within this group were a strong negative 

public regard, frequently used descriptors reminiscent of positive and negative 

stereotypes of in and out-group members, and shared experiences of being stereotyped 

within the academic domain.  Of those African Americans for which the stereotype of 

lower academic abilities was a threat, their strategies for mitigating this threat was most 

frequently stereotype avoidance.  That is, for the most part, these students’ strategies for 

success consisted of avoidance of failure in school. 

In sum, nearly all of the African American students reported a belief in hard work 

and the value of education; however, their opinions on the outcomes of these efforts 

varied considerably.  Some students believed that hard work and education will 

somewhat mitigate constraints related to the social identities linked to race, class and 

gender, while a few others believed that hard work alone would bring academic and 

professional success regardless of race.   
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Black African Students’ Images, Descriptions and Mechanisms for Success  

Similar to African American students, Black African students explained their 

perceptions of “who can be successful in college” using a variety of descriptors.  This 

exercise was particularly difficult for this group as most Black African students stated 

that they have never personally known another person who was a successful college 

student and consequently this shaped their frame of reference.  Descriptions of the 

reflexive photography (RP) subjects deemed to be successful or potentially successful 

college students ranged from physical appearance, perceived personality traits or 

assumed behaviors of reflexive photography subjects.  As noted in Tables 17 and 18, 

many of the descriptors of academic success for reflexive photography subjects of all 

racial/ethnic backgrounds diverge from the perceived public regard for their in-group 

members (i.e., negative stereotypes of Black Africans). 
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Table 17:  Black African Student Reflexive Photography Subjects 

Name Gender 
Perceived 

Race/Ethnicity 
Descriptors of Academic Success 

Ali 

M 
 

M 
 

M 

White 
 

African American 
 

White 

Clean 
 
Does not do drugs 
 
Serious 

Dahla 

F 
 

F 
 

F 

Black (African) 
 

African American 
 

Black (African 

Independent, persistent 
 
Has courage, good leadership, ambitious 
 
Works hard, confident, responsible 

Lena 

F 
 

F 
 

M 

Black (African) 
 

White 
 

White 

Happy 
 
Beautiful 
 
Neat, organized 

Amani 

M 
 

F 
 

M 

White 
 

African American 
 

White 

Smart, clean 
 
Quiet 
 
Studies hard 

Josephina 

M 
 

M 
 

F 

White 
 

White 
 

African American 

Looks like a lawyer 
 
Clean 
 
Nice person 

Joseph 

M 
 

M 
 

M 

White 
 

Hispanic 
 

(Black) African 

Computer guy 
 
Looks like a friend that goes to college 
 
Works hard 
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Table 18: Black African Student Reflexive Photography Subjects 

Name Gender 
Perceived 

Race/Ethnicity 
Descriptors of Academic Success 

Bob 

M 
 

M 
 

M 

White 
 

White 
 

African American 

Smart 
 
Money 
 
No drugs; looks like at the local university 

 
 

Amelia 

F 
 

M 
 

F 

Black (African) 
 

White 
 

White 

Quiet 
 
Prepared 
 
Don’t know why; looks successful 

Stephen 

M 
 

M 
 

M 

Black (African)  
 

White 
 

White 

Focuses on studying hard; organized 
 
Goal-oriented 
 
Reads a lot 

Kelvin 

M 
 

F 
 

M 

Black (African) 
 

White 
 

White 

Respectful of school rules 
 
Looks like my teacher 
 
Quiet, studies hard 

Aminata 

F 
 

F 
 

F 

White 
 

White 
 

Black (African) 

Looks like a teacher 
 
Looks like a social worker 
 
Nice person, gets along with everyone 

Arthur 

M 
 

M 
 

M 

White 
 

White 
 

White 

Has money 
 
Has good education in high school 
 
Does homework every day 

Mohamed 
 

M 
 

M 
 

M 

White 
 

White 
 

White 
 

Smart 
 
Clean 
 
Good life, good job 

Rhonda* 

M 
 

M 
 

F 
 

Asian 
 

White 
 

Black (African) 
 

Asians are smart 
 
Ordinary, boring, has money 
 
Almost all Africans are responsible; value 
education 

*Denotes the only one of all African students attending Southwestern High School 
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Within the Black African student participant group, 5 of the 14 students (36 %) 

most frequently used the description of “works hard” to describe at least one of the top 

three selected RP subjects.  Of those five RP subjects who were assigned to the category 

of “hardworking”, two were described as White males, two Black African males, and one 

as a Black African female.  The second most commonly used descriptor of being “clean” 

was assigned to four White male and one White female RP subjects.  Unlike their African 

American counterparts who included African American RP subjects to this category, 

Black African students assigned the descriptor of “being smart” to three White male and 

one Asian male RP subjects.  No Black African or African American RP subjects 

considered to be a successful, or potentially successful college student were described as 

or assigned to the category of “being smart.”   Similar to their African American peers, 

other attributes occasionally used to describe RP subjects by Black African students 

included “having money.”  All but one of the male Black African student participants 

selected all male RP subjects suggesting some gender-bias on the parts of these males in 

terms of who can achieve a higher education.   

As there was some variation among the Black African participant responses, the 

intent of the following cases is to provide a broad overview representative of this groups’ 

understanding of status attainment.  Unlike their African American counterparts, these 

students’ beliefs about social mobility centered on the dominant narrative of how one 

makes it in America and as such they explained the significance of hard work, education 

and individual effort in the “making it” process.  While some students were aware of 

social inequalities in the U.S., absent from the discourse were concepts linking race, class 
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and gender-based constraints to educational achievement.  Furthermore, these cases 

diverge from those of the African American students in that they represent alternative 

meanings assigned to blackness as well as an alternative function of race.  The following 

four cases are representative of the differential impact of stereotypes related to blackness 

as well as immigrant status that influence Black African students’ perceptions and 

expectations of higher education through the examination of their conceptions of success 

strategies for attainment.  

 

Dahla 

 Dahla’s educational and professional aspirations could only be realized once she 

has completed the medical degree she planned to obtain.  Dahla maintained a firm 

commitment to achieving her goals in spite of frequent attacks on her low-income and 

immigrant status by other groups to include African Americans.  During discussions of 

her “preferential” identity descriptor, Dahla acknowledged some discomfort about the 

forced categories that exist in the U.S. as none adequately captured who she was as an 

individual or were representative of her identity in the U.S. The public regard of Black 

Africans, Dahla reported was that they misbehaved, were uneducated, sick (HIV/AIDS), 

poor and most often relegated to manual labor.  While she disclosed that she had been 

stereotyped as the “poor African immigrant,” these attacks did not seem to shape her 

educational aspirations or perceptions of opportunity as she explained maintaining the 

dominant narrative of achieving social mobility in America as illustrated in the following: 

Interviewer:  Can you explain to me why you chose these people as being 
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successful college students? 

Dahla:  Well, I think the first one would be successful because she looks like she 

think[s] for herself – like independent, and persistence and perseverance. 

Interviewer:  Why did you choose this female as your second choice? 

Dahla:  She looks like she has courage and ambition.  She would be a good leader 

and other people could follow her. 

Interviewer:  Why did you choose this final person? 

Dahla:  This one looks responsible and works hard…also she looks like she has 

self-confidence. 

Interviewer:  What do you think these people had to do to become successful 

college students? 

Dahla:  They had work harder and put more effort into what they had to do.  They 

couldn’t be the ones coming to class late and missing school. 

The significance of this case is that unlike any other students, Black African or 

African American within the study, Dahla selected three Black female RP subjects as her 

images of success.  The attributes and/or descriptors she assigned to these individuals 

were common admirable characteristics and traits for individuals within all racial/ethnic 

groups in the U.S., and unlike many of her African American peers, they were not the 

polar opposite of stereotypes of Black groups in the U.S.  These attributes were clearly 

those she believed and expressed to be necessary to achieve academic and professional 

success.  During the course of the interview, Dahla explained that these women 

represented who she hoped to be in the future and that she identified with them 
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specifically because they were black.  Although the selected RP subjects reflected 

Dahla’s “ideal self,” she stated that the females had achieved their success by “working 

harder and put more effort” into reaching their goals than others.  During the interview, 

Dahla further explained that these females needed to work harder than other Black 

Africans and Americans who did not attend class regularly and on time.  As such, Dahla 

believed that a person’s level of success in the U.S. was solely the responsibility of that 

individual.  Further, Dahla attributed the recognized gap in Black academic achievement 

to the level of motivation and commitment on the part of Black students.  Although Dahla 

acknowledged that attainment strategies for Black women consisted of “doing more,” 

they stemmed from those strategies (or in her view the lack thereof) of other Black 

students that she viewed as ineffective.  In other words, unlike many of the African 

American students, absent from Dahla’s narrative was discourse related to specific race, 

class and gender-based constraints.  Dahla reported that her female role models and 

images for success were shaped by the individuals she interacted with upon arrival to the 

U.S. as she explained during the following interaction: 

Interviewer:  Where do you think you learned what successful students look like? 

Dahla:  Where did I learn what successful students look like? 

Interviewer:  Yes. 

Dahla:  Well, here – I guess I learned it here in the U.S.  Actually, one example is 

my teachers I think they are successful [laughing].  I learned what successful 

college people look like by the people that I know here. 

By her account, Dahla’s frame of reference for identifying success stemmed from 
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her interaction with teachers.  According to Dahla, since arriving to the U.S., nearly all of 

her teachers, with the exception of one had been White.  While these teachers were 

instrumental in her academic learning, according to Dahla, they were also instrumental in 

the process of acculturation and assimilation in the U.S.  In short, these teachers were 

highly influential in shaping Dahla’s ideas about how to make it in America.  Moreover, 

these teachers played a significant role in Dahla’s life as they were the individuals who 

assisted her in securing housing and employment when her uncle “kicked her out of the 

house” and left her homeless during her third year living in the U.S.   Dahla further 

reported that the one Black female teacher had a great deal of influence on her 

conceptions of success as well as provided guidance on how to achieve it.  While this 

teacher was not a member of her ethnic group and/or immediate in-group; Dahla 

maintained the importance of having a Black female regardless of ethnic or national 

affiliation as a primary role model.  Dahla explained that this choice was not due to the 

teacher’s racial identity per se, but rather because the woman with whom she closely 

identified reminded her of her mother and aunt who still lived in Liberia and had helped 

her to prepared for college as well as develop her strategy for success as she described in 

the following exchange:     

Interviewer:  What does “being successful” mean to you? 

Dahla:  Um, it means uh, finishing medical school…um – let’s see – it means a 

lot.  Like, if I’m successful I know I’ll be working in a hospital, I’ll have my own 

house, I’ll be financially able to take care of my family and being happy – that’s 

what it means to me. 
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Interviewer:  What will it take for you to be successful in this society? 

Dahla:  Hard work, education – is that what you want?  Hard work, dedication, 

motivation and my compassion [sic] of goals accomplishment. 

Similar to her peers, Dahla’s thoughts on professional achievement was indicative 

of a strong belief in absolute success to be attained by subscribing to the dominant 

narrative of how one makes it in America.  While some of the Black African students’ 

definitions of success centered on having a better life than would be possible in Africa, 

Dahla’s definition consisted of the conventional markers of success in the U.S. such as 

“education,” “financial stability” and  professional attainment.  Dahla explained that she 

planned to achieve her goals by maintaining a firm belief in and following the tenets of 

the achievement ideology, and as did nearly all of the Black African students, she did not 

view U.S. society as a system as a whole as hostile to minority groups.  In fact, Dahla’s 

depiction of status attainment in the U.S. was devoid of any barriers related to race, class 

or gender as described below:    

Interviewer:  Do you think that everyone in the U.S. has the same chances at 

going to college and having a successful career? 

Dahla:  Yes, I do. 

Interviewer:  Why? 

Dahla:  Because, well I think everyone in the U.S. that wants to be successful – if 

you want it – you [sic] do.  If you want to, there are a lot of opportunities like 

financial aid, scholarships and all those resources to go to college.  Like here, 

high school is free – you don’t have to pay to get an education, but where I’m 
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from – in Africa you have to pay so everybody can’t get an education.  You have 

all of the tools here to be success[ful] and go to college.  That’s what I think. 

Interviewer:  Does race or gender matter when it comes to who can be successful 

in college? 

 Dahla:  No.  I don’t think so. 

Dahla’s discussion of opportunities available to individuals in the U.S. is 

representative of much of the research on immigrant student achievement. In contrast to 

schools in her homeland which she described as closed to anyone who was not wealthy, 

U.S. institutions were viewed by Dahla as “open” to all to include those with limited 

means as the system was believed to have safeguards (i.e., student loans) in place to 

ensure equal educational opportunities.  In short, in the U.S. if an individual is willing to 

work hard in school, they will reap the benefits in life. Unlike some of the Black Africa 

students, Dahla did not view immigrant status or language skills as being a long-term 

barrier to mobility.  Similar to most of the Black African students, concepts of racism, 

discrimination and stereotyping were not believed to be barriers to attainment and did not 

come into play in terms of her images, definition of and strategies for success.  Moreover, 

similar to most of the Black African students, the individuals that informed Dahla’s 

conceptions and mechanisms for success were mainly White teachers, the Black African 

students’ only real link to American professional life that they had consistent interaction 

with upon arrival in the U.S.   
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Lena 

Shortly after her arrival to the U.S., Lena decided that upon high school 

graduation she would attend a 4-year university to study pharmaceutical practice.  Lena 

credited her decision to become a pharmacist to a network Ghanians that resided in other 

states with whom she remained in close contact and relied upon for academic and future 

professional advice.  During our interviews Lena frequently expressed a deep pride in 

being an “African girl” from Ghana.  Lena viewed her immigrant status as a unique 

attribute in the U.S., as she was “different than everybody else” and viewed this as being 

somewhat an advantage.  In spite of this, she also expressed great frustration with the 

lack of American understanding about African culture and peoples as she viewed most as 

highly ethnocentric and complained that there were, “too few Black people” in the city in 

which she resided.  The public regard of Black Africans that Lena reported were that they 

are perceived as having less wealth than other Americans (Whites) as indicated by their 

modest means and a lack of material goods.  Further, Lena complained several times that 

Black Africans were viewed as inferior to other Americans and, more specifically, less 

intelligent than White Americans.  These perceptions intersected with the dominant 

stereotype of intellectual inferiority and of perpetually impoverished Black groups in 

America.  However, unlike most African American students, although Lena recognized 

differences between Black and other groups in the U.S., she did not articulate these 

differences being rooted in a history of oppression and racist practices.  In short, Lena did 

not view U.S. systems themselves as functioning to perpetuate social stratification, and 

more specifically, racial stratification.  As such, this recognition did not inform or shape 
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Lena’s strategy for attainment as illustrated in the following interaction:  

Interviewer:  Can you explain to me why you chose these people as being 

successful college students? 

Lena:  Oh Miss, why did I choose?  Why for college students? 

Interviewer:  Yes, why did you choose these as able to be successful college 

students? 

Lena:  Miss…I chose them because they look happy. 

Interviewer:  Why did you choose this female as your first choice? 

Lena:  Because she looks happy Miss. 

Interviewer:  Do you think that successful college students are usually happy? 

Lena:  Yeah Miss.  They are happy because they are in college and will have a 

good job and life. 

Interviewer:  What about this second person, why did you choose her? 

Lena:  She’s very beautiful…she will have a lot of education and money. 

Interviewer:  What about this last person, why did you choose this one? 

Lena:  Look at her, she is very neat and tidy.  She takes care of herself and people 

who have education take care of themselves. 

Interviewer:  What do you think these people had to do to become successful 

college students? 

Lena:  Oh Miss, this one…had to make it from Africa to come to a good 

school…and the others – I don’t know. 

 The images Lena described did not relate to the academic abilities of the RP 
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subjects.  The discourse around Lena’s female images of academic success centered on 

physical traits such as cleanliness and beauty as opposed to most commonly cited 

intellectual traits of being clever or smart.  According to Lena, educated women are 

beautiful, happy and clean whereas uneducated individuals are dirty.  The descriptors for 

these images were, for the most part, the opposite of what she stated as being the public 

regard of Black Africans in that she complained of the perception of African dirtiness by 

out-group members.  As such, images of blackness being representative of unclean were 

replaced with images of whiteness being symbolic of clean. 

  Lena, like many of the Black African students also drew a straight line 

association between levels of education and wealth.  As Dahla explained, in the countries 

from which the students in this study immigrated there are clear lines of distinction 

between lower income under and/or uneducated peoples and upper income educated 

individuals; these students had first-hand knowledge of rigid stratification based on class 

and oftentimes ethnic affiliation in their countries and viewed American systems as far 

more flexible and open.  Most of the Black African students in this study were severely 

impoverished in Africa and either received state assistance or belonged to the lower 

income class often referred to as the working poor in America; however, these students 

like Lena, believed in the “American Dream” and in the opportunity afforded to them by 

virtue of achieving a higher education.  Unlike most African American students, the 

Black African students also learned how to achieve the American Dream first in the 

classroom as Lena explained in the following exchange:     

Interviewer:  Where do you think you learned what successful students look like? 
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Lena:  I learned about successful students from school – from my teachers.  They 

tell you how to be successful in school and in life. 

Interviewer:  Did the teachers tell you that you must be beautiful in order to be a 

successful student? 

Lena:  If the teacher say that – I say I don’t care. 

Interviewer:  Where do you think you learned this? 

Lena:  Umm…Miss, I don’t know – I…I just think this way.  When you go to 

college you will have a beautiful life and money…happy. 

 In this excerpt Lena provided insight into not only what it means to be successful, 

but more importantly, she also revealed how she learned of these concepts.  Like Dahla, 

South Mountain High School, where she attended was the primary mechanism that 

transmitted the values and norms of American society upon which she relied upon in 

order to learn how to make it in America.  From Lena’s perspective, school not only 

served the function of general education, but it also played a key role in the process of 

socialization.  During interviews many Black African students, like Lena, explained that 

they did not seek input from those in their local communities lived in apartment 

complexes that housed primarily lower income and undereducated immigrant 

populations.  Lena explained that her father frequently advised her to listen to her 

teachers and school administrators carefully and follow their advice so she would have a 

“good life in America.”  He further cautioned against seeking advice from her neighbors 

and Black African community members as these people had the same or less education 

and material wealth than their own family and thus were not qualified to assist in her 
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efforts to increase social mobility.  While these community members were seen as 

important to maintain cultural ties, they were seen as “blank slates” in terms of being 

instrumental in getting ahead.  This sentiment also informed Lena’s conception of and 

strategy for success as she offered during the following interview: 

Interviewer:  What does “being successful” mean to you? 

Lena:  I won’t be working bad jobs all day and all night and not making any 

money like the other people here.   

Interviewer:  Who are the people you know that work so much?  Is this your 

family? 

Lena:  No, not my family Miss…the other Africans here.  Some of them have to 

work all day and maybe all night…they don’t have no money. 

Interviewer:  What will it take for you to be successful in this society? 

Lena: I will go to classes and study…pay attention…not like those Somalis at 

school…then I will go to college. 

 Similar to many of the African American students, Lena’s definition of relative 

success was grounded in avoiding not only the reported public regard of Black African 

immigrants (relegated to manual labor with little return), but also the lived experiences of 

low-income minority immigrants.  To avoid the cycle of poverty she witnessed in her 

homeland of Ghana as well as the U.S., her vehicle for social mobility was attending 

college by way of following the dominate narrative of working hard.  Lena’s strategy for 

success was based upon a comparison of her most immediate in-group members which 

were her Black African peers and their families.  Much like Dahla, Lena recognized that 
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some of the Black African students did not behave in the manner in which she felt was 

necessary to achieve academic and personal success.  Consequently, she deduced that she 

would be better served by behaving in the opposite of her peers.  Lena’s dual approach 

included the traditional ethics of being studious and working hard, as well as avoiding the 

unproductive behaviors of her peers. However, unlike many African American students, 

this strategy of avoidance was not grounded in circumventing negative stereotypes of 

Black behavior, but rather they were viewed as a simple method to facilitate mobility that 

Lena had learned from her father and her teachers as she described in the following 

interview:  

Interviewer:  Do you think that everyone in the U.S. has the same chances at 

going to college and having a successful career? 

Lena:  Everyone?  No.  Those Africans at school that don’t speak English – they 

won’t ever go to college. 

Interviewer:  Are the people living in the U.S. that do not speak English the only 

ones that cannot go to college and have a successful career? 

Lena:  Ummm, no.  Those that don’t do their homework and don’t listen when the 

teacher is talking won’t go either.  

Lena recognized that not everyone can “make it” to college and attain status in 

America.  However, from her perspective these inequalities were viewed as the result of 

actions on the part of the individual.  While she recognized that immigrants, or at least 

speakers of a language other than English, have additional barriers to attainment she did 

not view them as being disadvantaged and furthermore did not see them any different 
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than American students who displayed behaviors other than those expected of the model 

student.  Lena did not view systemic or structural impediments to success for Blacks or 

immigrants, but rather the social inequalities that she acknowledged do exist are the result 

of individual actions (e.g., not learning English, not working in school) and it is the onus 

of the individual to overcome them.  For Lena, constructs related to race, class and 

gender were non-existent as she described during the following interaction:   

Interviewer:  Does race or gender matter when it comes to who can be successful 

in college? 

Lena:  Race and gender? 

Interviewer:  Yes, do one or both of them matter when it comes to who can be 

successful in college? 

Lena:  I will say race might. 

Interviewer:  Why do you believe race matters? 

Lena: Miss, you don’t see no Black people at [local university].  Every time I 

come here – I come last summer, I come the summer before…I come now, I only 

see you – you are the only Black person here.  That’s why I want to go to New 

York.  In New York there are many Black people – many Africans in New York.  

 In the above excerpt, Lena’s interpretation of “race matters” was not the same as 

some Black African students and most African Americans in the study. While Lena stated 

that race mattered when it comes to who can excel in college and who gets ahead, she did 

not recognize it as a barrier to attainment as did her African American peers.  Rather, 

Lena viewed the absence of Blacks at the local college as reflective of too few Blacks in 
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the city and state as opposed to the systematic exclusion of this group.  It is important to 

note that although the university campus Lena referred to is somewhat diverse, the area in 

which she frequented was located in the health sciences center which was extremely 

homogeneous and predominately White.  The departments on area of the campus she 

frequented were in the same location that Tomeka spoke of where her sister reported 

experiencing hostility related to racial discrimination and exclusion.  For Lena this area 

simply represented too few Black people whereas for Tomeka and her family it 

represented a history of racial struggle and strife.  Nevertheless, although these students 

visited the same places but assigned different meanings to their experiences, both 

determined the absence of Blacks on the college campus to be unfavorable and these 

images and experiences informed their impressions of college life at that particular 

campus. 

Ali 

Unlike many of the Black African students who reported no experiences of racism 

or discrimination, Ali disclosed several episodes of racial profiling by police officers, 

discrimination from teachers and stereotyping by school officials.  Ali complained that 

when he first arrived to the U.S. he attend a school in the northeast that had very few 

minorities and virtually no Black people.  He felt that the teachers in this school had no 

patience for him because in his words, “they didn’t like Black people.”  Consequently, he 

viewed the teachers in U.S. schools as facilitating exclusionary practices and presented 

barriers to the social mobility of Black individuals.  In this manner, he had numerous 

shared experiences with the many African Americans in this study as well as other 
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minorities in the U.S.  In spite of his negative experiences of discrimination in American 

schools, Ali maintained the dominant narrative that education is one of the most valuable 

assets of any man and as such refused to allow his compromised English language skills 

stand in the way of educational attainment.  Also shared with his African American peers, 

Ali has extensive knowledge of negative stereotypes related to the academic performance 

of Black groups in the U.S. as he was able to effortlessly describe the public regard of 

being ignorant, or in his words, “they think Blacks are stupid.”  Like Dahla, Ali described 

the dual nature of two of his social identities in the U.S. as he explained that he was 

“Black at school” and “Somali Bantu” at home; however, he departed from many of his 

Black African peers as further discussions resonated of the shared experience with 

African Americans of a double consciousness.  Ali recognized the U.S. practice of forced 

assignment into a specific group based on his skin color.  Ali stated that this recognition 

occurred as a result of the several conversations he had with his uncle whereby he was 

cautioned against “hanging around Black kids” because he needed to avoid being seen as 

a person who got into trouble and sold drugs.  This assertion, by his family, was not 

based upon buying into American racist ideology, but rather it was a result of repeated 

viewing of these stereotypical images on the television in Africa and in the U.S. upon 

arrival.  Like many African students, Ali’s conceptions of success were shaped by input 

from numerous places to include his family, school teachers and the media as he 

described in the following exchange:     

Interviewer:  Can you explain to me why you chose these people as being 

successful college students? 
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Ali:  Miss, I…I…these people… 

Interviewer:  Let’s start with your first pick, why did you choose this man? 

Ali:  Okay, I choose this one man because…he…clean 

Interviewer:   I’m not sure I understand exactly what you mean by clean, do you 

mean he is clean – do you mean his skin? 

Ali:  Yes Miss, he is clean…clean face, clean clothes…he not dirty. 

Interviewer:  Can you explain why you think a successful college student would 

be clean and not dirty? 

Ali:  Students at college are clean.  They don’t work in hard work, like 

landscaping or factory…they study and go to school – stay clean all the time. 

Interviewer:  Why did you choose this male as your second choice? 

Ali:   This one….uh…this…he look [like he] don’t do drugs so he be [a] good 

college student. 

Interviewer:  What about this last male, why do you think this one would be a 

successful college student? 

Ali:  He very serious…look at his eyes, he have serious eyes. 

 Interviewer:  What do you think these people had to do to become successful 

college students? 

Ali:   I don’t know Miss... they don’t do drugs. 

Interviewer:  Where do you think you learned what successful students look like? 

Ali:  What? 

Interviewer:  Well, how do you know they will be successful, where did you learn 
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what they look like? 

Ali:  Uh…they have many successful people on the T.V.  The people have big 

houses, nice cars, eat good food, nice wives.   

Ali’s association of educated with clean is best explained by his former life in 

Somalia and Kenya.  The vast majority of individuals he knew in these countries had 

little to no education, were severely impoverished and at best were unkempt by American 

standards.  In Kenya, those who had attained certain levels of education had access to 

greater resources and were fairly well-groomed in comparison to those who had not.  

These past experiences helped to shape how he viewed academic success as Ali noted 

that “clean” people often have greater wealth than “dirty” individuals.  During the 

discussion of RP subjects he described the types of employment “clean” people have (i.e., 

professional positions) and compared them to the types of employment that unkempt 

individuals hold (i.e., manual labor).  Thus, he viewed a connection between education, 

cleanliness and wealth.  Further, during our interview he explained that most of the White 

individuals he encountered in Kenya were “always so clean” and had “very much 

money.”  This further extends his image of the educated elite class to equate White with 

clean and clean with wealth.  Ali, however, did not view the one African American RP 

subject as “being clean” as with the Whites, rather, he stated that this individual appeared 

as if he did “not do drugs.”  This approach to describing the subject was similar to his 

African American peers in that it was contrary the public regard reported about African 

Americans while at the same time reinforced the negative stereotype perpetuated by the 

media and validated by his family of African American men being drug dealers.  While 
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this notion did not shape what it meant to be successful for Ali, it did inform his strategy 

for success as illustrated in the following excerpts:  

Interviewer:  What does “being successful” mean to you?  

Ali:  Successful is very important, very important. 

Interviewer:  Okay, how will your life be different when you become successful? 

Ali:  My life will…I will have a nice car, big house...wife and 10 children!  

[laughing] No Miss, I’m kidding…kidding…I know…you cannot have 10 

children in America…I will have eight! [laughing] 

Within his definition of absolute success Ali described similar markers as his 

African American and Black African peers in that he would know he had achieved 

success when he had gained material wealth.  Many American students would not 

describe having 8 – 10 children as being indicative of success; however, within Ali’s 

cultural frame of reference, the more children a man has the greater wealth he is believed 

to have.  Additionally, during our interview sessions, he repeatedly asked me why I did 

not have any children and impressed upon me the need to have children as if I had not 

reached an important level of success without.  Nevertheless, the level of status to which 

Ali aspired would be achieved through a similar route of the African American males in 

the study as he revealed in the following interaction: 

  Interviewer:  What will you have to do to become successful in America? 

Ali:  No drugs, no gangs…when I come here, my uncle say to me don’t do 

nothing Black people [African Americans] do…graduate [from] high school, go 

to college… work hard. 
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The strategy for success, as Ali described included the conventional means of 

graduating from high school, attending college and securing a professional position to 

ensure mobility.  In short, Ali accepted the dominant narrative of making it in America.  

The plan also, however, included a strategy of avoiding real behaviors of some 

individuals that were generalized to the entirety of the African American male 

population.  In other words, his strategy for success was similar to that of other students 

in the study, but was also predicated on the avoidance of becoming the “stereotypical 

Black man” as explained by his uncle as well as his reported perceived public regard of 

African Americans as criminals. Although during earlier interviews he mentioned that he 

held the belief that Whites are privileged and have an advantage with regard to status 

attainment, his plans for the future were seemingly not influenced and he was not 

dissuaded by his perceived disadvantage.  Ali believed that only individuals were 

responsible for their success and for their action.  Unlike other students who expressed 

experiences of racial discrimination he did not see these issues as being entrenched 

within U.S. institutions, but rather a product of individual prejudice.  In short, general 

practices within the schools themselves were not the reason for educational inequalities 

but the prejudices of White teachers were the reason as he described in the following 

exchange:   

Interviewer:  Do you think everyone in the U.S. has the same chance to go to 

college and get a good job? 

Ali:  No.  If you not White, you don’t get a good job.   

Interviewer:  Do you think that if you are Black, Hispanic or White it makes a 



 
 
 

278 

difference when it comes to being successful in college? 

Ali:  Yes, very much. 

Interviewer:  Why do you think so? 

Ali:  [In] America you have all White teachers…they think Black people are 

stupid – and teachers don’t teach the Black students so you don’t learn anything.  

Students need Black teachers to teach the Black students – then, they [can] go to 

college. 

Interviewer:  Do you think that being a man or woman matter when it comes to 

being successful in college? 

Ali:  No, the women don’t go to college so much like men. 

Although Ali initially offered some of the traditional approaches to status 

attainment for himself there was some discord in that he also recognized that structural 

inequalities exist and that Whites have a particular advantage in terms of employment.  

This discord may be attributed to his “dual identity” of Black and Somali Bantu as the 

personal threat of these inequalities may somehow be mitigated.  Additionally, likely 

based on his experiences, he viewed classroom as vessels of inequality and perpetuated 

by teachers.  Embedded in Ali’s assessment that “White teachers think Black people are 

stupid” and that Black students should be taught by Black teachers is the assumption that 

only White teachers perpetuate the stereotype of or hold the belief that Black students are 

academically inferior.  While he described some awareness of the stereotype of Black 

intellectual inferiority, Ali reasoned that this could be remedied by a system of segregated 

classrooms.  Ali explained that, with the exception of one, all of his teachers since 
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arriving in the U.S. were White females and that the sole Black teacher that he had was 

responsible for the vast majority of his learning since he arrived.  Consequently, Ali only 

attributed race related barriers to attainment to a micro level of individuals in society as 

opposed to a macro level of systems and structures.  

Bob 

 Post high school graduation plans for Bob included attending a 2-year college for 

the sole purpose of improving his English and developing skills to pursue a technical 

trade as a foundation for the business he later planned to start.  Bob reasoned that the 

Black individuals residing in the community in which he lived had lower status jobs than 

the Whites and such he would be better served to own a business as opposed to seeking 

employment from others and being relegated to a lower status.  Although he had only 

lived in the U.S. for five years, Bob recognized stratification between the various 

racial/ethnic groups. Bob viewed America as a place where Whites had power and other 

racial/ethnic minorities had none.  Like Ali, Bob reported several experiences of racial 

profiling in school and the local community.  However, much like Muktar, Bob restricted 

the social inequalities and discrimination experienced by Black people to interactions at 

the individual level.  In other words, Bob viewed individual prejudices as the cause for 

racial inequalities but did not believe that U.S. systems and institutions were flawed.  

Additionally, Bob was also aware of the state-sponsored racial classification system as he 

described that there are “rules in America” and each individual must abide by them in 

order to “check the box.”  Bob believed that if he followed conventional thinking and 

played by the “unwritten rules” in America, he would be successful and reach his goal of 
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having “a lot of money” as he described how he viewed status attainment during the 

following exchange:   

Interviewer:  Can you explain to me why you chose these people as being 

successful college students? 

Bob:  Which one? 

Interviewer:  Why don’t you start with number one and then tell me about each? 

Bob:  This one smart…this one has lots of money – so much money…this one 

don’t do drugs and he is a good student. 

Interviewer:  What do you think these people had to do to become successful 

college students? 

Bob:  They have to have the money.  For college, you have to get money. 

Interviewer:  Where do you think you learned what successful students look like? 

Bob:  Here…in America, you see rich people…poor people.  The poor people 

don’t go to college [because] they work – they work the very bad jobs.  The rich 

people go to college. 

Bob’s descriptors of the first two White male RP subjects mirrored those 

frequently used by African Americans of like RP subjects. As did Ali, Bob described the 

one African American RP subject as not doing drugs once again revealing the prevalence 

of the negative stereotype associating Black groups with drug use.  Like many of the 

other African American and Black African students in this study, Bob equated education 

with wealth and wealth with advantages in terms of opportunity and mobility.  However, 

unlike many of the other students, given his emphasis on the need for money in America 
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and the generalization that all RP subjects selected had money, Bob did not view only 

Whites as having a financial advantage in terms of educational attainment, but rather, 

being pragmatic he described that all individuals enrolled in college must have enough 

money to attend.  More importantly, Bob recognized the system of social reproduction 

that exists in the U.S. as he noted that individuals who are financially disadvantaged have 

decreased access to higher education and as such are restricted to types of employment 

that do not require a college education.  Those individuals of means have fewer barriers 

and are able to use their education to maintain or increase their status in society.  These 

patterns of class-based inequality, however, did not inform Bob’s definition of success or 

as he believed that if he were more like “the Americans,” he would succeed in this 

country as he reported during the following interaction:        

Interviewer:  What does “being successful” mean to you? 

Bob:  Successful means I will have a lot of money.  Now, I have no money – but 

when I have [a] business, I will have money. 

Interviewer:  What will it take for you to be successful in this society?  What 

things will you have to do? 

Bob:  I need to go to [local community college] practice my English so I will be 

like [the] Americans here…and learn computer skills so I can have business.  If I 

am more like Americans, I can do better business.  

As he emphasized several times that he was of modest means, but intended to 

reach his goal of wealth, embedded in Bob’s notion of status attainment was the concept 

of a relative success.  Bob’s level of success was contingent upon the amount of money 
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he had and the amount he could make in America.  Unlike most of the students in this 

study, Bob did not report that he would reach his conception of success by way of 

following the tenets of the dominant narrative.  Education, particularly second language 

acquisition, was simply a means to an end for Bob.  In other words, Bob reported a 

practical approach to status attainment in America in that he would pursue just enough 

schooling to facilitate the assimilation he viewed as necessary for success as well as 

achieve the appropriate skill sets to reach his ultimate goal becoming an entrepreneur.  

This goal was driven by Bob’s recognition of a differential opportunity structure in terms 

of employment in the U.S. as he detailed in the following interaction:   

Interviewer:  Do you think that everyone in the U.S. has the same chances at 

going to college and having a successful career? 

Bob:  No.  College costs too much money – if you have no money, you cannot go.  

If you have money, you go to college. 

Interviewer:  Does race or gender matter when it comes to who can be successful 

in college? 

Bob:  What [is] this gender? 

Interviewer:  Gender means whether you are a man or woman.  Do you think 

race, being man or being a woman matter when it comes to who can be successful 

in college? 

Bob:  College?  If there is money, everyone can go.  Jobs…they don’t like Black 

people in America so they don’t want to give jobs to the Blacks or the Africans 

and [so] they have no money - this why I will have my own business – I don’t 
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have to ask nobody for a job.   

Diverging from the prevailing thought of his peers, Bob did not view the U.S. 

educational system as being “open” and “free” to all who wished to partake.  According 

to Bob, class was a significant determinant in who could attain a higher education and 

who could not.  Race also played a key role in social mobility as he recognized the 

differential power that Whites hold because of their access to resources in the U.S.   

However, while Bob’s experiences of racism and awareness of social inequalities 

included occupational opportunities available to the various racial/ethnic groups, this did 

not extend to educational institutions. Although Bob attributed limited opportunities for 

all Black groups to discrimination in the job market, the racial barriers he viewed as 

pervasive in the labor market were virtually non-existent in educational institutions.  

According to Bob, it was money, or the lack thereof, was the salient factor determining 

access. Furthermore, Bob recognized the social inequality that social inequality between 

Blacks and Whites that exists in the U.S.; however, unlike many African American 

students he did not attribute to an opportunity structure stratified by race, class and 

gender. 

 

Summary 

Akin to their African American counterparts, nearly all of the Black African 

youth in this study maintained the dominant narrative that individual effort, hard work, 

and education were crucial to status attainment in the U.S. While the future plans of some 

Black African students included attending a 2 or 4-year college, over half of the students 
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did not have immediate plans to attend college.  Although nearly all of the Black African 

students reported that hard work and a “good education” impacted levels of success, of 

those who did not plan to attend college post high school graduation, the reasons cited 

centered primarily on financial constraints as opposed to a perceived lower value of 

education.  Plans to attend college, however, did not differentiate the students’ definitions 

of success as only three described conventional markers of absolute success, while the 

remaining described a relative success.  In other words, definitions of a relative success 

were grounded in transcending poverty in their homelands or in the local community in 

which they resided.  Further association with their homelands continued as many of the 

descriptors used to describe RP subjects were also indicative of the influences of life 

experiences (in their home countries) on the Black African students’ conceptions of 

success.  For example, the students frequently referred to White male RP subjects as 

“clean.”  While this descriptor may at first be confused with the RP subjects’ skin color 

or with the African American students’ description of “well-groomed”, it is important to 

recognize that the descriptors derive from the lived experiences of the students.  Many of 

the Black African students immigrated to the U.S. from severely impoverished and 

marginalized ethnic/tribal groups that oftentimes received aid from international 

agencies.  Representatives delivering the aid (goods) were often White males who were 

“clean” because they did not live under the same conditions as the Black African groups. 

Consequently, some students in this study equated White male with clean, and clean with 

wealth (i.e., surplus of material goods).  While many of the African American students 

viewed White males as an “oppressor,” for some Black African students that were not 
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entirely represented in the excerpts above, this image represented a “savior.”   

Like their African American counterparts, nearly all of the Black African students 

had devised clear strategies to reach their goals that primarily focused on status 

attainment through hard work and education.  While some of the Black African students 

acknowledged barriers to academic and professional attainment, most attributed this to 

being low-income and holding immigrant status and as such their strategies for 

attainment were not influenced.  In addition, many stressed that despite immigrant status 

and low-income, individual effort can help to overcome such obstacles; thus they placed 

the onus of attainment on the individual.  These strategies, much like their conceptions of 

success were often transmitted through teachers, school officials and various other 

professionals in their local community.  Unlike the African American students who relied 

upon their family members’ lived experiences to help navigate and negotiate societal 

constraints, most of the Black African students relied upon White individuals working 

and residing in the local community to teach them how to make it in America.  As such, 

the various strategies employed by the two groups differed significantly.  Absent from 

much of the Black African students’ discourse pertaining to social and structural barriers 

impeding attainment in the U.S. was the notion of race-related constraints.  Although 

most Black African students expressed perceived inequalities, they were mostly 

attributed to individuals as opposed to systemic and structural flaws. 

Some Black African students, namely two males, reported racial barriers and an 

unequal opportunity structure in terms of employment. Unlike the other Black Africans, 

these two males reported race being central to these inequalities and did not agree with 
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their peers that immigrant status was the reason for such. Ironically, these students were 

the only two of the group that had reported personal experiences of racial profiling and 

race-based discrimination. One of the two males also attributed educational inequalities 

of Black youth to the lowered expectations and actions of White teachers citing his 

personal experiences in predominately White classrooms.  In spite of the seeming 

intersection of discourse with their African American peers, these students, once again 

did not express views that the observed inequalities to be deeply entrenched, systematic 

or that they were in fact a primary function of U.S. systems as did some African 

American students.   

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this chapter illustrate the complexity of and interplay between 

external forces, minority youth social identities and orientation to academic attainment.  

Much of the research in higher education concentrating on Black youth identity and 

academic attainment presents an overly simplistic portrait of who these students are and 

their subsequent academic orientation, while simultaneously solely focusing on one 

social identity anchored to a perceived racial status.  As if blinded by the most accessible 

social identity of African American and Black African youth, that of racial identity, 

researchers have not adequately explored how these youths assume one or more positions 

in society and how these various positions and/or “lenses” shape and inform their 

perceptions of and pathways for social mobility.  These positions within the U.S. social 

strata are interwoven with their social identities and they are shaped through a delicate 
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interplay between these individual’s assessment of life chances and external forces to 

which they must respond.  As a result, researchers have a narrow understanding of how 

these multiple social identities influence Black youths’ perceptions of opportunity.  

Furthermore, they have limited understanding of how the different social identities of 

race, class and gender intersect and perhaps compete with Black youths’ educational and 

professional aspirations.  Through their virtual silence on these issues, researchers have 

shrouded the variation within Black student groups and as such have distorted the 

relationship between identity, perceptions of and pathways for opportunity and academic 

aspirations.  

 Nearly all of the students, African American as well as Black African, 

maintained that education, hard work and effort are necessary to yield future success.  

However, I would contend that for some of these students, this dominant narrative of 

making it was complicated by their interpretations of and responses to various external 

cues and forces that, at the very least, were reflective of their understanding of social 

inequalities and the differential opportunity structure that exist in the U.S. While many 

of the students reported the knowledge and understanding of stereotypes about Black 

groups in the U.S., the greatest threat to most of the African American and Black African 

students were not stereotypes related to their academic performance; but rather, they were 

negative stereotypes related to the reported public regard of each group.  In total, these 

students rendered complex images of the insidious nature of stereotypes and how these 

oversimplified judgments serve only the purpose of perpetuating the stratified social 

system in the U.S.  Even as the threat of the dominant public regard (i.e., negative 
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stereotypes) existed for both African American and Black African students, how these 

threats were viewed and the subsequent responses to them differed significantly within 

and between each group.  Within the African American student group, the threats of race, 

class and/or gender-based stereotypes were the greatest danger to the students’ most 

prevalent identity at any given moment.  At no point did the students demonstrate that 

they were able to compartmentalize or isolate their various social identities, and as such, 

one or more were salient at any point and the ever present and pervasive stereotypes that 

threatened them could do so at many different junctures in daily life.  In order to navigate 

these potential barriers to attainment the African American students utilized a distinctive 

form of cultural capital that was transmitted from their families.  This cultural capital 

provided the impetus for the various strategies that the African American students 

employed demonstrating their group resilience and resourcefulness.  Families of the 

African American students were instrumental in not only instilling an awareness of 

stereotypes and other societal constraints, but also providing a roadmap for these youths 

from which they could achieve their goals in spite of relentless obstacles.  Unlike the 

African American students, Black African students were reliant upon members of the 

dominant society to transmit the values and norms of how to make it in America.  Hence, 

the Black African students were dependent upon the very system that manufactured their 

negative group images for the tools to navigate these constraints as reflected in the 

narratives constructed by the youths.  As such, there was significant variation between 

the two groups in terms of their pathways to attainment, or in other words, their strategies 

for success.  For example, for African American students of modest means who identified 
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out-group members as achieving their success through the advantage of wealth, these 

students’ plans for attainment included alternative strategies to compensate for the lack of 

financial means.  In other words, while the approach to achievement began in a position 

of perceived deficit for these students, they demonstrated a high level of resourcefulness 

in developing alternative strategies to reach their life goals.  Within the Black African 

student group, on the other hand, there was much less variation in terms of alternative 

strategies to navigate perceived barriers.  Although they acknowledged various barriers 

and societal constraints Black African students, for the most part, maintained the 

conventional approach of working hard within established pathways to attainment.   

 Overall, the findings in this chapter suggest that personal or vicarious 

experiences of discrimination and being negatively stereotyped shape Black youths’ 

individual aspirations and strategies for achievement. The impact of these experiences 

varies significantly within and between groups and is contingent upon numerous factors 

to include the dynamic nature of multiple social identities of each individual.  

Interpretations of and responses to these experiences also widely vary; however, they 

have some commonality in that they are nearly informed by interactions with in-group, 

and out-group members.  Collectively, these experiences and the subsequent knowledge 

gained do not influence Black youths’ perceptions and expectations of the value of higher 

education itself; but rather, they greatly influence what the individual believes they must 

do to achieve their life goals (i.e., strategy) and how they will operationalize their 

approach for educational attainment. 
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CHAPTER SIX: 

DISCUSSIO
 A
D CO
CLUSIO
 

 

Introduction 

The goal of this study was to explore the nature of the relationship between 

existing stereotypes of Black groups and the perceptions and expectations of higher 

education for African American and Black African high school students within the 

United States.  In effort to examine this line of inquiry, other subsequent research 

questions included: (1) how do African American and Black African high school students 

define themselves in terms of racial identity and what is the importance of racial identity 

and what are the meanings attached to how they define themselves, (2) in which ways do 

they encounter racism, discrimination, prejudice and negative stereotypes and what, if 

any, strategies do they employ in order to survive and redefine themselves, and (3) what 

are the negative stereotypes of Blacks that exist among African American and Black 

African high school students?  What are the social constructs and/or other obstacles 

presenting barriers to these students while attempting to fulfill their individual, 

educational, and social potential?  This chapter will discuss the findings of this 

investigation in light of previous research. 

 

Racial/Ethnic Identity Relevance and Meanings 

 Research by Speight et. al. has  purported that racial self-designations are 

indicative of an individual’s self-perception or desired identity (1996).  While it is clear 
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that the racial/ethnic descriptors the students in this study used were, for the most part, 

purposefully selected, it is not clear these “self-designations” were representative of a 

desired identity.  For example, several students who were African American, biracial, as 

well as Black African selected racial/ethnic descriptors in response to a perceived 

necessity to “fit” into a given category or simply to “check the box.”  I would contend 

that external factors forcing upon these students a mandatory “selection” from a limited 

selection of categories that do not accurately capture who they are fall short of revealing 

self-perception or a desired identity.  These students used racial identity descriptors 

thought to be of greatest utility in negotiating a race-conscious society. 

For the African American students, there was some variation in terms of racial 

identity descriptors and the reasons for such selections.  According to research on Black 

identity, the term “African American” emerged to indicate a need among Black 

Americans for an affiliation with a country and to locate a cultural tradition that assures a 

link with the past (Wilkinson, 1990).   For one student, this term was indeed the most 

appropriate as she indeed had strong bonds with her African American maternal lines as 

well as her African paternal lineage.  For this “African-American” youth her preferential 

identity descriptor extended far beyond a longing to revive historical ties as it captured 

the most immediate branches within her family tree.  While some students who described 

themselves as African American emphasized the significance of their ancestral lineage, 

other students called attention to the political nature of identity linked to the racial 

hierarchy in America stating that this term simply used because it was, “more politically 

correct.”  Of those who did not elect to refer to themselves as African American, “Black” 
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was the selected descriptor.  According to research, use of the term “Black” is indicative 

of political consciousness and an affirmation of a collective Black identity (Speight & et. 

al., 1996).  These findings depart from that of Speight et al. in that most of the students, 

to include biracial student participants, who used the term “Black” did so out of necessity 

and the perceived lack of adequate alternatives.   

For Black Africans students in this study the racial/ethnic descriptor was most 

often in response to their immigrant status.  According to findings by Waters, an 

immigrant arriving into a new society must decide how to self-identify and be subject to 

categorization and identification by the society into which they arrived (1994; Waters, 

1999). Black African students most frequently used regional origin or national identity 

descriptors.  Although tribal affiliation is significant in African cultures and considered to 

be a crucial aspect of one’s identity (Mbiti, 1990), the findings in this study depart from 

this assertion as no Black African students selected this as their preferential identity 

descriptor, or at least that which they used consistently with in-group as well as out-group 

members.  Waters argues that immigrant groups may define themselves in a manner that 

sets them apart from other groups, thus underlining the concept of “otherness” (1999). 

Such was the case in this study as many of the students, particularly those from Liberia, 

were adamant that they did not want to be viewed as African American or any other 

Black (African) group and as such used the term “Liberian” to describe themselves.  

Other students, who elected to use the term “Black” as their primary descriptor as 

opposed to a regional or national descriptor were in accord with Waters’ (1999) findings 

that immigrants often assume identities based on their perceptions of expectations on the 
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part of American culture.  These students voiced the need to assimilate within the U.S. 

and as such selected the descriptor that the dominant society would expect and most 

readily accept of them.  Further, these three students, as in Waters’ (1999) study, noted 

their “multiple identities” and corresponding descriptors that have emerged since 

relocating to the U.S.  As with Waters’ (1999) findings, Black Africans in the present 

study who designated their preferential descriptor of “Black” often reverted to national or 

tribal affiliation when they were amongst in-group members.  Given that students of both 

groups found difficulty in easily “adopting” a category to best describe and depict but one 

of their many social identities, it is clear that the racial/ethnic labels problematize the 

process of identity construction for African American and Black African youth. 

Research has shown that educational institutions, to include colleges and 

universities are prime examples of settings whereby stereotypical beliefs manifest 

(Hellwig, 1978; Wood & Chesser, 1994).  In the present study, the manifestation and 

perpetuation of stereotypes about African American and Black African students were 

frequently attributed to interactions with out-group members (i.e., administrators, 

teachers, students).  Although the media was often cited as source that fuels and 

reinforces stereotypes, those within the schools that were not specifically linked to 

academic performance were most pervasive and threatening. Katz and Braly (1933) 

implemented a seminal study on racial stereotypes in 1932 at Princeton University to 

examine the content and categories of Black stereotypes which included:  lazy, ignorant, 

ostentatious, superstitious and happy-go-lucky. Extending the Princeton research, Madon 

et. al (2001) found that although the content and consensus had changed over time, 
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negative stereotypes attributed to African Americans such as: ignorant, pleasure-loving, 

loud, aggressive, quick tempered, rude, noisy and have an attitude persist (2001).  

Although these studies have concluded long ago and perhaps the language has changed, 

the content and pervasiveness of these negative stereotypes of Black groups has endured.  

The findings in this study concur with those of Katz and Braly as well as Madon in that 

the African American and Black African students reported dominant perceptions of 

Blacks as being stereotyped as: ignorant, loud, aggressive, oppositional and 

confrontational.  Overall, these stereotypes create the illusion that Black groups in 

America, specifically African Americans are lacking the civility of White America.  

Oftentimes, these stereotypes influence internal and external perceptions of an individual 

or group (i.e., marginalized peoples), they shape social interactions with individuals, 

groups and institutions as was the case for many of the African American and Black 

African students under study.  Similar to Parillo’s (2000) definition of stereotypes the 

students clearly articulated how stereotypes function in the U.S. as a process of 

generalization whereby specific traits and characteristics are attributed to a group with 

little to no consideration of differences within the group and the unintended consequences 

of this act.   Furthermore, as with other research on stereotypes and minority youth 

(Wood & Chesser, 1994), both African American and Black African students believed 

the dominant society holds stereotypes that are well-established in societal memories and 

easily accessible.  This study shows that Black high school students are acutely aware 

that the automatic recall of these entrenched abstractions contributes to the challenges in 

overcoming stereotypes both by those who project them as well as their targets. 
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Researchers investigating the role of racial/ethnic identity on the academic 

attainment of minority youth suggest that strong group centrality, positive private regard 

and perceptions of a negative public regard have a positive influence on educational 

aspirations and post-high school attainment (Chavous et al., 2003).  These findings 

concur with the present study as both African American and Black African students, for 

the most part, showed strong centrality, positive affect and reported negative public 

perceptions. In spite of reports related to general negative public perceptions of in-group 

members as well perceived social and structural barriers, most of the students had plans 

to pursue a higher education post-high school graduation and of those who did not have 

clearly articulated plans, the reasons for such were often cited as due to financial 

constraints of their families. The findings in this study mirror those of the protective, 

motivational perspective on group identification (Bowman & Howard, 1985; Murdock, 

1999; O'Connor, 1997; O'Connor, 1999; Sanders, 1996), in that it finds a strong group 

identification and connection is related to discrimination awareness in ways that facilitate 

academic attainment.  

In contrast to the perspective relating group identification to positive educational 

motivation, investigators exploring group identification and educational risk focus on a 

greater potential for minority student underachievement as a result of the realization of 

racial/ethnic in-group member disadvantages in society and related socioeconomic 

barriers.  Findings in this study, however, do not support proponents of research 

pertaining to group identification and educational risk that assert that the knowledge of 
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social and economic limitations of in-group members is detrimental for Black youth 

educational achievement (Felice, 1981; Ford, 1992; Fordham, 1988; Fordham & Ogbu, 

1986; Mickelson, 1990; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992; Taylor, Castern, 

Flickinger, & Petersen, 1994).  Findings in the present study are contrary to this position 

as many of the African American and most of the Black African students were aware 

societal constraints linked to race, gender, socio-economic and immigrant status and, in 

spite of this, for the most part they maintained a strong commitment to educational 

attainment and commitment to professional success.  Furthermore, while many of the 

African American and some Black African students demonstrated a strong awareness of 

race and/or gender-based job discrimination, this knowledge did not influence their 

perceptions of the value of a higher education.  This diverges from research that asserts 

that upon the awareness of discrimination in job opportunities, Black youth often begin 

the process of devaluing education (Taylor, Castern, Flickinger, & Petersen, 1994).  

While one student did appear to be in the process of discounting feedback from educators 

as well as disidentification from the domain of education, it was not clear that her 

awareness of discrimination in employment opportunities were the sole cause for this.  

Rather, based on my findings, it is more likely that the lived experiences of the individual 

as well as perceptions of social and structural inequalities contribute to the devaluation of 

education.         

 Numerous studies suggest that not only does racial identity differ across youth 

but also that youths' racial identity belief systems may relate to different pathways to 

educational attainment (Chavous et al., 2003).  The findings in this study support this 
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assertion.  The African American and Black African students who had knowledge of 

negative public perceptions and stereotypes related to academic performance of Black 

groups, but did not report lived experiences of personal struggles related to blackness had 

significantly different pathways and strategies for success.  Many of these students 

deeply valued education and held firm to a strong work ethic that was believed to be the 

key to overcoming perceived barriers (e.g., race, gender, low-income or lower middle 

class status, immigrant status).  Other African American students, albeit few, whole 

heartedly relied on the achievement ideology as their guiding force to navigate existing, 

but not particularly threatening barriers to attainment.  The pathways to success for those 

students, particularly African American, who reported negative public regard and 

experiences of racism, discrimination and/or being stereotypes was  considerably 

different than those students who had not, “walked in their shoes.”  These students, 

unable to completely accept the tenets of the achievement ideology developed alternative 

strategies to include stereotype avoidance in order to achieve their goals.  While the 

definitions of success and pathways to achievement varied, as research has shown, 

student participants within both groups believed in the power of education as a means to 

increase social mobility and demonstrated that varying levels of motivation can greatly 

influence their educational and life outcomes (Sanders, 1996; Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, & 

Harpalani, 2001).  As some students did perceive social and structural inequalities linked 

to out-group biases, they remained convinced that some form of higher education would 

assist in overcoming barriers, transcending group position and contributing to deconstruct 

negative Black stereotypes (Chavous et al., 2003).  As suggested by Chavous et al. 
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(2003), some Black youth with positive group regard and a high and/or neutral public 

regard may perceive less social inequality related to race may find education for the sake 

of education to have greater personal meaning thus influencing behaviors and decisions 

around educational and professional attainment.  Findings in this study support this as 

students in both groups, particularly females, did not view group barriers as a major 

factor in their educational experiences and expectations for future success.  

 

Implications for Practice 

 Both the African American and Black African students place a great deal 

of value on education and believe it is a fundamental step to ensure their success.  The 

vast majority of these factors students planned to attend, if finances permitted, an 

institution of higher education post- high school graduation.  Even those with post-

secondary plans that had not yet fully developed still maintained the importance of 

education to increase social mobility in the U.S.   While the reasons for attending college 

and the pathways for educational attainment varied, nearly all of the students 

demonstrated high levels of motivation and resiliency in the face of significant abstract 

and concrete barriers.  Consequently, the breadth of literature on minority educational 

achievement would be served well if researchers recognized the differences with Black 

groups in the U.S. and placed greater focus on the “in-betweeners,” or those transitioning 

from post-secondary to higher education.  

Whereas the focus of this study was on the subtleties of external cues and the 

interplay between these and internal processes, it is clear that society provides students 
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with much stronger feedback in terms of where they are placed on the racial continuum 

and social hierarchy in the U.S.  As research on Black stereotypes as well as the 

participants in this study have confirmed the mass media plays a significant role in the 

perpetuation of these negative depictions that at some point become reality and as such it 

becomes increasingly more difficult to deconstruct these potentially harmful images.  

Consequently, students and school officials alike would benefit from educational 

interventions at these levels.  Within educational institutions, where values and norms are 

consistently transmitted social justice programs targeting media influence, student-

teacher interactions, school curriculums as well as broader social institutions could be a 

powerful means to change these stereotypes and alleviate this undeserved burden on 

Black and other marginalized youth. 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

As it is not possible to fully explore all aspects of a given topic under study, a 

number of significant recommendations for future research will assist in developing a 

greater understanding of the roles of stereotypes on minority youth perceptions and 

expectations of education.   

The primary data collection in this study consisted of interviews and reflexive 

photography.  While researcher-participant encounters were more frequent than those 

commonly found in case studies, this area of research warrants an ethnography study over 

a longer period of time relying not only on student reports but taking into account their 

contexts (e.g., peer/social interactions, classroom and school experiences and family 
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socialization).  This approach would assist in greater understanding of the various 

external cues that help shape the identities of minority youth as well as factors that 

inform their perceived public regard of in-group members.  Additionally, given the 

location and/or setting of the current study, the findings of this study beg the question of 

how would the beliefs, assessments and strategies in response to a perceived negative 

public regard change in another setting?  In a different context (i.e., predominately Black 

location) would the students’ depictions of their racial identities and conceptions of 

success differ than those in the current study?  What external factors contribute to 

differences in beliefs with regard to their in-group members and society and how, if at all, 

do these factors contribute to their conceptions of and strategies for success?  For groups 

such as the Black African students in the present study how do processes of acculturation 

and assimilation influence identity development in relation to external perceptions of 

blackness and moreover how do these factors shape their conceptions of success?  As 

there is an implicit assumption that the racial and/or ethnic categories adequately capture 

or depict an isolated identity of individuals with dark skin and African features, for those 

students, such as some in this study who are “African-American” or biracial, what factors 

influence their identity development and how, in turn, do they impact their perceptions of 

higher education?  While daunting and somewhat elusive, research in the area of minority 

youth achievement would certainly benefit by examining how minority youth self and 

group belief systems are constructed and reconstructed in response to their environments.    
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Conclusion 

 This research challenges current research on stereotypes and status attainment 

of Black individuals in many ways.  First, it calls into question the trend toward 

attempting to isolate but one social identity of Black young people in order to better 

explain the Black-White achievement gap.  As with any other young person living in 

America, Black youth have multiple social identities that are not always solely reflective 

of the most easily accessible one of race.  The narratives of the Black youth in this study 

render a picture that is in stark contrast to this approach as they depict the variation in 

Black youth social identities, conceptions of success and strategies for status attainment.   

 Second, this research complicates the dominant theory that presumes that the 

racial identity of Black individuals is their primary, if not most central and salient, 

identity.  While ever present, because of the very structure of U.S. society and the nature 

of social identities, they are ever changing and any or all could be salient at a given 

moment.  Literature often presents these youths as if they are genderless and classless, 

taking little consideration of the many other social identities that may be targeted by 

stereotypes.  Of those few researchers who are willing to delve into issues related to the 

meanings of gender and class identities of Black youth, on the question of differences in 

the impact of navigating of these stereotypes, they fall silent. The voices in this study 

provide a barometer to better understand the level and type of threats to the social 

identities that are present at every juncture of daily life for these students.  These voices 

provide insight into the complexities and intersections of African American and Black 
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African youths’ social identities, the construction of race and status attainment in 

America.  Thus, this study provides an initial foray into this area. 

 The present study calls into question the notion that Black youths process and 

respond to stereotypes in a predictable manner and that these students function 

independently of other social forces such as their families and communities in which they 

reside.  The families of African American youths in this study were instrumental in 

teaching them to recognize, understand and to navigate societal constraints.   External 

forces such as the community and schools educated Black African youth of how and what 

it means to be American; thus shaping what they must do to “make it”.  These factors 

have influence on not only what the youths perceive to be achievable, but how they 

interpret and respond to it.  Current research wrongheadedly assumes the effects of 

negative stereotypes are consistent, predictable and operate independently or outside of 

these powerful forces.  This study brings us back to this path.  

 Finally, I submit that the vast body of literature exploring the function and role of 

negative stereotypes related to the educational achievement of Black student groups is 

restricted not by those who, in earnest, attempt to dismantle the entrenched racist 

ideology that lay the foundation for this area of research, but by the institutions that 

encourage and reward rationalism and reason over epistemological inquiry.  Research 

focused on stereotypes and academic performance attempts to explain the impact of the 

socially constructed intellectually inferior Black without pause to disaggregate and 

examine the stereotypes related to the dominant public perceptions of Black groups in 

America.  One would assume this rather narrow and myopic approach is due to the focus 
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on school and college-aged Black youth/young adults within the domain of education.  

Dominant public perceptions that construct, foster, perpetuate and ultimately reify these 

stereotypes is laden not only with stigma attached to the state of “blackness” and dark 

skin, but abstractions that, if actualized may well lead to the academic as well as 

professional failure of any group.  The assumption that an individual could be forever 

marked as an ignorant, aggressive, deviant, drug-addicted/dealing, criminal and yet 

somehow remain unaffected in order to achieve their academic goals is, at best ludicrous.  

As best stated in Cooley’s (1902) notion of the “looking glass self”, individuals’ self-

perceptions are shaped and molded based on information individuals obtain through 

interaction with others.  It is as if scholars and researcher alike are unable to move 

beyond the notion that there is consistently a straight line association between negative 

stereotypes about intellectual ability and the academic performance of Black groups.  

These constructs do not function in a logical, linear, orderly fashion and they are not 

scaffolded and to explore them in this manner does not best serve those whom they 

profess to help.  These stereotypes, as the dominant public perceptions (regard) of Black 

groups are, in short, a minefield.  While far too often many students have become 

casualties in this psychological war, some will escape in order to achieve their goals and 

very likely it will be those Black youth, as demonstrated in this study, that will have the 

strength and resilience to avoid one or more of these landmines; methodically crafting 

every step as they navigate through the U.S. educational institutions and various other 

social systems.  The number and magnitude of force of these landmines (dominant public 

perceptions and/or stereotypes) and the vastness of the field is contingent upon the 
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individual’s lived experiences and/or understanding of racism, discrimination and the 

target of stereotypes.  They are further regulated by how these Black youth feel about 

themselves and their in-group members, their perceptions of public views of their group 

and their assessment of social and structural inequalities in the U.S.  This dance in the 

field of mines influences their expectations not of higher education itself, but of how to 

navigate the uneven playing field in order to attain it.  The minefield dance informs 

strategies for attainment (i.e., stereotype avoidance) of Black youth and adds a burden 

their White peers and perhaps other in-group members could scarcely imagine.  “If I can 

just do better than…if I can only prove…if I can figure out how…if I can only not do…” 

then those students, as some in this study, who are able to discover the ever elusive 

conclusion to these statements will be one of the lucky few that “make it” through.  When 

these Black youth are able to successfully navigate this volatile obstacle course, the 

question then becomes, “at what cost?”  As it is unlikely many will do so unscathed and 

unchanged. The cost in fact may not solely be borne by the students themselves, but by 

the society which requires this performance in order to maintain their social and racial 

hierarchy.  Inevitably, the relentless compulsion on the part of the students as fueled by 

their desires to transcend societal barriers combined with the necessity to focus and 

refocus, think and rethink strategies as well as shape and reshape their perceptions of if 

they are able to truly “get there”, as is reflected in their narratives of opportunity, is a loss 

for both the individual and the broader society to which they have much to contribute. 
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APPE
DIX D:  

I
TERVIEW GUIDE I 

 

Othering the Other:  How Identity and Stereotypes Influence African American and 

Black African High School Students’ Perceptions and Expectations of Higher 

Education 

 

Principal Investigator:  Mignonne C. Guy 
 
Participant Number_________________________ Interview Date__________________ 
 
Interview Start Time________________________ Interview End Time_____________ 
 
 

[
ote to Participant:  First, I would like to ask you questions about your 

background – about your family, your parents’ levels of education, their work etc.] 

 

Family Background 

 

1. Who do you live with? 
 
2. Who is mainly responsible for raising you? 

 
3. Where were you born? 
 

a. If born outside US, when did you arrive in the US? 
 
b. If born in US, what city and state? 
 

4. How much education has your mother completed? [If student is being raised by 

someone other than their biological parents, phrase this question to reflect 

this fact] 
 

a. If presently pursuing a degree, what kind of degree? 
 

5. How much education has your father completed? [If student is being raised by 

someone other than their biological parents, phrase this question to reflect 

this fact] 
 

a. If presently pursuing a degree, what kind of degree? 
 

6. Does your mother work? 
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a. If yes, what does she do? 
 
b. If yes, how long has she worked? 

 
7. Has you mother ever been unemployed? 
 

a. If yes, for how long? 
 
b. What did she do for a living? 

 
8. Does your father work? 
 

a. If yes, what kind of work does he do? 
 
b. If yes, how long has he worked? 

 
9. Has your father ever been unemployed? 
 

a. If yes, for how long? 
 
b. What did he do for a living? 

 
10. Where was your mother born? 
 

a. If born outside of the US, when did she come to the US? 
 

11. Where was your father born? 
 

a. If born outside of the US, when did he come to the US? 
 

12. Are you an American citizen? 
 

a. If not, what country are you a citizen of? 
 

 
Racial/Ethnic Identity 
 

[
ote to Researcher: Inquire into how student describes themselves to others; what 

student thinks others think of them; does it differ from their own description of self?  

If the description differs, when and how?] 

 
1. How would you define the word race? 
 
2. How would you define the word ethnicity? 



 
 
 

317 

 
3. How would you describe yourself in terms of race or ethnicity? 

 

[If they focus on one of the two then probe about the other.] 

 
a. Do you ever describe yourself in a racial term (e.g., Black or African 

American)? 
 
b. Do you ever describe yourself in ethnic terms [If respondent is African, 

e.g., Somali, Somali-Bantu, Grebo, Krahn, Mandingo, Fanti]? 
 

c. When do you describe yourself in these terms? 
 

d. Do you identify with any of these terms?  Why? 
 
 

Racial Centrality 

 

4. Does being________ have very much to do with how you feel about yourself? 

[Fill in the blank with whatever racial/ethnic category student chooses from 

above.] 
a. If so, why? 

 
5. In general, do you think being __________ is an important part of your identity?  

[Fill in the blank with whatever racial/ethnic category student chooses from 

above.] 
a. If so, why? 

 
 

6. Would you say that you have a strong sense of belonging or attachment to 
_________ [insert racial/ethnic group affiliation] people? 

a. If so, why? 
 

7. Can you think of times in your life that being __________ [insert racial/ethnic 

group affiliation] has been more or less important to you?  
 

 

Racial Regard - Private 

 
8. How to you feel about __________ [insert racial/ethnic group affiliation] 

people? 
  

9. Would you say you are happy to be __________ [insert racial/ethnic group 

affiliation]? 
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10. Do you feel that _________ [insert racial/ethnic group affiliation] have made 

major contributions and accomplishments?  Done important things in this country 
and in the world? 
 

a. If yes, what kinds of contributions have they made? 
 

11. Do you ever wish that you belonged to another group other than _________ 
[insert racial/ethnic group affiliation]? 
 

a. If yes, why? 
 

12. How proud do you feel to be __________ [insert racial/ethnic group 

affiliation]? 
 

 

Racial Regard - Public  

 

13. Overall, how do you think other people see __________ [insert racial/ethnic 

group affiliation] people? 
 

14. In general, do you think other people respect __________ [insert racial/ethnic 

group affiliation] people? 
 

a. Why?  Or why not? 
 

15. Do you think that _____________ [insert racial/ethnic group affiliation] people 
are respected by others groups in the U.S.? 
 

a. Why?  Or why not? 
 

16. In general, do you feel that other groups view ____________ [insert 

racial/ethnic group affiliation] in a positive way? 
 

a. Why?  Or why not? 
 

17. Do you think that society views ______________ [insert racial/ethnic group 

affiliation] as valuable or an asset? 
 

a. Why?  Or why not? 
 

18. You indicated that you see yourself as ____________ [insert racial/ethnic group 

affiliation]. Do your teachers see you in this way?  Do they identify with you in 
other ways? 
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a. If no, how do you feel about that? 

 
 

Attitudes and Constructs Related to Race and Ethnicity 

 
1.  Do you know what the word “discrimination” means? 
 

a. If yes, how would you define or describe discrimination? 
 

2. Do your parents/guardians ever talk about discrimination? 
 

a. What kinds of things do they say? 
 

3. Have you ever been discriminated against? 
 

a. If yes, how did you handle the situation? 
 
b. Have there been any situations in which you felt as if you were treated 

unfairly? 
 

4. Do you know what the word “stereotype” means? 
 

a. If yes, how would you define or describe stereotype? 
 

5. Do your parents/guardians ever talk about stereotypes? 
 

a. What kinds of things do they say? 
 

6. Do you think Americans have stereotypes of what being Black is? 
 

a. If yes, what do you think they are? 
 
b. If yes, do you think any of these stereotypes are true? 

 
c. If yes, do you think those stereotypes change how people treat you? 
 
d. If yes, what do you think these stereotypes mean for your chances of 

success at school? 
 

e. If no, why? 
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Educational Aspirations and Expectations 
 

1. What do you want be when you get older? 
 

a. Why? 
 

2. Do you think you will complete high school?  College? Graduate or professional 
school? 

 
3. How important is being in school to your life right now? 

 
Very important somewhat important  not important at all 
 

 
4. What are your plans after you graduate from high school? 
 

Get a job go to college  take a break  undecided 
 

[If they select anything other than “go to college” ask the following] 
 

a. Do you want to go college? 
 

5. Do you think that getting a good education is important? 
 

a. If yes, what does “getting a good education” mean to you? 
 
b. If yes, why is it so important? 
 
c. If not, why not? 

 
6. What do you think your parents/guardians want/hope for you to be? 
 

a. Did they ever tell you how much education they wanted you to achieve? 
 

7. What kind of attitudes do your parents/guardians have about your education? 
 
8. Do they discuss the importance of your education with you? 

 
a. If yes, why do you think they did? 
 
b. If no, why do you think they did not? 
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Perceptions of Opportunity 
 

1. What does “being successful” mean to you? 

2. What will it take for you to be successful in this society? 
 

3. Do you think everyone in the U.S. has the same chances at going to college and 
having a successful career? 

 
a. Why? 
 

4. Does race/ethnicity or gender matter when it comes to who can be successful in 
college?  

 
a. Why do you think so? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[
ote to Participant:  Finally, I would like to explain the last activity in this project.  

I am going to give you a disposable camera and I would like you to take 

photographs of people you think are most likely to succeed in college.  You may 

choose people you think are currently attending college or people who are not yet in 

college but you feel will attend in the future and graduate. You will have one week 

to these take pictures.  At the end of the week, I will pick up the camera, have the 

film developed and we will talk about your photographs during our next meeting.  
Do you have any questions about this activity?]   
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APPE
DIX E:  

 

I
TERVIEW GUIDE II 

 

Othering the Other:  How Identity and Stereotypes Influence African American and 

Black African High School Students’ Perceptions and Expectations of Higher 

Education 

 

Principal Investigator:  Mignonne C. Guy 
 
Participant Number_________________________ Interview Date__________________ 
 
Interview Start Time________________________ Interview End Time_____________ 
 

[
ote to Participant:  Thank you for meeting with me again. I would like to take a 

few minutes of your time to go over the last study activity in this research project. 

During our last interview session, I provided you with a disposable camera and I 

asked you to take photographs of people you thought were most likely to succeed in 

college.  
ow, I would like you to arrange the pictures you took in any order that 

you wish.  
ext, I would like you to review all of the photographs and choose the top 

ten – the ten people most likely to go to college.  Do you think all of these people will 

be successful?  Please choose the top three you think will attend college and be 

successful.  
ext, I would like you to place the photographs in this album in the 

order that you have chosen and explain to me why you selected the individuals that 

you chose to photograph.  I would like you to explain what about these individuals 

makes you think they currently or will attend and be successful in college.  Further, 

can you tell me what you think these individuals had to do to become successful?]   
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APPE
DIX F:  

PHOTOGRAPHY SUBJECT DISCLOSURE FORM 
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APPE
DIX G:  

WITHI
-CASE DATA MATRIX 

 

  

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3

Importance of School

Opportunity in School

Job Opportunities

Self and Group Opportunities

Gender

Centrality

Private

Public

ST

Aspirations
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APPE
DIX H:  

CROSS-CASE DATA MATRIX 

 

  

African American Black African

Gender

Racial centrality

Racial private regard

Racial public regard

Racism

Stereotyping

Educational aspirations

Importance of education

Opportunity in school

Social mobility

Job opportunity

Self and group opportunity
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APPE
DIX I:  

CO
CEPTUALLY CLUSTERED MATRIX 

 

 

  

African American Black African

Gender

Ethnic identity

White "other"

Racial salience

Racial identity, gender and power

Experiences of discrimination

Utility of black stereotypes

Internalization of black stereotypes

Treatment by others 

Negotiating perceived identity

Mechanisms for mobility

Perceptions/manifestations of success

Perceptions of equality/inequality

Advantages and disadvantages
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