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ABSTRACT 

 Studies indicate that global self-esteem, an individual’s overall sense of self-

worth, and academic self-esteem, self-worth related to academics, are positively related 

to academic achievement. This relationship holds for white adolescents. However, while 

still positive, this relationship is weaker for African Americans, who have high global 

and academic self-esteem, but very low academic achievement. Patterns for Mexican 

Americans are less clear, but their global and academic self-esteem appear to fall between 

the range for white and African American adolescents, while their academic achievement 

is similar to that of African Americans. To address this, I construct Combinatoric Identity 

Theory (CIT), a symbolic interactionist theory that incorporates the importance of 

racial/ethnic and student identities into our current understandings of self-esteem and 

achievement. I then apply CIT to data collected on Mexican American and white tenth-

graders. 

 After a discussion of the relevant literature on education, self-esteem, and 

identity, I discuss my data collection strategy and techniques. This is followed by 

empirical analysis. Results indicate that identity processes do affect self-esteem, and that 

they operate in similar ways for Mexican American and white adolescents. Implications 

of these results and directions for future research are then presented. 

  
 

 

 

 



 10

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 On June 3, 2008, Barack Obama became the first African American chosen the 

presumptive presidential nominee of a major political party. This selection was 

remarkable, given lingering racial tensions in the United States, yet this is not the entire 

story. Not only are African Americans, and other disadvantaged groups such as Mexican 

Americans, underrepresented in positions of power in adulthood, their disadvantage starts 

at an early age. White and Asian American students score significantly higher on 

standardized tests (College Board SAT 2007), have lower high school dropout rates (U.S. 

Department of Commerce 1972-2005), have higher achievement rates (Grigg, Donahue, 

and Dion 2007), and enroll in 4-yr. college institutions at greater rates (U.S. Department 

of Education 2003-2004) than their African American, Hispanic, and American Indian 

counterparts. Since education is the main conduit to upward mobility in the United States, 

this poses a grave problem. 

 Understanding these education gaps has been of substantial importance to 

sociologists, psychologists, and education researchers. However, while many such gaps 

deserve attention, the black-white gap has been most studied over the past fifty years. 

This wealth of attention has probably been earned by its status as the most puzzling such 

education gap. Most educators, as well as policy makers and academics, believed that 

black-white disparities in achievement would decrease after desegregation, yet a half-

century after the landmark Brown vs. Board of Education decision, segregation is still the 

rule in American public schools (Orfield, Bachmeier, James, and Eitle 1997), and in 

metropolitan residential zones (Logan, Stults, and Farley 2004). However, even when 
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black students attend more affluent, desegregated schools, the black-white test score gap 

remains (Jencks and Phillips 1998), irrespective of parental income, education and wealth 

(Stevenson, Chuansheng, and Uttal 1990; McWhorter 2000; Ogbu 2003; Orr 2003). 

The issue becomes more complex when we examine differences in academic 

achievement between whites and other minority groups. As previously mentioned, Asian 

Americans, the so-called “model minority,” on average achieve educational scores and 

attainment rates comparable to, or higher than, whites. However, Hispanics and 

American Indians generally have educational scores more comparable to African 

Americans. Indeed, recent research has shown that Mexican Americans perform at 

significantly lower levels than their white counterparts (Cordero-Guzmán 2005; Grigg et 

al. 2007), an especially important finding, given that the population of Mexican 

Americans is projected to double by the year 2050, with Hispanics as a whole becoming 

the largest ethnic group in the United States. These results suggest that there is something 

either enhancing the academic achievement of white and Asian American youth, or that 

there is something interfering with the academic achievement of African American, 

Hispanic, and American Indian youth. Given the strong connection between academic 

achievement in youth and economic success later in life, failure to understand these gaps 

has substantial material consequences. Although structural factors have been used to 

explain the education gap, they have not been able to explain its entirety. Thus, if we 

want to account for ethnic disparities in education we must take other approaches into 

account. 
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One non-structural intervention that has received substantial interest in recent 

years is the attempt to increase the self-esteem of all youth. In short, educators and policy 

makers believe that increasing students’ self-esteem will lead to increased academic 

achievement (California Legislature 1986; Hewitt 1998). Over the past thirty years, this 

popular belief has spread through the public at large, and more specifically to parents and 

school teachers (for samples of related work see Felker 1974; Battle 1982; Beane 1984; 

Canfield and Wells 1994; Frank 1996). Despite their intuitive appeal, however, there are 

problems with such approaches. 

 There is some evidence of a positive correlation between self-esteem and 

academic achievement (Rosenberg et al. 1989; Rosenberg et al. 1995), which would lead 

us to expect that white students (or Asian American students) would have exceedingly 

high self-esteem. However, studies over the past thirty years consistently show that 

African Americans have higher self-esteem than their white counterparts (Rosenberg and 

Simmons 1972; Hughes and Demo 1989), yet still perform at lower levels than whites 

(Almanac of Higher Education 2005). The relationship between self-esteem and 

achievement for Hispanic youth in general, and Mexican American youth more 

specifically, is less clear. Research indicates that they may have lower self-esteem than 

either African Americans or whites, or similar self-esteem to whites. However, as with 

African Americans, they perform below their white counterparts. Such patterns are 

contrary to those we would expect if self-esteem leads to academic achievement and 

complicate our understanding of the relationships governing these variables.  
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 This dissertation examines the mechanism(s) that accounts for the uneven patterns 

we observe between self-esteem and academic achievement in Mexican American and 

white adolescents. Throughout, this investigation will be informed by the extant research 

on African Americans, who are in a similar structural position to Mexican Americans, but 

about whom considerably more is known. Although diverging from strictly studying the 

racial/ethnic education gap, understanding why particular groups feel good about 

themselves, but do not perform at high levels, will be a vital contribution to the larger 

effort. 

Summary of the Proposed Argument 

I propose the following to account for racial/ethnic differences between self-

esteem and academic achievement. First, recent research with adolescents indicates that 

the relationship between self-esteem and academic achievement is more complex than a 

simple one-to-one correlation, and may help us to better understand the results described 

above. Instead of approaching self-esteem as a uni-dimensional entity, self-esteem is now 

viewed as a multifaceted concept, including an individual’s overall evaluation of himself, 

as well as his evaluations of particular arenas, such as academics (Rosenberg, Schooler, 

Schoenbach, and Rosenberg 1995; Baumeister et al. 2003). Explicitly, “academic” self-

esteem is more important to predicting academic achievement than an individual’s 

overall feelings of self-worth (Rosenberg et al. 1995). Second, research demonstrates that 

the importance an individual gives to a certain domain (or the “psychological centrality” 

of that domain), such as academics, will affect his self-esteem (Gecas and Seff 1990; 

Rosenberg et al. 1995). Thus, an individual’s self-esteem will vary by the importance of 
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the domain in which he is embedded, consequently affecting his achievement. Third, 

research suggests that the relevance of racial/ethnic identity, and corresponding cultural 

values about education, impact academic achievement (Fordham and Ogbu 1986; 

Oyserman et al. 2003). And finally, although not relevant to the theoretical structure of 

this project, little if any current research on self-esteem includes comparisons among 

racial/ethnic groups other than whites and blacks. My research seeks to remedy these 

deficiencies by focusing primarily on differences between whites and Mexican 

Americans, and to a lesser extent on differences among white, Mexican American, and 

African American youth. Such a focus will serve to increase our understanding of 

Mexican Americans, a group that is projected to continue increasing in size within the 

United States, as well as increase our understanding of specific racial/ethnic group 

differences. Additionally, although there are theoretical reasons to believe that these 

factors do not exist in isolation, they have seldom been studied concurrently. Only by 

examining these processes in conjunction with one another, and among various 

racial/ethnic groups, can we better understand the complex relationship between 

race/ethnicity, self-esteem, and academic achievement.  

To achieve these objectives I test three nested models: the first model incorporates 

our current understanding of the relationships between global self-esteem, academic self-

esteem, and academic achievement; the second model adds the psychological centrality 

of the student identity; and the third model adds the psychological centrality of 

racial/ethnic identity. 
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Organization of Dissertation 

 In Chapter 2, I present a more detailed history of the racial/ethnic education gap, 

and the four primary explanations scholars have proposed to account for the gap: 

biological, structural, cultural, and psychological. Accompanying each explanation, I 

discuss evidence for and against each. I then propose that adding a social psychological 

explanation has the potential to synthesize the other approaches, and clarify our 

understanding of the education gap. 

In Chapter 3 I move on to an examination of the relationships between global self-

esteem, academic self-esteem, student psychological centrality, and racial/ethnic 

psychological centrality according to extant theoretical and empirical literature. I 

specifically argue that structural symbolic interactionism is the key to understanding the 

self-esteem/achievement paradox in white, Mexican American, and African American 

youth. Towards the end of the chapter I use the synthesis of these findings to generate an 

inductively-derived theory (Combinatoric Identity Theory) and three nested models that 

apply CIT to race/ethnicity, self-esteem, and achievement. Finally, I conclude with a 

discussion of the benefits of Combinatoric Identity Theory both for understanding the 

education gap, and for clarifying self-esteem processes within the discipline.  

Chapter 4 describes my research strategy. I first discuss my research design and 

sample, highlight important parts of the research design, and conclude with a discussion 

of the merits of structural equation modeling, my chosen analytic technique. 

Chapter 5 presents the results of my study. Descriptive statistics are presented. I 

then present the results of structural equation models run on white and Mexican 
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American students separately. Lastly, I present the results of simultaneous analyses done 

with both white and Mexican American students. 

Lastly, Chapter 6 incorporates this work into the larger sociological studies of the 

racial/ethnic education gap and self-esteem. Policy implications are discussed, as are 

directions for future research. Additionally, there is a discussion of the merits of 

Combinatoric Identity Theory for understanding the relationships between self-esteem, 

behavior and identity. 
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CHAPTER 2: EXPLANATIONS FOR THE EDUCATION GAP 

Explanations for the education gap abound, pointing to diverse factors such as 

differences in hereditary intelligence to test anxiety caused by references to negative in-

group stereotypes. Such vast differences are hardly surprising, given cross-disciplinary 

interest in this topic, but the literature remains overwhelming. For purposes here, I have 

broadly classified the various explanations into four perspectives: biological, structural, 

cultural, and psychological. Although these perspectives are not mutually exclusive, as 

will quickly become evident, they are often treated as such and serve as a useful 

beginning for understanding the entirety of factors that perpetuate the education gap. In 

this chapter I will critically evaluate these four perspectives, discussing evidence for and 

against each. At the end of the chapter, I will synthesize the four approaches, and make a 

case for why we need to also consider social psychological factors in our quest to 

understand the education gap. Such social psychological factors are pertinent both to our 

understanding of the education gap, and to our understanding of differences in self-

esteem among white and Mexican American and African American students. 

The Biological Perspective 

 The biological perspective makes the argument that there are innate differences in 

intelligence among members of the population, and those differences vary by racial and 

ethnic heritage. Such ideas are clearly not new, and can be traced back to the beginnings 

of evolutionary theory (Darwin 1859; Galton 1869). Indeed, sociologists at one time were 

more receptive to biology as a determinant of human behavior, although today “[m]ost 

sociologists learn that evolutionary thinking is a backwater in the history of social theory, 
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one that has little positive value on the current of mainstream thinking” (Dietz, Burns, 

and Buttel 1990).1 Whether it is born out of a desire to mark off sociological territory as 

separate from psychological territory, or a fear of facing criticism, sociological 

understanding of the education gap has shied away from including intelligence in our 

models in recent years. Thus, when Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray published 

The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life it became highly 

controversial in sociological circles. 

 The Bell Curve proposes that intelligence is related to genetic inheritance, as well 

as social and cultural influences. However, intelligence pools within particular segments 

of the population, and its distribution is not equal. Herrnstein and Murray label these 

groups “cognitive classes,” to underscore the difference between cognitive and social 

class. They make the claim that cognitive class position is correlated with a plethora of 

life outcomes. This notion is certainly not new, and is supported by other research in both 

sociology and psychology (Scarr and Weinberg 1978; Bouchard, Lykken, McGue, and 

Tellgen 1990).   

 Herrnstein and Murray use data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 

(NLSY) to make two primary statements: 1) highly intelligent people, on average, tend to 

attend better colleges, have better occupations, and have higher incomes than less 

intelligent people; 2) less intelligent people, on average, tend to have higher levels of 

poverty, have higher rates of crime, have children out of wedlock at higher rates, have 

                                                 
1 There have been recent attempts to change this. Evolutionary research is of great import to sociologists,  
and this concern was reflected in the establishment of the Evolution and Society section of the American 
Sociological Association in 2004. 
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higher rates of unemployment, have higher rates of welfare, and have higher rates of 

child neglect. The import of these statements, according to the authors, is that people tend 

to mate with others like them. Over time, if highly intelligent people continue to mate 

with other highly intelligent people, then the “cognitive elite” will soon benefit from most 

of the social and material goods that society has to offer, as well as be the primary 

manufacturers of such goods; thus, cognitive class serves as a good predictor of 

socioeconomic status. Such an argument is highly consistent with the homophily finding 

in sociology that people of the similar backgrounds are more likely to associate with each 

other than with people of dissimilar backgrounds (McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook 

2001), as well as homogamy, or the tendency for people to mate with others of their own 

background. From an evolutionary standpoint, Herrnstein and Murray’s argument makes 

intuitive sense. If intelligent people with well-paying jobs marry other intelligent people 

with well-paying jobs, then they are more likely to have intelligent children who will 

grow up to also have well-paying jobs; the converse would be true for less intelligent 

people. 

 For the most part, Herrnstein and Murray limit their discussion to differences 

between whites who are either high or low in the cognitive class hierarchy. However, 

towards the end of their book, they introduce the argument that intelligence also varies by 

racial and ethnic heritage, again because of differences in the underlying intelligence 

distribution. More specifically, they argue that African Americans and Latino Americans 

belong, on average, to a lower cognitive class than white Americans. As with poor 

individuals, Herrnstein and Murray show that African Americans and Latino Americans 
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are more likely to commit crimes, be in poverty, have more children out of wedlock, have 

high rates of unemployment and welfare, and neglect their children more than white and 

Asian Americans. To look at this another way, given high correlations between 

racial/ethnic status in the United States and socioeconomic status (which is predicted by 

cognitive class in this argument), we might expect to see “poor” problems overlapping 

with race/ethnicity. Herrnstein and Murray’s discussion would then also serve to explain 

the education gap; if intelligence is linked to cognitive class, and cognitive class is linked 

to socioeconomic status and race/ethnicity, as psychologists have indicated, the education 

gap would be a logical occurrence for groups of low socioeconomic status and groups of 

particular racial/ethnic heritages.2  

 The Bell Curve has been highly controversial for three interrelated reasons: the 

measurement of IQ and the import of structural variables; the role of intelligence in 

disadvantaged populations over time; and the policy suggestions included in the book. I 

will now provide a brief summary of the first two critiques, which are the most relevant 

to this discussion. However, given extensive discussions of The Bell Curve elsewhere 

(see Jacoby and Glauberman 1995; Fischer, Hout, Jankowski, Lucas, Swidler, and Voss 

1996; Jencks and Phillips 1998), and the narrower focus of the current work, this 

discussion will remain brief. 

 The first critique of The Bell Curve is that Herrnstein and Murray’s claims about 

the effects of IQ are simply overstated. First, while psychologists claim that IQ tests 

                                                 
2 Indeed, in a social psychological extension of Blau and Duncan’s (1967) work on status attainment, Otto 
and Haller (1979) found that mental ability was a significant predictor of a respondent’s current 
occupational prestige, along with social factors such as father’s occupation, mother’s education, parents’ 
socioeconomic status, and respondent’s level of education. 
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measure “the ability to reason, plan, solve problems, think abstractly, comprehend 

complex ideas, learn quickly and learn from experience” (Arvey et al. 1994), there is 

research indicating that IQ tests (and other tests of mental ability, such as the SAT) end 

up measuring skills acquired in school (Fischer et al., 1996). Complex mathematical and 

verbal ability, it is argued, is learned behavior, and thus is a product of opportunities to 

learn and/or better educational opportunities. This suggests that IQ may be a better proxy 

for socioeconomic status than it is for innate intelligence, especially since we know 

parents with greater SES tend to have more books in the house (Lareau 2002), live in 

neighborhoods with better-quality schools (Kozol 1992), and have more money to 

provide their children with enrichment activities outside of school (Lareau 2002). In other 

words, IQ, and resulting cognitive classes, may be a product of economic success rather 

than the precursors. Herrnstein and Murray do control for socioeconomic status in The 

Bell Curve, however, Fischer et al. argue that the measure of SES used is incomplete. 

Using the same data as Herrnstein and Murray, but adding measures for formal schooling 

and attributes of respondents’ communities to their analysis, they show that poverty is 

affected more by a respondent’s level of formal schooling and neighborhood community 

than by their score on the AFQT. Thus, even if cognitive class is separable from SES, it is 

still less important in determining poverty than structural factors highly related to SES. 

Put another way, the effects of IQ may be overwhelmed by other non-genetic factors. 

However, it is important to note that although the effects of IQ are diminished by the 

inclusion of SES factors in the Fischer et al. models, the effect of IQ does not completely 
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go away; in other words, the variance in outcomes of interest is not fully explained by 

either SES or IQ. 

 Additionally, although Herrnstein and Murray find that AFQT scores are related 

to a plethora of social “goods” and social “bads,” correlation does not equal causation. 

Regression equations are sophisticated analyses of correlation but, nevertheless, cannot 

fix causation without appropriate data. Causation enters the picture when theory informs 

our statistical analyses, we have longitudinal data, or preferably both. Herrnstein and 

Murray do have longitudinal data, but given Fischer et al.’s findings that formal 

schooling influences poverty, in addition to debates about whether IQ actually measures 

innate intelligence, it could plausibly be argued that IQ itself is dependent on some of the 

variables that Herrnstein and Murray are trying to explain using IQ as an independent 

variable. In essence, the variables used by the authors are likely to be multicollinear.  

 The second critique of The Bell Curve is related to the first, in that it accounts for 

structural influences. An interesting finding is that IQ changes both within racial/ethnic 

groups over time, and that disadvantaged groups across countries have similar levels of 

IQ. For example, as Herrnstein and Murray discuss, Jewish and Asian Americans tend to 

have higher IQ scores today than do whites. However, this was not always the case: 

The results of World War I mental tests conducted among American soldiers 
born in Russia--the great majority of whom were Jews--showed such low scores 
as to cause Carl Brigham, creator of the Scholastic Aptitude Test, to declare that 
these results "disprove the popular belief that the Jew is highly intelligent." 
Within a decade, however, Jews in the United States were scoring above the 
national average on mental tests, and the data in The Bell Curve indicate that 
they are now far above the national average in IQ (Sowell 1995, 32). 

 



 23

Thus, IQ can vary by generation within the same racial/ethnic group. And given that two 

or three generations are too few for us to observe significant changes in intelligence as a 

consequence of natural selection, it is likely that an exogenous factor, or factors, is 

causing differences in test scores. 

Additionally, groups in similar structural positions across nations score similarly 

on tests of IQ. Fischer et al. make an interesting argument that race in the U.S. serves as a 

“caste” system, in which African Americans and Latino Americans are at the bottom in 

comparison to white Americans and Asian Americans. Groups at the bottom of the caste 

hierarchy are more likely to be discriminated against, have fewer opportunities, and have 

negative status beliefs associated with them. This is not only true in the United States, but 

is also true of in Japan among those of Korean or Burakumin descent, and Mizrachi Jews 

in Israel, all of whom are in low caste positions within their societies, and exhibit lower 

levels of academic achievement than groups with higher status (Fischer et al. 1996). 

Therefore, not only are researchers unclear about what IQ actually measures, but signs 

seem to point to the importance of environment factors (i.e., structure or culture, 

discussed below) in understanding life outcomes. This does not mean that inherited 

intelligence is unimportant to life outcomes, but that there may be other contributing 

factors. 

It is important to point out that these debates are by no means concluded. There 

have been debates over nature and nurture for years, and these will likely continue until 

there are ways to accurately measure intelligence separately from confounding social 

variables. It would behoove sociologists to include intelligence in their analyses, just as it 
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would behoove psychologists to consider social variables more. There are differences in 

native intelligence, and given our species’ proclivity towards homophily, they are likely 

reproduced within certain segments of the population. I will now turn to structural 

explanations of the education gap that posit that the correlation between race/ethnicity 

and education can be explained by examining groups’ relative positions in society and 

their access to social and material resources. 

The Structural Perspective 

 Sociologists typically define structure as a pattern of social relationships, which 

can influence not only the people with whom we come into contact, and the relationships 

within which we are embedded, but also serve as constraints on the behavior of 

individuals and groups. Structural understandings of the education gap have often been 

used to refute the biological perspective. Work in this tradition targets socioeconomic 

status, variously measured, as the main independent variable. Socioeconomic status then 

directly and indirectly affects the education gap through a series of intermediate 

variables, such as social and cultural capital. It not only accounts for significant 

differences in social and material resources within the home, but is also linked to macro-

level differences in school quality. Since race/ethnicity and social class are highly 

correlated in the United States, socioeconomic status may seem to be a better predictor of 

the education gap than race/ethnicity itself in many cases; nevertheless, the racial/ethnic 

gap remains once social class is controlled, suggesting the need for better, or more 

complete, theoretical accounts. This section will first discuss sociological measures of 
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socioeconomic status, detail existing evidence for the structural perspective, and then 

address critiques. 

To make the leap from socioeconomic status to racial/ethnic differences in 

educational achievement, we must first consider the strong relationship between class and 

race in the United States. Table 2.1 provides median income levels for U.S. households 

by race/ethnicity from 1975-2006, as reported by the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2006). 

We can see that blacks and those of Hispanic origin have much lower levels of income 

than whites in the U.S., and that this pattern has persisted over time. It is easiest to see the 

disparity in the last row, which provides the percentage of white median income that 

African American and Hispanics made per year. In 2006, Hispanic households earned 

74.1%, and African American households only earned 63.1% of what whites did. 

(Insert Table 2.1 here.)3

 However, income is not the only way that sociologists measure socioeconomic 

status. Wealth, education, and occupational prestige are also often used, and, at least 

where race/ethnicity is concerned, the patterns are similar to those of income. African 

American and Hispanics tend to attain lower levels of education and have jobs of lower 

prestige. And perhaps more importantly, wealth has been implicated as a key variable 

perpetuating racial/ethnic inequality. For example, in the book Black Wealth, White 

Wealth (1995), Melvin L. Oliver and Thomas M. Shapiro argue that using income to 

measure differences in economic prosperity between African Americans and whites is 

faulty because it understates the degree of advantage enjoyed by whites. While income 

                                                 
3 All tables discussed in this manuscript can be located in Appendix A. 
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provides a gauge of year-to-year earnings, total wealth can play a much more significant 

role in providing intra and inter-generational fiscal stability. The size of the African 

American middle class has increased over time, a finding which some use to suggest that 

racial/ethnic inequality is decreasing in the U.S. However, Oliver and Shapiro say that 

without examining assets such as houses and investments, we obtain an incomplete 

picture of the situation. They argue that social policies, including, but not limited to, 

slavery, residential segregation and unfair home lending policies in the past and the 

present, have helped perpetuate a system in which African Americans have much less to 

pass on to their children. In essence, wealth is a hidden advantage for whites, who are 

able to maintain higher standards of living, even if they are earning similar incomes to 

African Americans. To my knowledge, there is no corresponding literature focusing on 

wealth differences between whites and Hispanics. However, given the lower income of 

Hispanic families, coupled with their historical legacy as immigrants, it seems plausible 

that Hispanics are similarly disadvantaged in terms of wealth.  

 The link between educational attainment, socioeconomic status, and race/ethnicity 

begins with segregation in both neighborhoods and schools. Despite great advances in 

race relations since the Civil Rights Movement, and the elimination of de jure 

segregation, there remains segregation in metropolitan residential zones (Logan et al. 

2004). This might not be a problem in itself; the homophily finding in sociology is 

strong, and comfort level with one’s associates drives homophily to some extent. 

However, neighborhood segregation becomes a problem because of its relationship to 

educational quality. In the United States money for schools primarily comes from 
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property taxes, and to a lesser extent state and then federal funds. Minorities are more 

likely to live in areas that have lower housing values, and where larger percentages of 

individuals rent, rather than own, their homes. This means that residential areas with 

larger minority concentrations (or higher concentrations of working poor) provide fewer 

resources to local public schools than do residential areas with larger white populations 

(or higher concentrations of the wealthy). Thus, schools in these areas tend to have fewer 

resources for important supplies such as computers and books (Kozol 1992). 

Additionally, the restrictions imposed by lack of adequate materials in these schools often 

acts as a push factor for better teachers, who vacate such lower-quality schools; this 

leaves students with teachers who either are plagued by apathy, or young and 

inexperienced (Kozol ibid.). Additionally, the amount of money school districts spend 

has a negative direct effect on class size, and smaller class sizes have been shown to 

improve academic achievement (Wenglinsky 1997); thus, children from wealthy families 

obtain substantial direct and indirect benefits from the relative socioeconomic status of 

the families living around their schools. From these findings alone, we would expect to 

see that since African American and Hispanics in the United States have lower 

socioeconomic status than whites on average they are likely to attend poorer-quality 

schools, and thus have lower levels of academic achievement. 

 In addition to differences in school quality, family factors have also been shown 

to significantly affect students’ academic achievement. In 1966, sociologist James S. 

Coleman and his colleagues published a report for the U.S. Department of Education 

discussing the factors with the greatest contribution to the education gap between white 
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and black children. They studied a wide variety of factors thought to influence 

achievement, such as school, teacher, and student characteristics, school facilities and 

curriculum, student attitudes, and lastly, family background. After a thorough exploration 

of these factors, Coleman et al. (1966) concluded that family background characteristics 

were the most important in producing, and reproducing, racial/ethnic differences in 

academic achievement. This finding has been replicated in the decades since. Family 

background not only influences children’s achievement (Jones 1984; Milne et al. 1986; 

Myers et al. 1987; Teachman 1987; Vanfossen, Jones, and Spade 1987; Lee 1993; 

Downey 1994; Crane 1996; Mayer 1997), it also helps account for racial/ethnic 

differences in achievement (Hedges and Nowell 1998; Phillips, Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, 

Klebanov, and Crane 1998). For example, children from single-parent households tend to 

underperform in school and achieve lower levels of occupational, economic, and 

educational attainment (Mueller and Cooper 1986; Bankston and Caldas 1998). Since 

African Americans families are more often headed by single mothers than other 

racial/ethnic groups (DaVanzo and Rahman 1993), African American students thus face 

an added disadvantage. These literatures suggest that socioeconomic status is an 

important factor influencing educational achievement, but family has the strongest direct 

effect through the transmission of social and cultural capital.  

 Families do not only provide economic capital, in the form of income and wealth, 

but also provide less tangible goods, such as parents who regularly read to their children 

or take them to museums and other cultural venues. Social capital is defined as the 

benefits that can be accrued from social network connections (such as trust, reciprocity, 
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or the maintenance of social norms), ranging from macro-level institutions to micro-level 

interactions within the family. These benefits can range from individual economic gains, 

influence over particular others, or even membership in a well-integrated and supportive 

social context. In reference to the family and education, social capital generated between 

parents and children through particular types of interaction tends to have a positive 

influence on academic achievement. Cultural capital, on the other hand, is defined as 

cultural knowledge that privileges those who possess it. Parents who teach their children 

that education is valuable and educational institutions are worthy of respect may increase 

the likelihood that their children will achieve significantly in these domains, such as 

attending colleges and universities (Kalmijn and Kraaykamp 1996). Studies have shown 

that socioeconomic status helps facilitate the development of both social and cultural 

capital (Bourdieu 1986; Orr 2003). Bourdieu makes a distinction between forms of 

capital that are more and less “liquid.” More liquid types of capital, such as economic 

capital, are more easily transferred into social and cultural capital than the other way 

around. Thus, parents who have higher socioeconomic status should be able to more 

easily provide social and cultural capital to their children than parents from a lower 

socioeconomic status. 

 In an important article, Amy Orr (2003) uses Bourdieu’s formulation of 

economic, social, and cultural capital to understand the relationships between parental 

wealth and academic achievement in black and white youth. Citing Oliver and Shapiro’s 

work (discussed above), Orr makes the case that only studying the effects of income, 

parental educational attainment, and occupational prestige on academic achievement 
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misses other sources of income that greatly affect everyday material realities for families. 

To fix this, Orr includes a measure of familial wealth (net material family assets, once 

debt is taken into account), in addition to standard measures of socioeconomic status. 

Additionally, she includes measures of social and cultural capital. Social capital is 

measured differently for younger and older children. For younger children, Orr measures 

it as the number of times a mother read to a child per week. For older children social 

capital is measured by parental help with homework. Cultural capital is also measured 

differently at different ages, due to limitations in the data, and includes a combination of 

the following: whether children went on an outing with their parents once or twice in the 

past month, whether children had been taken to a museum once or twice in the past year, 

whether there was a musical instrument that the child could use in the home, whether the 

child had been taken to a performance in the past year, whether the child had special 

lessons or activities, and whether the child had been taken to the theater once or twice in 

the past year.  

 Orr’s research highlights several important factors affecting the relationship 

between parental socioeconomic status and child academic achievement. First, of all 

measures of socioeconomic status, wealth is the biggest predictor of achievement, when 

controlling for parental education, occupation and income. Second, social and cultural 

capital both have a significant effect on achievement. Social capital has a detectable 

positive effect on achievement for younger children. Cultural capital also exhibits a 

strong positive effect on achievement. Third, once Orr adds social and cultural capital to 

her model, the effect of wealth on achievement decreases by 15 percent, which indicates 
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that wealth indirectly affects achievement through the mediating variables of social and 

cultural capital. Lastly, when controlling for socioeconomic status, as well as social and 

cultural capital, whites still have higher academic achievement than their black 

counterparts, which suggests that structure alone, as presently conceived, cannot account 

for the education gap. Orr’s findings are similar to those found by Susan E. Mayer. 

 In the book What Money Can’t Buy: Family Income and Children’s Life Chances 

(1997), Susan E. Mayer takes an in-depth look at the relationship between income and a 

child’s outcomes (i.e., academic achievement, teenage childbearing, high school dropout 

rates) in various data sets. Her results on academic achievement mirror those of Orr and 

Coleman et al. Mayer finds that there are increases to children’s test scores when their 

parents’ incomes are larger, but these increases are quite modest: “Doubling parental 

income probably raises a child’s eventual years of education by about a fifth of a year” 

(144). Thus, it appears that income does not have as large effect on achievement as some 

would like to believe. Additionally, Mayer’s research also reveals a significant 

racial/ethnic achievement gap, although certain effects vary when income is held 

constant; with income held constant “black children are less likely than white children to 

drop out of high school. Black children also receive more post-secondary education than 

whites with the same family income” (154). Despite this, however, black-white 

differences in test scores remain large. Mayer posits that the persisting racial/ethnic 

difference in test scores may be due to differences in family goals and attitudes towards 

school that occur as a result of disadvantaged structural positions in the wider society.  
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Mayer’s research, in combination with Orr’s research in 2003 and Coleman et al.’s 

findings fifty years ago, suggests that family of origin does matter for academic 

achievement beyond socioeconomic status.  

Therefore, although socioeconomic status is important, it does not explain as 

much variation in test scores as sociologists might like to believe, and the effect it does 

have is most likely indirect. Additionally, socioeconomic status alone cannot explain 

away gaps in achievement between different racial/ethnic groups. Controlling for 

measures of socioeconomic status does not eliminate the significance of race/ethnicity 

(Orr ibid.), nor does merely moving minority youth to wealthier schools fix the problem 

(Ogbu 2003). This suggests that there are additional factors perpetuating the achievement 

gap. The next two sections propose several mechanisms to account for this unexplained 

variance, and both perspectives take structure as their starting point. 

The Cultural Perspective 

When they employ the term culture, sociologists typically mean the diverse 

beliefs and values held by individuals, groups, institutions, or an entire society. It is these 

beliefs and values that both situate our sense of the world and provide us with a way to 

act within it. Although culture is often pitted against social structure as an explanatory 

variable, in actuality neither can exist without the other; structure provides a foundation 

in which culture flourishes, and culture serves to legitimate existing structures. This 

means that distinctions between structure and culture are often arbitrary, but still useful, 

sociological constructs. From the preceding discussion, it is clear that structural 

explanations alone cannot account for the education gap. At the same time, however, they 
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have much to contribute and the cultural explanations examined in this section 

accordingly take structure as their starting point. In this section, I will discuss the two 

primary strands of cultural explanations for the education gap (Sandovik, Cookson, and 

Semel 2001), the culture of poverty and cultural difference arguments.4 During this 

discussion I will point out their similarities to previously discussed theories, and discuss 

their limitations.  

As previously discussed, de facto racial/ethnic segregation remains prevalent in 

the United States. African Americans and Mexican Americans typically live in different 

parts of cities than whites and their children often attend different schools. This creates a 

situation in which particular cultural ideas about education or upward mobility can pool 

within particular racial/ethnic groups (Simmel 1955).5 Most importantly, it creates a 

situation in which these groups are likely to adopt quite different attitudes about 

education and the role of education in their lives.  

 By all accounts, biological differences and socioeconomic status cannot fully 

account for, or eliminate, the racial/ethnic education gap (Fischer et al. 1996; Coleman et 

al. 1966; Mayer 1997; Orr 2003). Sociologists tend to attribute the remaining unexplained 

variance in explanatory models to differences in family background, although heredity is 

arguably another significant component. I argue, instead, that we should attribute a 

portion of the unexplained variance to differences not just in family backgrounds and 

                                                 
4 I would argue that the culture of poverty and cultural difference arguments are similar in their predictions 
of behaviors among minorities and the poor, although they disagree about motivations. For research 
purposes this is not salient to the debate. For policy purposes, however, this distinction is more important. 
5 Indeed, we know that culture does tend to vary by race/ethnicity in such arenas as work values (Tuch and 
Martin 1991; Marini et al. 1996; Johnson 2002), in beauty ideals (Milkie 1999; Lovejoy 2001), and filial 
responsibility for older parents (Lee et al. 1998; Burr and Mutchler 1999), among other issues. 
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heredity, but in cultural backgrounds. My broader term not only allows the family to 

influence beliefs about school, but also allows for influence from peers and the general 

cultural environment in which children are embedded. This provides a broader look at the 

factors that may influence beliefs about the importance of education, which research 

indicates vary by race/ethnicity. Both the culture of poverty and cultural difference 

arguments begin with this premise, although they use quite different explanatory 

variables to account for it.  

The culture of poverty concept was first articulated by anthropologist Oscar 

Lewis (1959). In his studies of the urban poor in Mexico City, Lewis concluded that their 

structural placement as a low status group led to a series of maladaptive processes that 

served to keep them in the same status over generations. In effect their responses to an 

initially bad situation perpetuated it and locked them into a vicious cycle, in which they 

felt inferior and powerless. Lewis believed that the culture of the poor did anything but 

help the poor become upwardly mobile. Instead, the poor would continue to remain poor 

through generations, because of their “general lack of commitment to any endeavor 

requiring sustained effort, self-discipline, and renunciation of present for future 

gratification” (Della Fave 1974, 210).6 Since self-discipline, hard work, and initiative are 

important factors leading to educational success, those children raised in a culture of 

poverty will fail because they lack these traits (Deutsch 1967). Furthermore, this 

argument is likely to apply not only to the poor, but also to minority groups that are 

                                                 
6 Lewis’ argument is not dissimilar to that of Herrnstein and Murray (1994); however, instead of proposing 
that low intelligence perpetuates lowered life chances for the poor, Lewis proposed that deficient values, 
caused by structural realities, perpetuate such lowered life chances. 
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statistically of lower socioeconomic status. To summarize, the culture of poverty 

argument states that the poor and minority groups tend to value different things than do 

the middle-class because of their structural positions (i.e., they are poor and minorities), 

and that these deficient values continue to foster undesirable outcomes among them. 

 Although there was some limited empirical support for the culture of poverty 

thesis in the 1960s and 1970s (Theresita 1965; Kutner 1975), Lewis’ argument became 

instantly controversial, especially with regard to his assertion that the culture of poverty 

applied to African Americans in the U.S.7 As described by Della Fave (1974), proponents 

of the argument agreed with Lewis, that the poor do indeed have a different culture from 

middle-class Americans, and that their culture does not help them achieve. Those who 

disagreed with Lewis argued that wide-scale differences in values between rich and poor 

people do not exist, although they were willing to concede that the behaviors of the rich 

and poor differ to an extent. 

Perhaps the best synthesis of both viewpoints was proposed by Della Fave (1974), 

who created a formal theory to explain cultural differences between social classes. To do 

this, he started with the concept of “value stretch” previously introduced by Rodman 

(1963). Value stretch is described as the tendency for those of lower socioeconomic 

status to have a larger range of acceptable values for achievement than those of higher 

socioeconomic status. Both poor and wealthy groups in society value “middle-class” 

values, including such items as academic achievement, self-reliance, and a strong work 

ethic. However, given structural constraints that limit their ability to achieve at the same 

                                                 
7 Indeed, the culture of poverty argument continues to flourish into the present day (Carmon 1985; Gould 
1999). 
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levels as the middle-class, the poor also adopt a set of values that help them deal with the 

structural realities they face on a daily basis. This tendency results in “value stretch,” 

where the poor have a wider range of values to choose from when making decisions.  

Value stretch is pertinent to understanding differences in achievement between 

people of different socioeconomic levels. Della Fave presents three states of values 

individuals may hold: preference represents the upper bound, or the ideal state to which 

an individual aspires; tolerance represents the lower bound, or point below which an 

individual would become dissatisfied with their material circumstances; expectation 

represents what the individual realistically believes will happen. Therefore, lower class 

individuals experiencing value stretch are likely to have a lower tolerance level for their 

achievement, as well as lower expectations stemming from structural realities they face. 

This means that the poor might exhibit a culture of poverty, even though they value 

education and achievement as much as the middle-class. Thus, Della Fave speaks to the 

arguments of both the proponents and critics of the culture of poverty thesis. Della Fave’s 

formulation has great practical benefit not only when trying to adjudicate social class 

differences in achievement, but could also be easily applied to any situation in which two 

groups share the same values but have vastly different levels of achievement, as appears 

to be the case with different racial/ethnic groups.  

Research on academic aspirations, or the state an individual hopes to achieve 

academically, reveals some peculiar trends. In multiple studies, African American and 

Mexican American youth not only report liking school more than whites, but also have 

stronger beliefs about its value (Stevenson et al. 1990; Harris 2005) Additionally, African 
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American elementary students begin school with a high achievement-orientation and a 

strong engagement with the schooling process (Tyson 2002), and African American and 

Hispanic parents have higher academic aspirations for their children than do white 

parents (Cheng and Starks 2002). However, these aspirations do not translate into greater 

academic achievement for these groups (Centra 1980; Gottfredson 1981; Gurin and Epps 

1975), as they do for whites (Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969; Sewell, Haller, and 

Ohlendorf 1970). Additionally, aspirations tend to decline as African American and 

Mexican American youth age (Kao and Tienda 1998), which may be a symptom of their 

being relatively uninformed about college, and thus unprepared. To put this another way, 

African American, Mexican American, and white youth all believe in the value of 

education, but that belief does not translate into similar expectations or behaviors. This 

finding may be explainable with Della Fave’s formal theory of value stretch; African 

Americans and Mexican Americans do not value education any less than whites do, but 

value stretch caused by structural realities may first lead them to expect to achieve less 

than whites, and second leave them satisfied with lower levels of achievement than that 

which would be acceptable to whites.8 Such an argument is consistent with the arguments 

for the racial/ethnic education gap that rely on the idea of cultural difference, although it 

is not in itself sufficient to account for the education gap. 

Similar to the culture of poverty, cultural difference arguments begin with the 

premise that different racial/ethnic groups have different cultures. However, instead of 

                                                 
8 Readers may question why a group that knew of the structural barriers to educational attainment would 
still value it. An analogous example would be women in the mid-20th century who valued education, 
despite not necessarily taking advantage of it due to prevailing structural and cultural constraints. 
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claiming that maladaptive responses to their environments cause persistent 

underachievement and a laissez faire attitude toward achievement, as the culture of 

poverty argument does, cultural difference theories make the case that variations in 

achievement orientations, and resulting behaviors based on these beliefs, are adaptive 

responses to structural disadvantages. To put this another way, culture of poverty 

arguments blame the victim, while cultural difference arguments are more sympathetic 

towards the victims, although as I previously mentioned, this is not a relevant theoretical 

distinction, as much as a distinction for public policy. 

The work of anthropologist John U. Ogbu and his associates is exemplary of the 

cultural difference tradition. Ogbu (1987) begins by identifying two types of minority 

groups: voluntary and involuntary. Voluntary minorities are immigrant groups, such as 

Chinese Americans and more recent East Indian populations, who come to the United 

States for greater opportunities than they can find in their countries of origin. These 

groups often accept the “achievement ideology” advanced by the culture of public 

schooling in the United States (Turner 1960) and the white, middle-class (Kohn 2004). In 

contrast, involuntary minorities are groups such as African Americans and Mexican 

Americans, who were brought into the United States through force and often denied the 

chance to fully assimilate. Although currently many Mexican Americans in the U.S. are 

more recent immigrants, rather than descendants of those conquered during the Mexican 

American War, Ogbu argues that they, like many African Americans, feel a strong sense 

of collective identity with their counterparts in the past. Additionally, Mexican 

Americans, and most other Hispanic groups, hold a similar caste position as African 
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Americans in the U.S., making their experiences more similar to each other than to that of 

whites; such experiences include continuing discrimination in public places (Feagin 

1991), on predominantly white college campuses (Feagin and Sykes 1995), and in the 

labor market (Feagin and Imani 1994; James 2000), as well as in other arenas.9

This collective identity, in Ogbu’s opinion, often leads involuntary minorities to 

adopt an “ideology of resistance” and to believe that assimilating to the achievement 

ideology espoused in schools represents a betrayal of their racial or ethnic identity.10 

Thus, instead of adopting the dominant achievement ideal, African American and 

Mexican American students instead choose not to perform at the same academic levels as 

whites, or “act white,” out of a desire to maintain their existing racial/ethnic identity and 

be accepted by members of their own group (Ogbu 1979; Fordham and Ogbu 1986; Ogbu 

1987; Losey 1995; Ogbu 1998; Kao 2000; McWhorter 2000; Espinoza-Herold 2003). 

Such a culture is “oppositional” to the dominant white ideal of academic success (though 

not to their own culture), thus begetting the name Oppositional Culture Theory to Ogbu’s 

thesis.  

 Just as the culture of poverty argument generated debate, Ogbu’s thesis has 

stimulated heated discussion (Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey 1998; Farkas, Lleras, and 

Maczuga 2002; Downey and Ainsworth-Darnell 2002; Lundy 2003; Harris 2005). 

                                                 
9 Note that not all Hispanic groups evince the same patterns of achievement. For example, Portes and 
Rumbaut (2001) show that Cuban Americans are very well-off and have higher achievement than most 
other Hispanic groups. In the same study, Portes and Rumbaut discuss differences in achievement within 
Asian American groups, finding that Japanese and Chinese Americans achieve at higher rates than their 
Vietnamese and Hmong counterparts. Future research on race/ethnicity will have to deal with these 
differences in order to fully understand the lived reality of minority groups in the United States.  
10 Resistance to school is not the only type of reaction evidenced by racial/ethnic minorities. Martinez 
(1997) argues that the lyrics in certain types of rap music reinforce resistance to a society perceived as 
racist and discriminatory. 



 40

Quantitative studies more frequently support structural arguments as explanations for the 

education gap (although for a notable exception see Farkas et al. 2002), while 

ethnographic studies tend to paint a more complex picture of academic achievement 

among students of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. For example, Grace Kao’s 

(2000) interviews with high school students indicate that African American students 

believe that other racial/ethnic groups view them as less intelligent, but are unwilling to 

challenge these stereotypes through academic achievement because their in-group does 

not support such behavior. Similarly, Mexican American youth do not perform at the 

highest scholastic levels based on their belief that they will not be rewarded for their 

efforts on the job market; in essence, they do not want to invest if they will not reap the 

dividends.  

 Debates about the validity of Oppositional Culture Theory are most likely 

premature without studies that incorporate mixed-method designs. Della Fave’s theory of 

value shift would predict that if disadvantaged groups are aware of very real structural 

constraints on their academic achievement that they will probably still value 

achievement, but not expect to achieve it. This would be a very understandable 

psychological response to a disadvantageous situation. In this formulation, I would argue 

that resistance to the dominant ideal would then become an adaptive tool to buffer 

potential failure in an area that is known to be important by the wider society. Much as a 

child may fail because they never believed in themselves enough to genuinely try, 

disadvantaged groups may have internalized their own hardships too much to overcome 

them. I believe that quantitative studies are currently detecting the aspirations of African 
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American and Mexican American youth, but not identifying the cultural subtext behind 

those aspirations. Thus, it is imperative to not only survey students about their academic 

attitudes and behaviors, but then to discuss the meanings of such results with the students. 

Only in this way can we design appropriate inventories for large scale quantitative studies 

that will allow us to conclusively support or reject cultural arguments. 

 Another line of cultural difference research focuses on how differences in family 

structure among various racial/ethnic groups can influence a child’s readiness for the 

pedagological model of American public schooling. Specifically, the United States uses 

an individualized model of education that may not be equally compatible with all family 

backgrounds (Lubeck 1984). This argument begins with the premise that African 

American, Hispanic, and lower-SES families tend to have larger extended family 

networks than do whites, whose families tend to be more nuclear (Hays and Mindel 1973; 

Hofferth 1984).11 Such family structures inculcate a more communal attitude towards 

completing tasks, in contrast to the white middle-class individualist orientation (Fligstein 

and Fernandez 1985). Thus, public schooling in the U.S. can seem foreign to youth who 

have not been taught how to work on their own to solve problems. This line of research 

serves as a nice complement to Oppositional Culture Theory. African and Mexican 

Americans may, in many cases, simply be unprepared for the expectations that a white-

designed educational system places upon them. 

                                                 
11 Research suggests that African American and white families have different structures based at least 
partly on the economic need of African Americans to have more workers contributing to the family’s 
income (Angel and Tienda 1982; Darity, Myers, and Chung 1998). 
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 To conclude, the culture of poverty and cultural difference arguments both link 

academic achievement to the cultural background of students, although they pass very 

different judgments on underperformance. Additionally, all the cultural theories 

described here recognize the importance of structure. One last perspective, the 

psychological perspective, does this as well. 

The Psychological Perspective 

 The psychological perspective examines cognitive mechanisms to explain low 

levels of academic achievement among racial/ethnic groups. This section will describe 

two influential research traditions in psychology and sociology that do this: Stereotype 

Threat and Status Characteristics Theory. Both traditions make similar predictions about 

the links between belief and behavior. 

 Claude Steele and his colleagues (Steele and Aronson 1995; Steele 1997) have 

shown that when racial identities are activated in the laboratory, otherwise high achieving 

black college students at Stanford University perform at much lower rates than their 

white counterparts. Specifically, this effect appears if the researchers somehow invoke 

the threat of confirming the stereotype of black intellectual inferiority. Such lowered test 

performance has been shown to be the direct result of a decrease in working memory 

capacity, which limits individuals’ ability to perform at high levels when asked to 

complete complex intellectual tasks (Schmader and Johns 2003). Thus, stereotype threat 

distracts individuals from putting all of their cognitive effort into the task at hand, 

decreasing their academic achievement. This research suggests that groups that are 

subject to negative stereotypes in a particular area will be more likely to experience limits 
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on their performance than others. This is borne out in studies of Hispanic students when 

stereotypes based on intelligence are activated (Schmader and Johns ibid.), for women on 

tests of mathematical ability (Smith and White 2002), and for whites on tests of 

intelligence when they know they are performing against Asians (Aronson et al. 1999; 

Smith and White 2002). 

 Stereotype threat research provides another explanation for the aspiration-

achievement paradox among African American and Mexican American students. African 

American and Mexican Americans may face a situation where they value education and 

want to do well in school, yet experience more difficulty completing highly challenging 

cognitive tasks because they are afraid of failure. Yet, while white students also fear 

failure, they less often must bear the additional fear of confirming the negative views of 

others and, so, may experience less of a cognitive burden in suppressing that fear. The 

implications of this research are also quite unsettling; obviously education is important 

for the high achieving blacks in Steele’s study, yet cultural beliefs in the wider society 

about their intellectual capability may be inadvertently reinforcing their lower status 

position. Indeed, even if such views are no longer common, students who believe they are 

will still suffer from stereotype threat. It is highly probable that this same dilemma also 

applies to the experiences of Mexican American students. 

 A related body of work in sociological social psychology, Status Characteristics 

Theory (Berger, Fisek, Norman, and Zelditch 1977), predicts similar mechanisms to 

those recorded by stereotype threat researchers. Status Characteristics Theory (SCT) 

explains how particular characteristics of individuals influence the power and prestige 
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order within groups. In greatly abbreviated form, SCT argues that in task situations, 

people use either specific status characteristics (task-related abilities), or diffuse status 

characteristics (characteristics not directly tied to the task at hand, but connected to 

generalized cultural beliefs about a group’s ability) to determine who is likely to perform 

at high levels. Those expected by the group to perform at higher levels will be given 

more chances to contribute to the group task, to speak, to get positive feedback for their 

contributions, and to be influential in decision-making. 

 In SCT’s original formulation, it was assumed that high values of specific and 

diffuse characteristics would have an equal probability of defining a group’s status 

hierarchy when they were not directly relevant to the task at hand (Berger et al. 1977); 

the authors did assert that specific and diffuse characteristics likely had different levels of 

relevance to the group situation, but due to the nature of the theory construction process, 

left it to future researchers to provide empirical evidence and modify the theory. The 

argument was made for modification in 2002, when Simpson and Walker used both the 

graphs in SCT and empirical results to argue that diffuse status characteristics should 

“trump” specific status characteristics in task situations, although this proposition has yet 

to be empirically tested. However, this insight is particularly relevant to research 

examining racial/ethnic encounters within classrooms. 

 Since the late 1950s, research has shown that being white has substantial benefit 

in classroom settings. Most relevant here, within the classroom whites are given more 

opportunities to talk and are more influential in task groups than either their African 

American or Mexican American peers (see Cohen 1982 for a thorough review of this 
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literature). Thus, children automatically assume that the diffuse characteristic of 

race/ethnicity is associated with a high level of competence, and, as Cohen (1982) points 

out, it is up to others to provide the “proof” to discount this belief.12 This means that 

African and Mexican American youth in a typical classroom setting are discouraged from 

engaging in behaviors that 1) are more rewarded by the pedagological model in American 

public schools, and 2) help the students utilize independent thought and creativity, which 

has been shown to not only facilitate academic achievement (Miller, Kohn, and Schooler 

1986), but also improve cognitive capability (Miller, Kohn, and Schooler 1985). Put even 

more simply, the presumption that white students are more competent may make it 

difficult for African and Mexican American students to resist the complementary 

presumption that they are less competent. 

The findings of SCT and Stereotype Threat are complementary. Some cultural 

belief of inferiority gets activated in social situations, such that performance in an 

academic setting is limited. For Stereotype Threat, stereotypes based on intelligence in 

different racial/ethnic groups are activated, whereas for Status Characteristics Theory, 

performance expectations reflecting status beliefs are activated. Stereotype Threat 

explains why lower status groups might not be able to perform, while SCT explains why, 

even if they perform, lower status persons may not be granted the chance to gain acclaim 

for that performance. So, in effect, we have parallel mechanisms that make good 

performance less likely AND make recognition of good performance unlikely even if it is 

achieved. 

                                                 
12 This is known as the “burden of proof” process within SCT research. 
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 While Stereotype Threat and SCT are both robust theories, their application is 

currently limited given their experimental nature. More precisely, most studies of 

stereotype threat measure performance when a minority group is not in the numerical 

majority. To my knowledge, there have not been studies examining whether stereotype 

threat becomes activated for minority group members when they are in the numerical 

majority. In combination with the experimental techniques used in this research tradition, 

we cannot conclude that Stereotype Threat would be activated in more racially 

homogeneous environments. Status Characteristics Theory also has limited scope. 

Namely, status characteristics allow for the formation of status hierarchies only when 

individuals are involved in collective tasks. While Cohen and her colleagues (Cohen 

1972; Cohen and Sharon 1980; Rosenholz and Cohen 1982) tested SCT in classrooms, 

they were explicitly examining task situations. There are many classroom activities that 

call for cooperation to solve tasks, but there are many that do not. In order to fully predict 

whether SCT processes apply to all academic endeavors, therefore, would require the 

relaxation of the task group scope condition.  

  To conclude, the psychological perspective on the education gap argues that 

intellectual capacity is impaired through anxiety. Such anxiety is experienced by minority 

groups because their structural position in society is linked to a series of derogatory 

cultural beliefs (i.e. stereotypes or status beliefs) perpetuated by the wider society. 

However, we should be hesitant to apply these claims too broadly without further 

research. 
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Discussion 

It is clear from the preceding discussion that there are easy answers to the 

racial/ethnic education gap, but that such answers tend to be, at least partially, 

incomplete. When used to test the racial/ethnic education gap, all four perspectives can 

explain some of the variance in test scores, but significant racial/ethnic differences 

remain after analyses are conducted. It is thus apparent that none of these accounts are 

adequate to explain the racial/ethnic education gap, and that additional solutions must be 

sought. 

It could be argued that psychological accounts for the education gap come closest, 

but are still not sufficient. Even if stereotype threat is not the main variable causing the 

education gap, it is still likely operating under the surface in many cases. For example, 

stereotype threat degrades the performance of otherwise high achieving African 

American and Mexican American individuals; this serves to reinforce the belief that these 

groups are genetically inferior, regardless of the accuracy of such a belief, when they 

consistently score lower on scholastic aptitude tests. Similarly, African American and 

Mexican American parents do not, or cannot, provide their children with the requisite 

cultural capital needed to succeed in schools as white parents do. Lack of cultural capital, 

in combination with ongoing segregation and discrimination faced by minority 

populations, probably exacerbates stereotype threat in testing situations; in essence, 

children do not know the answers to “high brow” questions, and are aware that this 

fulfills the expectation that they are unintelligent in society’s eyes. And finally, if African 

American and Mexican American youth feel anxiety based on stereotype threat every 
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time they sit down to take an exam, and concurrently end up performing poorly, this may 

encourage the attitude that it is undesirable to “act white,” and unwittingly serve as a self-

fulfilling prophecy. Thus, psychological processes probably help to both perpetuate and 

exacerbate existing educational inequality in the United States, and need to be more fully 

explored. 

However, as with other extant accounts, stereotype threat alone cannot fully 

explain the education gap. While stereotype threat accounts for poor performance in 

testing situations, it is not able to take into account the socio-cultural meanings that 

individuals have attributed to race or ethnicity long before they enter such situations. In 

other words, stereotype threat takes it for granted that stereotypes are culturally shared 

knowledge without actually “proving” that such stereotypes are automatically activated in 

educational settings. This assumption is quite reasonable, but if we want to truly 

understand the racial/ethnic education gap, we must have a better grasp on what 

race/ethnicity means at both the societal and individual levels, and how that meaning is 

internalized. Only by understanding the meaning of race/ethnicity for individuals, can we 

understand how it intersects with education. For this reason, in the next chapter I show 

that structural symbolic interaction provides a better account for why mechanisms such as 

stereotype threat emerge in testing situations, through the interrelationship between 

racial/ethnic and student identities. Structural symbolic interaction holds the key to not 

only unraveling the link between race/ethnicity and academic achievement, but also the 

strange finding that African American and Mexican American youth underperform 

academically, while still having high global and academic self-esteem. 
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CHAPTER 3 – IDENTITY, SELF-ESTEEM, AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 

 In Chapter 2 I identified the four existing perspectives used to explain the 

education gap: biological, structural, cultural, and psychological. All four are limited in 

some way and are insufficient to the present task. In this chapter, I propose a social 

psychological account that not only speaks to the education gap, but also accounts for 

uneven patterns in self-esteem and academic achievement in African American, Mexican 

American, and white youth, thus answering the question driving this research. I use a 

symbolic interactionist framework to extend previous explanations by including a focus 

on adolescents’ student and racial/ethnic identities. By viewing racial/ethnic and student 

identities as separate, but interrelated, concepts, we may develop a much clearer 

understanding of the education gap. This chapter will synthesize the literature on identity, 

self-esteem, and academic achievement, present theory derived inductively from the 

literature, and then discuss how my perspective gives us leverage over other explanations 

for the education gap. 

Symbolic Interaction, the Self, and Identity 

 Symbolic interaction in sociology is a metatheoretical perspective that argues that 

society is created and maintained by individuals, and individuals within groups, who 

communicate using commonly shared symbols. Humans, here, are viewed as meaning 

makers. Not only do we create meanings for tangible objects, such as water bottles that 

we know are used to hold liquid, but we also create meanings for more abstract notions 

such as actions (i.e., running), free-floating bits of meaning that we otherwise know as 

ideas (i.e., freedom), and even the roles that individuals can hold (i.e., doctor). In this 
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view, social order can only exist to the extent that the socially created world is 

internalized in the members of that society (Berger 1967).  

Interaction with others is the mechanism through which members of a particular 

society are socialized about significant symbols. Such “others” can be grouped into two 

basic types.  The most important are significant others, or those individuals who have a 

large impact on our attitudes and behaviors (Woelfel and Haller 1971).  In addition, we 

are influenced by the generalized other, or the values of a reference group or society at 

large. For example, we can have a localized generalized other, such as our church group 

that provides us with knowledge of how to act religiously, in addition to having more 

diffuse generalized others, such as “America” that provide us with knowledge of what it 

means to be American. We learn the values of the generalized other both indirectly, 

through contact with our significant others who have previously absorbed values from it, 

and directly, through such sources as the media (Milkie 1999). Without proper 

socialization (i.e., the transmission of meanings for ideas, objects, and behaviors), 

humans would not be able to productively interact with one another, and social order 

would break down. Additionally, a key insight of symbolic interaction is that humans do 

not just internalize the objective reality around them, but through interaction with others 

perpetuate, and sometimes even change, that reality (Blumer 1969). Interaction allows for 

both the creation and reinforcement of meanings. 

 Just as interaction creates and maintains social reality, it also creates the self 

(Mead 1967). The self for symbolic interactionists is made up of two parts: the “I” and 

the “me” (ibid.). The “me” is the self as object; it is the part of the self that absorbs 
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information from the social world, such as norms and mores, as well as serving as a 

storehouse of knowledge that an individual has gleaned from his previous experiences. 

Put another way, the “me” is the part of the self that is acted upon. In contrast, the part of 

the self that acts, or the responding self, is called the “I.” The “I” is the self as subject; it 

is the part of the self that responds to a situation, based both on situational cues and the 

previous knowledge stored in the “me.” The self as “I” and “me” is a combination of 

internalized social expectations, as well as a repository for individual desires and goals. A 

good example is a two-year-old whose mother tells her to sit quietly. The two-year-old is 

quite cognizant that she is supposed to do what her mother wants, or what her “me” is 

telling her, but may choose to say, “No!,” thereby exercising her “I.” Of course the child 

could also respond to her mother by sitting quietly, which would be another plausible 

response chosen by her “I.” The point here is that the child has a range of actions from 

which to choose and is not a mere automaton. 

The self arises in, and from, social interaction. In abbreviated form, individuals 

come to know who they are (i.e., develop their self) through interacting with others and 

through observing others’ reactions to them. Additionally, the individual self is shaped by 

observing one’s own reactions (both cognitive and affective) to one’s own behaviors. In 

other words, our selves are shaped not only by the actions and reactions of others, but 

also by our own sense of pride and guilt in our actions. Through these processes, the 

individual comes to develop a sense of themselves as a symbolic object in much the same 

way that the ideal of freedom can be understood as a symbolic object. Humans are both 

fundamentally reflexive (Cooley 1922), and able to interact with themselves in the same 
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way they might interact with others by having internal conversations (Mead 1967). 

Through these mechanisms, individuals can both appraise themselves and correct 

themselves internally, much as people around them might be appraising and correcting 

them. And individuals are capable of such self-evaluations in a variety of situations. For 

example, an individual might appraise their performances at many tasks, such as being a 

father, a doctor, or a little-league coach. Critically, individuals perform many tasks 

throughout a day that influence how they see themselves, or their self-reflections. Thus, 

we can extend the basic definition of the self as the “I” and “me” to include the diverse 

categories to which we belong. In effect, an “I” and a “me” that express themselves as a 

father, a doctor, and a little-league captain in turn, greatly diversifies the possible actions 

available to any one individual. This line of thought has been promoted by a branch of 

symbolic interaction known as structural symbolic interaction, and more specifically, a 

sub-branch of research on Identity Theory (Stryker 1980). 

 Structural symbolic interactionists argue that the self can be viewed as a structure 

of interrelated role-identities (Stryker 1980; Callero 1985). Role-identities are symbolic 

categories an individual can hold. They provide individuals with both a sense of 

belonging to a particular category (e.g., identity), as well as a set of behavioral 

prescriptions for how to perform those identities (e.g., roles). Additionally, role-identities 

provide those with whom we interact a common referent for what type of behavior(s) 

they can expect us to perform (Heise 1979; MacKinnon 1994), which greatly facilitates 

ongoing social interaction and the social order more generally. Thus, the members of a 

society tend to share a common conception that being a mother means something very 
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different from being an axe-murderer, and expect such individuals to act in vastly 

different ways. It is easier to coordinate with others when our own possible actions, and 

those of our interactants, are well-known and understood. 

 When we take the totality of an individual’s role-identities into account, we can 

conceive of the self as a structure. Identity theory proposes that this structure is 

contingent upon the salience (likelihood of activation), of each identity to the individual, 

as well as the psychological centrality (subjective importance) of these identities to the 

individual (Ervin and Stryker 2001). To better conceptualize this, we can make a 

distinction between the social and subjective importance of a role. For example, you may 

enact a role-identity often because it is socially necessary (or salient), but not necessarily 

because you value it (it is not central). We can create rank-orderings of both salience 

(Stryker 1980) and centrality for individuals.13 However, although salience and 

psychological centrality are closely related, they still remain separate concepts. 

 In Identity Theory, identity salience is revealed by both the commitment an 

individual has to a particular identity, measured as the number of relationships associated 

with it (i.e., extensiveness), and the strength of such relationships (i.e., intensiveness) 

(Stryker ibid.). Thus, the more relationships we have that require the activation of an 

identity, and the greater the relative importance of those relationships to us, the larger the 

likelihood of performing that identity. For example, the father we met previously, who is 

also a doctor and a little-league coach, is more likely to have highly salient identities as 
                                                 
13 Note that while salience has been described as a hierarchy for years (i.e., “salience hierarchy”) (Stryker 
1980), it is not common to discuss centrality in terms of a hierarchy (Ervin and Stryker 2001). This is 
primarily due to the lack of attention received by psychological centrality in Identity Theory literature. 
Ironically, it could be argued that tests such as Kuhn and McPartland’s (1954) “Twenty Statements Test” 
are better at examining centrality than salience. 
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father and doctor than little-league coach; this is a result both of the greater number of 

situations throughout his day in which he is acting as a father or a doctor (extensiveness), 

as well as the likelihood that he is more strongly connected to his family members and 

co-workers than to the children he coaches once a week in little-league (intensiveness). 

 In contrast to identity salience, we can also conceive of identities in terms of their 

importance to an individual, or their psychological centrality. While it may seem intuitive 

that a highly salient identity should also have high psychological centrality, this similarity 

can be deceptive. In the example above, being a little-league coach may subjectively be 

the most important activity in which the father participates every week. However, he still 

likely spends the majority of his time working, and thus his doctor identity is most 

salient. Research to date shows that most identities that are highly salient are also 

psychologically central (Stryker and Serpe 1994), but we can easily conceive of a 

situation where we are required to perform tasks that we may not personally find that 

important to our sense of self. For example, an individual who works at Wal-Mart may 

find “Wal-Mart employee” among his most salient identities yet, simultaneously, not 

typically refer to himself in that way. 

 To summarize, Identity Theory conceives of the self as a structure of interrelated 

identities that can be rank-ordered both in terms of how often individuals enact them 

(salience), and how important the identities are to an individual (psychological 

centrality). Whichever way we rank-order identities, they are important because they 

influence individuals’ thoughts about themselves, their behaviors, and their emotions. We 

are constantly making self-judgments based on the interactions we have with others while 
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enacting particular identities (Cooley 1922). However, Identity Theory, and symbolic 

interaction more generally, has primarily examined the cognitive and behavioral 

components of the self and identity, rather than the affective portions.14 There has been 

very little, if any, research linking the thoughts individuals have in interactions with 

others to the feelings individuals have based on those interactions. Similarly, there has 

been little research examining the resulting evaluations of those interactions by others 

and by the individual. This is understandable, given the process of theory construction, 

but as Ervin and Stryker (2001) point out, it is now time to examine how beliefs about the 

self, and identities in particular, correspond to feelings of self-worth generated in 

interactions, or self-esteem.  

The Current State of Self-Esteem Research 

 Self-esteem is typically conceived as a self-attitude (Owens and King 2001). In 

line with this conception, general, or global self-esteem is defined as an individual’s 

overall evaluation of himself. This focus on attitude presumes that self-esteem is 

cognitive, although in common parlance, and even within sociology, self-esteem is often 

referred to as a feeling; for example, “Johnny has low self-esteem. He doesn’t like 

himself.” Additionally, one may evaluate themselves as good or bad, but it is difficult to 

believe, based on theory and empirical findings (Cooley 1922) that this evaluation would 

occur without some type of emotional response.15 Second, Hewitt’s (1998) definition of 

self-esteem as an interpreted mood is quite compelling. Hewitt argues, in line with work 
                                                 
14 Indeed, one need only refer to Cooley’s (1922) discussion of the three parts of the looking-glass self to 
see connections between cognition and affect. The looking-glass self consists of how an individual believes 
another sees him, a belief about how the other person judges him, and finally, a feeling of pride or 
mortification based on that judgment. Belief and emotion are intimately connected in Cooley’s framework. 
15 For example, one might feel ashamed or exulted by performing a behavior construed as “bad.” 
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in the sociology of emotions (Kemper 1987), that self-esteem is a name that we give to 

certain physical sensations that arise in particular situations, or names we give to our 

moods. In effect, our culture tells us what self-esteem “feels” like, which then affects 

how we think about our self-esteem. Thus, I believe that it is most fruitful to define 

global self-esteem as a cognitive-affective cluster of self-evaluations.16  

Volumes of past social psychological research have attempted to understand 

global self-esteem (Rosenberg 1981; Rosenberg et al. 1989; Rosenberg et al. 1995; 

Owens, Stryker, and Goodman 2001). Although there is currently no formal theory of 

self-esteem, research in this tradition has produced four theoretical principles shown to 

relate to global self-esteem. The first three of these principles have been used extensively 

to measure self-esteem (Owens and King 2001), while the fourth principle is a more 

recent conceptual innovation, and is correspondingly lacking in empirical validation. 

According to extant literature, the four principles of self-esteem are: the principle 

of reflected appraisals, the principle of social comparisons, the principle of self-

attribution, and, more recently, the principle of psychological centrality. Based on the 

tenets of symbolic interaction, the principle of reflected appraisals, states that we learn 

who we are through interacting with other people and then observing their reactions to us 

(Rosenberg and Pearlin 1978; Hughes and Demo 1989). Thus, we see ourselves through 

the eyes of others (Cooley 1922; Mead 1967); we interact with, and are influenced by, 

those closest to us, or our significant others (family members, friends), and the 

generalized other.  Through interacting with these distinct types of influences, we learn 

                                                 
16 My new definition is also consistent with the four principles of self-esteem to be discussed below. It is 
especially pertinent to the principle of reflected appraisals. 
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the attitudes and behaviors expected of us and of others in society. However, this is not 

all that happens when we make reflected appraisals. As Cooley (1922) points out, our 

perception of how others see us occurs concurrently with an emotive response to that 

perception, such as pride or mortification. Thus, cognition and affect here are linked in 

our self-evaluations. These entities greatly influence our self-concepts, and by extension, 

our self-esteem.   

The principle of social comparisons holds that in the absence of objective 

information about our performance, we will most likely compare our performance with 

those of others we believe are most similar to us (Festinger 1954; Rosenberg 1981). In 

the absence of similar others, we will still make social comparisons, but these 

comparisons will be made to dissimilar others (Hughes and Demo 1989). Thus, for 

example, when a black student has no objective measures of her performance she will 

compare herself to other black students or, if no black students are available, to students 

of a different race.  Through the use of such comparisons, individuals make positive and 

negative evaluations of themselves.   

The principle of self-attribution posits that one’s self-esteem in part results from 

the examination of personal successes and failures (Rosenberg 1981). Individuals 

evaluate their performance at particular tasks either positively or negatively. This 

evaluation of performance is not impartial, however, and consistent with balance 

theoretic ideas (Cartwright and Harary 1962), there is a tendency to sustain one’s 

previous conceptions of self. Thus, individuals who think highly of themselves will be 

more likely to attribute poor performance to external, or situational, factors, and 
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individuals who do not think highly of themselves will be more likely to attribute poor 

performance to internal, or dispositional, factors. Thus, self-esteem operates under the 

influence of some type of affective homeostasis. 

Finally, the principle of psychological centrality addresses the structural nature of 

the self previously described. This principle states that one’s self-esteem will be more or 

less affected by the performance of a certain identity depending on the magnitude of 

importance an individual gives to that identity (Rosenberg and Pearlin 1978; Rosenberg 

1981). Thus, more central identities should have a stronger impact on self-evaluations 

than less central identities. Additionally, given the persistence of structural forces like 

homophily, groups typically tend to form around nominal characteristics (i.e., 

race/ethnicity, gender). These structurally differentiated groups tend to have distinctive 

beliefs, and given the research presented in Chapter 2, at least different beliefs about 

being a student. Since we form our identities largely through interaction with significant 

others, who also belong to our in-group, it is logical to predict that for different groups of 

people the centrality of certain identities will be different, which will in turn affect the 

average centrality of certain identities for individual members of those groups. This 

means that the strength of the effects of particular identities will frequently be different in 

predictable ways for individuals who belong to different groups. 

A high psychological centrality essentially acts to potentiate the other three 

principles of self-esteem (reflected appraisals, social comparisons, and self-attributions), 

giving them greater impact on self-esteem than they would have if they were paired with 

low psychological centrality. However, although the principle of psychological centrality 
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is arguably critical to the expression of the other three principles, to date there are very 

few studies of self-esteem that include it in their design (for notable exceptions see 

Hoelter 1986; Marsh 1986; White and Burke 1987; Gecas and Seff 1990; Stryker and 

Serpe 1994). Indeed, the most widely used test of self-esteem in sociology, and in many 

psychological studies, the Rosenberg (1989) Self-Esteem Scale, measures the first three 

principles without directly measuring psychological centrality at all. Furthermore, the few 

studies that have incorporated it into their designs have produced mixed support for its 

importance (ibid). It is likely that psychological centrality is important for self-esteem, 

but is inadequately assessed by our current survey methods. Thus, the disconnect between 

theory and methodology is problematic both for our theoretical predictions and for 

understanding the disparate results obtained with extant methods. 

 In addition to identifying the four principles of global self-esteem, research 

conducted on adolescents in the last twenty years has revealed that self-esteem is an 

inherently complex phenomenon. For many years, self-esteem was considered a singular 

aspect of the individual known as global self-esteem. Global self-esteem is still the most 

common conception of self-esteem used in sociological research (and in the popular 

imagination). However, more recent research in the disciplines of sociology and 

psychology has shown that individuals appear to have specific types of self-esteem 

related to distinct areas of performance, such as academic, athletic, or social self-esteem 

in addition to their global self-esteem (Baumeister et al. 2003). Just as there is a tool for 

every job, there appears to be a self-esteem for every role-identity. 
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 When specific self-esteem was first identified, it was conceived as an “additive” 

model (Marsh 1986). In the simplest form of this model, global self-esteem was thought 

to be composed of the sum of an individual’s scores on different dimensions of specific 

self-esteem. However, more recent research indicates that global self-esteem and specific 

types of self-esteem, while correlated at times, are separate constructs (Hoge and 

McCarthy 1984; Hoelter 1986; Marsh 1986; Rosenberg et al. 1995). More importantly, 

specific and global self-esteem yield different behavioral outcomes. This is a highly 

important distinction when assessing the impact of self-esteem on academic achievement. 

Self-Esteem and Academic Achievement 

 Over the past twenty years, global self-esteem has been consistently correlated 

with academic achievement in sociological research (Rosenberg et al. 1989; Rosenberg et 

al. 1995). This finding has been instrumental in promoting educational policies intended 

to strengthen adolescents’ self-esteem (California Legislature 1986; see Hewitt 1998 and 

Covington 2001 for a discussion of such policies). However, more recent research in the 

disciplines of sociology, psychology, and education indicates that the processes 

accounting for the correlation between self-esteem and academic achievement are more 

complicated than earlier findings suggested (Jenkins 1995; Rosenberg et al. 1995; Marsh 

and Yeung 1998; Harrell and Lockett 2003). In an examination of global self-esteem and 

academic self-esteem, Rosenberg et al. (1995) found that although the two are correlated 

with each other, academic self-esteem has a stronger, and more positive impact on 

academic achievement than global self-esteem. Global self-esteem, however, is more 

important in predicting an adolescent’s general level of affect. In addition, although 
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global self-esteem has less impact on academic achievement than does academic self-

esteem, academic achievement affects both global and academic self-esteem. In short, 

while entertaining a positive impression of one’s academic prowess can be an asset to 

both academic pursuits and a sense of self-worth, a general sense of self-worth does not 

automatically enhance academic prowess. 

 The distinction between global and specific self-esteem becomes particularly 

critical when examining contradictions in the literature on self-esteem and academic 

achievement among various racial/ethnic groups. All other things being equal, if we 

predicted academic achievement from global self-esteem alone, we would expect to 

observe decreasing performance by ethnic groups in the following order: blacks, whites, 

and then Mexican Americans. However, this is not the case. Black adolescents do have 

higher global self-esteem than whites (Hughes and Demo 1989), and comparable, if not 

higher, academic self-esteem (Hare 1980; Graham 1994; Fisher 2000), but exhibit lower 

levels of academic achievement. Therefore, black youth, contrary to empirical 

expectations, appear to achieve less despite having high general and academic self-worth. 

Adding to the puzzle, existing studies indicate that Mexican Americans may have lower 

global self-esteem than whites or blacks (Porter and Washington 1993; Hartman et al. 

1996), high academic self-esteem (Cortese 1995), and slightly higher academic 

achievement than blacks (Almanac of Higher Education 2005; College Board SAT 2005).  

It should be noted that very little research has included comparisons in self-

esteem among racial/ethnic groups other than whites and blacks (Rosenberg and 

Simmons 1972; Hoelter 1983; Pallas et al. 1990; McCarthy and Hoge 1994; Tracy and 
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Erkut 2002).17 The studies that do exist indicate that the first three principles of self-

esteem function similarly for white and black adolescents (although there are obvious 

differences in self-esteem levels). However, few, if any, systematic studies have 

compared Mexican Americans with whites and blacks, and no systematic studies of self-

esteem in whites and blacks have incorporated psychological centrality into their designs. 

 White students fit the conventional model quite well, while black and Mexican 

American students deviate. Rather than assume that self-esteem only has a consistent, and 

understandable, relationship with achievement for white students, it is more likely that we 

are simply failing to recognize a relevant variable, or variables. It is probable that there 

are not intrinsic differences between whites, African Americans and Mexican Americans, 

but rather some as yet unidentified variable is producing these counterintuitive findings. 

We are, therefore, left with the motivating question of this research: What mechanism, or 

mechanisms, account for the uneven, and sometimes contradictory, patterns we see 

between self-esteem and academic achievement in African American, Mexican 

American, and white youth? 

I believe the key to this question is psychological centrality, which has not been 

systematically included in studies of self-esteem, academic achievement, and 

race/ethnicity. This is a serious gap in the literature, given the strong racial/ethnic divides 

in achievement. Indeed, even if the first three principles of self-esteem function similarly 

for white, black, and Mexican American students, without equivalent levels of student 

                                                 
17 Please note that when I speak of self-esteem research, I am explicitly referring to studies in sociology or 
psychology directly interested in the process of self-esteem. As Elliott (2001) rightly points out, scholars 
often throw self-esteem into their quantitative models as a control variable, when they have neither fully 
theorized, nor understand, self-esteem as conceived by symbolic interactionists.  
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centrality, global and academic self-esteem may not increase academic achievement as 

expected. 

Psychological Centrality of Student and Racial/Ethnic Identities 

The United States, for better or for worse, is obsessed with achievement. This 

means that not only is school highly prized as the conduit to upward mobility, but we 

have a very specialized sense of what it means to be a student. As described by Turner 

(1960) over fifty years ago, public education in America follows a “contest” model, 

wherein we believe that anybody can succeed as long as they “run the race of education.” 

However, we often fail to realize that not everybody starts the race at the same place. Our 

public schools embody this contest by rewarding individual performance in both 

academic and extracurricular activities, both throughout mandatory education and in 

higher education. Indeed, simply obtaining the opportunity for a higher education often 

requires at least placing in the long race that precedes it. Children who “win” typically 

exhibit the behaviors of a “student;” they work beyond the minimum necessary to pass 

their classes, speak proper English, and enroll in honors and advanced placement courses. 

This vision of an American student is also the vision typically associated with “acting 

white” by African American and Hispanic students (Fryer and Torelli 2006), and serves 

as the paragon of the student identity for the remainder of this discussion.  

There can be no doubt that most children growing up in the United States 

understand that an education is important and desirable, as reflected in their aspirations. 

However, a distinction must be made between the importance of education as an abstract 

ideal and the importance of being a student on a daily basis. This distinction is paramount 
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to understanding why African and Mexican American youth believe in and like schooling 

(Stevenson et al. 1990; Tyson 2002; Harris 2005), while at the same time, consistently 

underperform. Empirical research supports the proposition that the psychological 

centrality of the student identity is not the same among all racial/ethnic groups, providing 

both a preliminary explanation for the education gap, as well as the racial/ethnic self-

esteem paradox. While education may be important on an abstract level, enacting the 

identity associated with education may not be. 

Since the 1970s, African American youth have consistently exhibited higher 

global self-esteem than their white counterparts (Rosenberg and Simmons 1972; Hoelter 

1983; Porter and Washington 1993). Although African Americans are a disadvantaged 

group in the United States, it appears that when evaluating themselves (consistent with 

the predictions of self-esteem research) they compare themselves to their own reference 

group rather than to the dominant white society (Hughes and Demo 1989; Milkie 1999). 

In addition, African American youth exhibit high levels of academic self-esteem (Fisher 

2000); not only do they have high aspirations, but they also claim to want to do well in 

school (McWhorter 2000; Ogbu 2003). However, despite high levels of both global and 

academic self-esteem, African Americans still perform at much lower levels than white 

youths, even when controlling for indicators of parental socioeconomic status (Ogbu 

2003; Orr 2003).  

In contrast to the research on African American youth, there is less agreement, or 

even data, on both global and academic self-esteem among Mexican American youth. As 

Porter and Washington (1993) indicate in their review of the literature, previous studies 
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have shown that Mexican Americans at times exhibit similar levels of global self-esteem 

to their white counterparts, while at other times exhibit lower levels. There are similar 

anomalies in the literature on academic self-esteem in Mexican American populations; 

some research claims that they have lower academic self-esteem than whites and blacks 

(Hartman et al. 1996), while other research claims that they have quite high educational 

aspirations and academic self-regard (Frazier and DeBlassie 1982). On the surface, these 

studies may indicate a similar trend to that reported for African Americans; although 

Mexican Americans have lower levels of academic achievement than their white 

counterparts, they likely have equal, or higher, levels of global and academic self-

esteem.18  

I believe the reason for these strange results is two-fold. First, the student identity, 

as defined by dominant American culture, is less psychologically central to African and 

Mexican Americans than it is to whites. Second, the centrality of racial/ethnic identity 

has a significant effect on the centrality of student identity, and can, depending on 

context, dampen the centrality of the student identity. To put it very simply, a 

racial/ethnic identity is a role-identity based on membership in a particular racial or 

ethnic group, which includes corresponding behavioral prescriptions. In essence, it is not 

that an African or Mexican American racial identity is incompatible with a student 

identity, but rather that the culturally normative idea of a student identity is incompatible 

with being African or Mexican American. It goes largely without saying that for many 
                                                 
18 Recent research indicates that 1st and 2nd generation Hispanic youth have higher academic achievement 
(Fuligni 1997) and higher academic aspirations (Kao and Tienda 1998) than youth whose families have 
been in the United States for a longer period of time.  As discussed in Chapter 4, I account for this potential 
disparity in educational outcomes by generation through eliminating foreign-born students from my 
sample. 
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people a black or Mexican American racial identity is incompatible with acting white, 

and thus, by extension, becomes incompatible with enacting the student identity. Thus the 

student identity becomes less central to African and Mexican Americans than their 

racial/ethnic identity, which may be the key to resolving the racial/ethnic-self-esteem 

paradox. If different groups have different mean levels of psychological centrality for the 

student identity, then the relationships between academic achievement and self-esteem 

could be attenuated to a greater or lesser extent. Three distinct theoretical traditions 

support these claims: Oppositional Culture Theory, Stereotype Threat Theory, and 

Situated Identity Theory. 

Racial/Ethnic Identity and Academic Achievement 

There are substantial empirical reasons to believe that not only do the meanings of 

student identities vary between racial/ethnic groups, but that racial/ethnic identities 

themselves can have a negative impact on the activation of the common definition of 

student in the U.S. As discussed in Chapter 2, Oppositional Culture Theory (Ogbu 1979; 

Fordham and Ogbu 1986; Ogbu 1987; Losey 1995; Ogbu 1998; Espinoza-Herold 2003; 

Ogbu 2003) predicts that African American and Mexican American youth, on the 

average, do not perform at similar levels as whites out of a desire not to appear “white.” 

Thus, although African and Mexican Americans have been subject to, and continue to be 

subjected to, structural inequalities (e.g., poor teachers, inadequate school supplies, crime 

within schools) that have contributed to their lower average academic achievement, they 

also experience a cultural pull to excel less than their white counterparts in order to be 

accepted by, and identify with, members of their own racial/ethnic group.  
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Therefore, it appears that racial/ethnic group membership may have an effect on 

how important the student identity is to black, white, and Mexican American youth. The 

psychological centrality of the student identity thus has the ability to increase our 

understanding of academic achievement. However, Ogbu’s argument that African and 

Mexican American students pull away from achieving at levels comparable to whites 

hinges on a sense of collective identity with their racial/ethnic reference groups. Thus, 

research that examines differences in the importance of the student identity among 

various racial/ethnic groups without including racial/ethnic identity will be incomplete. 

More specifically, racial identity should influence the psychological centrality of the 

student identity, which will then affect the links between both types of self-esteem and 

academic achievement. 

 An emerging line of research on African Americans has focused on black racial 

identity as a, or even “the,” key to predicting academic achievement. Some research 

indicates that, at least for black college students, racial identity has very little effect on 

academic achievement, and that global self-esteem actually increases academic 

achievement more so than does a strong racial identity (Harrell and Lockett 2003). 

However, this research has focused on black students attending all-black colleges, 

suggesting that racial identity might not be as salient as it would be in a more 

heterogeneous setting. In more heterogeneous settings, findings indicate that blacks with 

strong racial identities perceive more discrimination and have lower academic 

achievements than those for whom racial identity is less important (Sellers et al. 1998). 

Thus, racial identity decreases academic achievement in situations in which African 
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Americans are competing against different racial/ethnic groups. This is consistent with 

Ogbu’s belief that involuntary minority status leads to strong collective identity, and a 

corresponding urge not to be seen as white. Again, it is predicted that Mexican 

Americans, another involuntary minority subject to exclusionary processes (Simmel 

1955), will exhibit similar patterns to blacks. 

 The literature on Stereotype Threat Theory adds further support to this idea. 

When the racial/ethnic identities of otherwise high-achieving African Americans and 

Latinos are invoked, their performance declines if there is threat of confirming the 

stereotype of intellectual inferiority (Steele and Aronson 1995; Steele 1997; Schmader 

and Johns 2003). This suggests that for those individuals for whom racial/ethnic identity 

and student identity are not perceived as incompatible (in other words, presumably the 

student identity is highly central for high achieving African and Mexican American 

students), their own racial/ethnic identity may still lead to degraded performance. In sum, 

the research on stereotype threat lends empirical support to the hypothesis that a racial or 

ethnic identity can influence student identity. 

 Situated Identity Theory (SIT) would propose a similar mechanism (Alexander 

and Lauderdale 1977; Alexander and Wylie 1990). Situated Identity Theory predicts that 

in any particular social situation, an individual will activate the most useful identity for 

that situation. 19 The most useful identity for a situation is determined by the common 

understanding of what is normatively appropriate in that situation (i.e., the definition of 

                                                 
19 It is important to note the importance of other people in the activation of situated identities.  Alexander 
and Wiley (1981) argue that behavior only becomes a situated identity when individuals have to perform in 
front of others, and thus can see the reactions to their behavior. 
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the situation), which cues individuals about which identity is most appropriate. 

According to this theory, situational cues give individuals information about who they are 

supposed to be in certain settings. Thus, a woman whose child is crying will be more 

likely to enact her “mother” identity and its concurrent roles, rather than her “high 

powered executive” identity. In the school situation, all children regardless of 

race/ethnicity will activate their most useful identities. However, the most useful identity 

for these groups may differ. Given Ogbu’s research, it appears that the student identity 

has characteristics that link it to being white. Thus, when white students activate their 

student identity, they may be activating an identity that is consistent with their racial 

identity. However, African American and Mexican American youth who activate the 

student identity in school also may be activating a set of expectations that are counter to 

the expectations of their racial/ethnic groups. This may lead them to first activate 

identities that are most useful and most consistent with what their racial/ethnic groups 

expect (i.e., racial identities), and their student identity second. This means that being 

black or Mexican American at school might mean something quite different from being 

white. Indeed, being black or Mexican American at school might mean not acting 

intellectual (i.e., not being a student), while for whites it might mean acting intellectual 

(i.e., being a student). 

 Research supports this assertion, and indicates that racial/ethnic identities are 

more important to minority populations. This is understandable, in that minority 

populations are more aware of race in their daily lives than are most whites in the United 

States. Furthermore, SIT would argue that racial/ethnic membership becomes more 
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central in situations in which race is more obvious, such as a heterogeneous school for 

minority groups or a predominantly minority school for whites. Predictably, racial 

identity is not as central to the lives of white youth as it is to their minority counterparts 

(White and Burke 1987). This is unsurprising given the demography of the United States. 

However, although white youth may not actively identify with their racial group, they 

have undoubtedly absorbed the dominant cultural prescription for mobility, or 

“achievement ideology” through parent, peer, and teacher pressure to excel in school. 

This achievement ideology makes the student identity psychologically central to them, 

creating an indirect effect of racial group membership on academic achievement; in 

essence, to be white at school means to behave in ways that conform to the dominant 

ideal. Comparatively, being black or Mexican American at school might mean anything 

that is not intellectual. Thus, we would expect the influence of racial identity on self-

esteem, and subsequent academic achievement, for whites to be similar to that of African 

and Mexican American students, but less directly tied to “whiteness” per se, and more 

directly tied to academic pursuits. 

Overall, the research suggests that a strong racial/ethnic identity, and its 

corresponding role requirements, has a negative effect on the centrality of the student 

identity. For whites, who are the majority group, the dominant achievement ideology is 

separable from their race/ethnicity. In effect, whiteness and student-ness are two different 

things. On the other hand, for African and Mexican Americans the dominant achievement 

ideology may be associated with the dominant ethnic group, and thus accepting the 

ideology will be seen as accepting a white identity. As this is obviously incompatible 
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with membership in one’s own group, academic achievement will in some ways be 

threatening to members of these groups. Thus, for whites there is less likely to be a 

consistent relationship between racial/ethnic centrality and student centrality, although 

the relationship may be non-zero, while for blacks and Mexican Americans the 

relationship will be consistent and negative. However, an additional possibility exists. 

 Recent research indicates that in addition to racial/ethnic and student identities, 

minority children also at times adopt a “combined” racial/ethnic and student identity, 

which must be taken into account. In 2003, Oyserman et al. reported a link between 

racial/ethnic self-schemas and academic achievement. Although the authors employ the 

term self-schema, rather than role-identity, the concepts are quite closely linked, and thus 

this study bears discussion. The authors define racial/ethnic self-schemas as “organized 

generalizations about the self” related to one’s race/ethnicity (334), which bears 

significant resemblance to the definition of self as a structure of interrelated role-

identities. Additionally, individuals are motivated to maintain their self-schemas in 

particular domains when challenged by others, which is quite similar to the behavior of 

individuals whose role-identities are challenged in some way (Robinson and Smith-Lovin 

1992); in essence, people discount information that disconfirms a highly salient role-

identity or self-schema, and are motivated to change a situation that does so. 

 In their study, Oyserman et al. make a distinction between four types of 

racial/ethnic self-schemas, which vary depending on an individual’s identification both 

with their racial/ethnic group and the ideals of the larger society: in-group only 

schematics view themselves as a member of their racial/ethnic group; aschematics do not 
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report having a racial/ethnic self-schema; minority schematics view themselves as part of 

a racial/ethnic group that has to struggle within the larger society, but also recognize the 

views of the larger society; and dual schematics feel a part of both groups, and thus easily 

bridge the expectations of their in-group with the larger society. The authors found that 

in-group only and aschematic students had lower academic achievement than those 

students who adopted a minority or dual schema. Furthermore, those students who 

adopted a “dual” schema had the highest academic achievement. This study suggests, 

then, that students may not always adopt a student identity or a racial/ethnic identity, but 

that these identities may merge to produce a “combined” identity with vastly different 

behavioral outcomes with regard to academic achievement. 20

 In sum, research on racial/ethnic identities supports the notion that such identities 

have an impact on the student identity. There may be combined racial/ethnic-student 

identities, as well as more clearly defined racial/ethnic or student identities that affect 

academic achievement differently. To fully understand these results we must have a clear 

statement of the relationships between these variables and global and academic self-

esteem. 

Combinatoric Identity Theory 

 I develop the following theory, Combinatoric Identity Theory (CIT) to explain the 

relationships between self-esteem and academic achievement among various racial/ethnic 

groups. CIT has been derived from what we know of the self in symbolic interaction, of 

                                                 
20 This study also raises the related question of why some students adopt such dual schemas while others do 
not.  The current research cannot answer this, but I hope to study this question in the future. 
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extant research in self-esteem, and of the effect of role-identity and self-esteem on 

behavior. As will be discussed in later chapters, I believe this theory may have the 

potential to explain more than is within the scope of this dissertation. I begin by 

discussing the scope restriction of CIT. I then define the concepts used in the theory, 

introduce five axioms, and the assumptions related to those axioms. For purposes here, 

axioms refer to established, well-accepted principles, while assumptions are taken for 

granted but as yet not empirically validated.  Lastly, I present postulates, derived from the 

axioms and assumptions, to link self-esteem, identity, and achievement, along with 

figures depicting these postulates. 

Scope Restrictions: 

 Combinatoric Identity Theory, like all theories, is limited in scope, or the 

situations to which it applies. CIT shares its one scope condition with symbolic 

interaction, the metatheoretical perspective in which it is embedded, and is as follows: 

CIT Scope Restriction: Combinatoric Identity Theory operates within shared 
systems of meaning. 
 

 This scope restriction limits CIT based on the understanding that symbols do not 

hold the same meanings across time and place. Particularly meaningful stratifying 

characteristics vary, along with their corresponding stereotypes. For example, in Rwanda 

the distinction between Hutu and Tutsi is relevant, but in the United States Hutus and 

Tutsis would all be classified as “black,” and treated the same. In order for an identity to 

be relevant it must, indeed, be an identity in the relevant social context. Thus, the scope 

restriction for CIT takes into account differences both in social structures and cultures 

among groups. Additionally, without shared systems of meaning, interaction, and more 
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importantly the formation of the self, would be considerably more difficult if not entirely 

impossible. 

Definitions: 

Global Self-Esteem: The cognitive-affective evaluation an individual gives to himself. 
 
Specific Self-Esteem: The cognitive-affective evaluation an individual gives to a 
particular role-identity. 
 
Psychological Centrality: The subjective importance of a role-identity to an individual. 
 
Role-Identity: A symbolic category an individual can hold, providing that individual with 
both a sense of belonging to a particular category (e.g., identity), as well as a set of 
behavioral prescriptions (e.g., roles). 
 
Nominal Role-Identity: A role-identity based on membership in a nominal category, such 
as race/ethnicity or gender. 
 
Domain-Relevant Role-Identity: A role-identity based on a specific situational context, 
such as worker or student. 
 
Nominal/Domain-Relevant Role-Identity: A role-identity that combines elements from a 
nominal role-identity and domain-relevant role-identity, but has a distinct set of 
behavioral prescriptions attached to it. 
 
 I consider the terms social interaction, self, and academic achievement to be 

primitive. In sociology as a discipline, and for the metatheoretical perspective of 

symbolic interaction in particular, interpersonal interaction is seen as a basic component 

of social life. Similarly, the self is a widely used and understood concept that has 

received a thorough treatment here and elsewhere. Lastly, given the pervasive 

understanding that success in school leads to positive life outcomes, sociologists and non-

sociologists alike are sure to have a general working knowledge of academic 

achievement. 
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Axioms and Assumptions 

Symbolic interaction, one of the most robust research traditions in social 

psychology, views the self as emerging out of interaction. As my project is rooted in 

symbolic interaction, I adopt this same view as my Axiom 1. The assumptions underlying 

Axiom 1 are derived from Identity Theory, a well-developed symbolic interactionist 

theory. Identity Theory proposes that selves are composed of rank-ordered role-identities 

that have effects on behavior. Assumptions 1.1 and 1.2 reflect extant views in Identity 

Theory. On the other hand, Assumption 1.3 is a logical conclusion from Identity Theory. 

In other words, the importance of identities to individuals is assumed to be a motivating 

force in behavior.  

Axiom 1: Through interaction with others and themselves, individuals acquire selves. 
 
Assumption 1.1: Selves are composed of role-identities. 
 
Assumption 1.2: An individual’s role-identities are rank-ordered by their 
centrality. 
 
Assumption 1.3: When given the choice, an individual will enact highly central 
identities more frequently than less central identities. 

 
As with symbolic interaction, the study of self-esteem is also a thriving tradition 

within social psychology. Self-esteem scholars assert that there is an evaluative 

component of the self known as self-esteem. As my project is rooted, and extends, 

current theorizing in this tradition, I adopt the same view in Axiom 2, which is further 

supported by Assumptions 2.1-2.3. These assumptions are predicated on the wide 

acceptance of the first three principles of self-esteem in current self-esteem theory: that 
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self-esteem is contingent upon reflected appraisals, social comparisons, and self-

attributions  

Axiom 2: Through interaction with others and themselves, individuals evaluate 
themselves both cognitively and affectively, thereby generating self-esteem. 

 
Assumption 2.1: Self-esteem is affected by reflected appraisals. 
 
Assumption 2.2: Self-esteem is affected by social comparisons. 
 
Assumption 2.3: Self-esteem is affected by self-attributions. 
 

 Axiom 3 highlights the relationship between our feelings, in this case self-esteem, 

and our behaviors. It applies to both global and academic self-esteem, as Assumptions 3.1 

and 3.2 make clear, and is supported by a large body of self-esteem research. 

Axiom 3: Self-esteem affects behavior. 
 
Assumption 3.1: Global self-esteem positively affects behavior. 
 
Assumption 3.2: Specific self-esteem positively affects behavior in the domain 
relevant to that particular type of self-esteem. 

 
 Axiom 4 links Axioms 1 and 2, using psychological centrality to link role-

identities and self-esteem processes. Past research indicates that psychological centrality 

affects self-esteem. Additionally, it has been argued that reflected appraisals, social 

comparisons, and self-attributions will be more affected when enacting more central role-

identities, as reflected in Assumption 4.1. Assumptions 4.2 and 4.3 assume that role-

identities directly tied to a particular domain will be most relevant to self-esteem tied to 

that domain. Conversely, since global self-esteem is affected in a multitude of situations, 

it is not unreasonable to assume that role-identities based on nominal characteristics will 
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be more important by default, precisely because those with whom we interact will treat us 

accordingly. 

Axiom 4: Self-esteem is affected by the psychological centrality of role-identities. 
 

Assumption 4.1: Reflected appraisals, social comparisons, and self-attributions 
affect self-esteem to a larger degree when an individual enacts a highly central 
identity. 

 
Assumption 4.2: Global self-esteem is more affected by the centrality of nominal 
role-identities than by the centrality of domain-specific role-identities.  
 
Assumption 4.3: Specific self-esteem is more affected by the centrality of nominal 
role-identities than by the centrality of domain-specific role-identities.  
 
Lastly, Axiom 5 explicitly states the relationship between global and academic 

self-esteem that has been reinforced in the self-esteem literature. The following 

assumptions discuss the nature of that relationship. 

Axiom 5: Global and specific self-esteem are interrelated. 
 
Assumption 5.1: Global self-esteem has a positive effect on specific self-esteem. 
 
Assumption 5.2: Specific self-esteem has a positive effect on global self-esteem. 
 

Postulates 

 Based on the literature reviewed above, and the axioms and assumptions 

proposed, I advance the following postulates. Below each postulate, I apply it to the 

empirical test of the self-esteem/achievement paradox to be conducted in this dissertation. 

Postulate 1 indicates that although global self-esteem stimulates performance, 

there are good reasons to believe that feeling good about oneself in a particular domain of 

interest will have a greater positive effect on such performance. Relating this to the 

question driving this research, we would predict that the magnitude of the relationship 
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between academic self-esteem and academic achievement is greater than that between 

global self-esteem and academic achievement. 

Postulate 1: The magnitude of the relationship between specific self-esteem and its 
domain-relevant behavior will be greater than that between global self-esteem and the 
domain-relevant behavior. 
 

Postulate 2 reflects the understanding that reflected appraisals, social 

comparisons, and self-attributions are contingent upon psychological centrality. This 

postulate makes the relationship more explicit by stating that specific self-esteem will be 

directly affected by the centrality of the most relevant role-identity of that domain. To 

relate this to the question driving my research, we would say that the psychological 

centrality of the student identity will have a positive, direct effect on academic self-

esteem.  

Postulate 2: The psychological centrality of a domain-specific role-identity will have a 
positive direct effect on the domain-specific self-esteem. 
 

Postulates 3a and 3b assert that global self-esteem and specific self-esteem will 

both be affected by the centrality of nominal role-identities. Given Assumptions 4.1 and 

4.2, we would expect nominal role-identities to have a greater effect on global self-

esteem than specific self-esteem. Applying these postulates to the current research, we 

would conclude that racial/ethnic centrality should have a positive effect on both 

academic and global self-esteem, although a greater effect on global self-esteem. 

Postulate 3a: The centrality of role-identities has a direct, positive effect on global self-
esteem. 
 
Postulate 3b: The centrality of role-identities has a direct, positive effect on academic 
self-esteem. 
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Role-identities include a set of behavioral prescriptions. Because such 

prescriptions are not likely to be the same across roles, and thus not equally important, it 

is hypothesized that the centrality of nominal role-identities will exert a negative effect 

on the centrality of domain-specific roles. However, when individuals adopt combined 

nominal-domain specific role-identities, the behavioral prescriptions for both the 

nominal-domain specific and domain-specific role-identities are likely to overlap, leading 

centrality in one to positively affect centrality in the other. Applying these postulates to 

the current research, we would expect highly central racial/ethnic identities to negatively 

affect student centrality. Additionally, we would expect highly central racial/ethnic-

student identities to positively affect student centrality.  

Postulate 4a: When nominal role-identities are highly central, they will negatively affect 
the centrality of domain-specific role-identities. 
 
Postulate 4b: When combined nominal-domain specific role-identities are highly central, 
they will positively affect the centrality of domain-specific role-identities.  
 
 Applying these postulates generates two new models to supplement our previous 

understandings of the relationships between global self-esteem, academic self-esteem, 

and academic achievement. I review the two current models, what I term the 

conventional and student centrality models, and then present the two new models based 

on my theory. 

The conventional model of the relationships between global self-esteem, 

academic self-esteem, and academic achievement is presented in Figure 3.1.21

(Insert Figure 3.1 here.) 

                                                 
21 All figures discussed can be located in Appendix B. 
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This figure reflects empirical findings that global and academic self-esteem both 

reciprocally and positively affect academic achievement, as well as each other. In the 

figure, the relationship between academic self-esteem and academic achievement is 

darkened to represent the larger magnitude of the reciprocal effects, as specified in 

Postulate 1. As we know, however, this model is insufficient to explain the self-esteem 

academic achievement paradox. 

(Insert Figure 3.2 here.) 

 As seen in Figure 2, the second, or student centrality, model incorporates the 

psychological centrality of the student identity into the existing conventional model, and 

thus speaks to Postulate 2. In the model, students (regardless of their race/ethnicity) who 

have high student centrality will have higher academic self-esteem, indirectly enhancing 

academic achievement.  Low student centrality would, therefore, indirectly contribute to 

lower academic achievement. 

The next two models (Figures 3.3a and 3.3b), or the combinatoric identity models, 

depict student centrality as the mediating variable between racial/ethnic centrality and 

both types of self-esteem. In both models, racial/ethnic centrality is predicted to 

positively affect both global and academic self-esteem, as presented in Postulates 3a and 

3b. However, the difference in the two figures is whether racial/ethnic identity or a 

combined racial/ethnic-student identity is more central. As discussed in Postulate 4a, 

when racial/ethnic identity alone is more central, it will have a negative effect on student 

centrality, as seen in Figure 3.3a. Conversely, when racial/ethnic-student identity is more 
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central, it will have a positive effect on student centrality, as discussed in Postulate 4b, 

and shown in Figure 3.3b. 

I believe that the combinatoric identity models provide the most compelling 

account for the relationships between self-esteem, identity, and achievement, regardless 

of a student’s race/ethnicity. Indeed, for those students who do not have a highly central 

racial/ethnic identity, the effect of race/ethnicity on student centrality will be effectively 

null. This means that their level of student centrality will have a singular effect on the 

relationships between esteem and achievement. Given empirical findings, this is most 

likely the case for white students. However, for those students who have highly central 

racial/ethnic identities, which is more likely the case for racial/ethnic minorities, these 

models indicate that those identities will have predictable, but different, effects on the 

centrality of their student identity; different effects that will be contingent upon the type 

of racial/ethnic identity they hold. More specifically, a central racial/ethnic identity 

should have a negative effect on the student identity, whereas a central racial/ethnic-

student identity should have a positive effect on the student identity. 

While I earlier predicted that there would be a weak or null relationship between 

racial/ethnic centrality and student centrality for white students, it is critical to remember 

that race is a highly charged issue in the United States. In response, my subjects have 

been receiving instruction in multiculturalism and tolerance for a number of years. As 

such, white students may be aware that they are not supposed to view race- and 

particularly their own race- as a relevant issue in any situation. Among the better 

performing students this tendency is likely stronger, due both to their greater awareness 
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of the issues and their greater receptivity to authority. As a consequence, better 

performing students are likely to under-report the importance of being white in all 

situations to a greater extent than their poorer performing cohorts. Further, better 

performing students are likely to have a higher student centrality, thus suggesting that 

while white students may not associate whiteness with student-ness in any consistent 

way, high performing white students may be disposed to discount whiteness in a manner 

that would produce the appearance of a negative relationship.  

 As a consequence of the above, we must modify our expectations of the models. 

If white students exhibit low racial/ethnic centrality and either a null or negative 

relationship between racial/ethnic centrality and student centrality, we can regard my 

models as having received support. On the other hand, if white racial/ethnic centrality is 

typically high or, similarly, if the relationship is positive it would disconfirm my models. 

Thus, in order to evaluate my theory we must also take into account the probable effect of 

diversity education on the specific measures I am able to employ. In the analyses in 

Chapter 5, I further discuss this possibility. I also conduct analyses to see whether the 

patterns among these relationships are significantly different between racial/ethnic 

groups, which bear directly on the accuracy of my models.  

Combinatoric Identity Theory, Self-Esteem Theory and the Education Gap 

 Combinatoric Identity Theory, for both theoretical and methodological reasons, 

provides a superior framework for understanding both the self-esteem achievement 

paradox, as well as the education gap. While a more complete discussion appears in 

Chapter 6, I briefly describe these advantages here. 
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 The current self-esteem tradition is incomplete from the perspective of formal 

theory construction. The four principles are currently taken as statements of fact. This is 

reasonable, given strong research traditions linked to at least the first three principles. 

Symbolic interactionist research has documented that people do respond to reflected 

appraisals (Cooley 1922; Milkie 1999). We know that social comparison processes exist 

(Festinger 1954). We also know that just as people make attributions about the behavior 

of others, they also make attributions about their own behavior (Van Laar 2000). These 

three principles are well-tested in decades of research using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale, which has measures of each. However, extant self-esteem research does not 

adequately address the fourth principle of psychological centrality. While I have not 

created a formal theory here, I have taken an important step towards a widely applicable 

formal theory. 

 Within self-esteem research it is also assumed that psychological centrality should 

influence self-esteem. This is an appealingly intuitive, but incomplete, statement. As 

Ervin and Stryker (2001) highlight, psychological centrality is highly tied to the 

importance of role-identities, but is not typically discussed in terms of such identities. 

Instead, self-esteem researchers typically talk about particular domains as being 

important, or central, to individuals. Given that we are concerned about the impact of 

centrality on self-evaluation, it does not make sense to discuss centrality in terms of the 

larger situational context. It does make sense, however, to talk about it in terms of role-

identities. As previously discussed, role-identities provide us with a sense of belonging to 

a particular category, which parallels the current focus on psychological centrality as 
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domain-specific. Additionally, according to symbolic interaction, individuals respond to 

their role-identities reflexively (Mead 1967). This allows for individuals to evaluate 

themselves within particular domains, and is more logical within the current self-esteem 

tradition. Combinatoric Identity Theory does just this. 

 Additionally, current self-esteem theory does not account for how psychological 

centrality will affect the other three principles of self-esteem, again assuming that it 

should. Combinatoric Identity Theory proposes that types of centrality will both affect 

global and specific types of self-esteem directly, as well as affect the relationships 

between global and specific self-esteem and behavioral outcomes. Thus, we now have a 

clearly delineated roadmap for actually measuring and testing self-esteem. Perhaps more 

importantly, we also have transformed a loose bundle of principles into a testable set of 

theoretical assertions. 

 Self-esteem has been measured with the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale for 

decades. This scale, however, only includes measures of the first three principles. 

Combinatoric Identity Theory provides a theoretical framework for incorporating 

psychological centrality into our understanding of self-esteem, and thus is superior to the 

previous models. 

 Combinatoric Identity Theory also provides theoretical and methodological 

improvements on current understandings of the education gap. First CIT combines 

elements of the perspectives discussed in Chapter 2, which makes it more comprehensive 

than any of the current explanations alone. CIT proposes that racial/ethnic identity, which 

reflects both a group’s structural location in society, and its corresponding cultural 
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values, will affect not only how they see themselves, but how they perform academically. 

It also provides an explanation for why students may think being a student is important, 

and have high student centrality, but still underperform if the centrality of their 

racial/ethnic identity is interfering with that identity, which speaks to the aspiration-

achievement paradox. Again, instead of making assumptions about the relationships 

between race/ethnicity and academic achievement, as most of the perspectives do, CIT 

also provides a formal understanding of such relationships. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODS 

 This chapter will detail the research methods I employ to test my models. I start 

with a discussion of the research design and sample, move on to an examination of the 

measures, and finally conclude with a discussion of the analytic strategy I employ. 

Research Design and Sample 

 In the Spring of 2008, I collected survey data from 331 high school sophomores. 

The students were all enrolled at Greenbriar High School (GHS), which is located in a 

suburb of a large metropolitan area in Arizona. The town in which GHS is located is 

considered a major suburb of the city, and encompasses both rural and suburban areas. 

The two high schools in the Brookhaven Unified School District (Greenbriar HS and 

Brookhaven HS) tend to have a mix of rural and suburban students, but GHS has more 

rural children enrolled. 

 I chose Greenbriar High School as my research site primarily for practicality. The 

Brookhaven Unified School District is committed to collecting quality data and using it 

to strengthen programs aimed at student success, academic and otherwise. As such, they 

are unusually open to requests from researchers.  

 Although GHS has a larger proportion of rural students than many other schools 

in the wider metropolitan area, its students score similarly to other schools in the county 

on standardized tests. For example, on Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards 

(AIMS), which students must pass to graduate from high school, students at GHS 

perform at comparable levels to other students within the Brookhaven Unified School 

District, the county in which it is located, and the state of Arizona (Table 4.1). Although 
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the percentage of students scoring far below the standard in mathematics is higher at 

GHS than elsewhere in its district, county, or state, the percentage of students scoring far 

below the standard in reading and writing is comparable to the rates at the district, 

county, and state levels. Thus, the performance of GHS students is not significantly 

different from other students in the state of Arizona, making it an appropriate research 

site for my study. 

(Insert Table 4.1 here.) 

 Having obtained a research site, I worked with the principal to implement the 

surveys. I was specifically interested in surveying sophomore students. Research 

indicates that the self-esteem of black and Hispanic high school students increases with 

age, and differences in self-esteem fade as students age (Greene and Way 2005). Thus, 

targeting sophomore students was a strategic choice. This group stands the best chance of 

providing me with a revealing look at the relationships between self-esteem, 

race/ethnicity, and achievement. 

 Students at GHS are required to take two required elective classes during their 

sophomore year. This allowed me easy access to almost all of the sophomores in the 

school. As of the beginning of the Spring term 2008 there were 507 sophomores enrolled 

at GHS, 395 of them, or 77.9%, were enrolled in the two elective classes at that time. The 

remaining 22.1% of the students enrolled in one or both of these courses during the 

summer or during their freshman, junior, or senior years. It is probable that the students 

not enrolled during the regular year are high achieving students who preferred to take 

other electives. However, there is no way to confirm this information without records of 
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students’ grades, which I could not obtain without parental permission. Therefore, the 

data I gathered are likely skewed toward the middle or bottom of the grade distribution. 

While this is not ideal, sufficient variation should remain in the data to permit me to 

detect the effects of interest. 

 Although parents did not have to provide formal consent, they were sent 

information letters two weeks prior to survey administration. This gave parents the time 

to contact me if they did not want their child to participate. I only received three such 

calls. In addition, one week after parental information letters were mailed, students 

received an information sheet of their own, instructing them that a survey would be 

occurring in the coming weeks, and they would be compensated for their time. The 

parental information letter and student information letter are reproduced in Appendix C. 

 Surveys were administered on four separate days in eighteen classrooms on the 

GHS campus. In total, 331 students completed the survey, for a response rate of 83.8% of 

the total pool of 395 sophomores in health/driver’s education and communications 

classes. There were three reasons for non-response: 1) students were absent on the day I 

administered the survey in their classroom; 2) a student’s parent asked that their child not 

participate (this was only the case for three students); 3) the information letter sent to a 

student’s parent was returned to me in the mail, and thus parents were not informed of the 

study. I preceded survey administration in each class with a general discussion of what 

the survey entailed, how students should fill out the consent form, how much students 

would be compensated for their time, and a short description of how to answer the 

semantic differential items (discussed below). Students typically required between fifteen 
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and thirty minutes to complete the survey and obtain their compensation. In roughly half 

of the classes, teachers invited me to answer students’ questions. As I will discuss later, 

these questions were quite revealing about the current state of race relations and political 

correctness in our country and serve as an additional, albeit informal, source of 

information in this work. 

 Figure 4.2 presents the distribution of all sophomores by race/ethnicity and gender 

at GHS at the beginning of the Spring term 2008. Figure 4.3 provides the comparable 

racial/ethnic and gender distributions of my sample (i.e., students enrolled in 

health/driver’s ed. or communications classes who completed the survey). The 

racial/ethnic categories listed are the ones recognized by the Brookhaven Unified School 

District. As we can see from these figures, the racial/ethnic makeup of the sample is not 

noticeably different from the racial/ethnic makeup of all sophomores enrolled at GHS. 

(Insert Tables 4.2 and 4.3 here.) 
 
 There were five different versions of the survey, corresponding to the five 

racial/ethnic categories defined by BUSD. Using data on each student’s official ethnicity 

supplied by the school I was able to label surveys with students’ names prior to data 

collection, thereby allowing me to give each student a tailored version of the survey. A 

generic copy of the survey can be viewed in Appendix D. In places where race/ethnicity 

varied in the surveys, I have written “race/ethnicity.” 

Survey Design 

 The survey given to students had five parts. Part A consisted of basic 

demographic questions, including the number of siblings, the language they first learned 
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and the language typically spoken in their home, the occupational status of their mother 

and father, and where they were born. Additionally, Part A included my dependent 

variable, academic achievement, and students’ self-reported race/ethnicity. 

 Academic achievement is measured by students’ self-reports of their Grade Point 

Average (GPA). While asking students to self-report their GPA runs the risk of deliberate 

inflation, as well as recall inaccuracies, studies indicate that self-reports tend to correlate 

with standardized test scores (McMorris and Ambrosino 1973; Hamilton 1981). While it 

would be ideal to obtain GPA from academic records, this is made prohibitively difficult 

by student confidentiality laws. Self-reports, in that they have been shown to be reliable, 

are not ideal, but practical, and are often used within the disciplines of sociology and 

education. 

  Part A also contained a question asking students to report their race/ethnicity. I 

included this question because the student’s self-identification may differ from the one 

provided by the educational system and it is this self-identification that is most likely to 

influence behavior. In contrast to the school’s five categories, I had eight. African 

American, American Indian, Asian or Pacific Islander, and white were included both in 

my system and in the school’s. However, I split Hispanic into three separate categories: 

Latin or South American, Mexican American, and Puerto Rican. Providing Hispanic 

students the opportunity to self-identify as their particular ethnicity was critical, given my 

focus on Mexican Americans. Lastly, I included a category Other for those students who 

did not fit within the other categories.  
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For the most part, school reported race/ethnicity matched students’ self-reports. 

The most variation occurred within the school-identified Hispanic group, because 

students were forced to choose a more specific category. Table 4.4 presents a cross-tab of 

school-coded race by self-reported race. We can see that of the 80 Hispanic students who 

self-reported their race/ethnicity, 74 of them identified as one of the three Hispanic 

categories I gave them. The patterns for the other racial/ethnic groups are quite similar to 

this pattern. Students identifying as “Other” tended to follow one of three patterns. Nine 

of the students in the “Other” category self-identified as bi-racial; one of these identified 

as American Indian-Caucasian, three identified as African American-Caucasian, three 

identified as Mexican American-Caucasian, and two identified as African American-

Mexican American. Since there are so few students who self-identify as bi-racial, I feel 

comfortable using their school-identified race/ethnicity. It is also likely that some 

students did not understand the question, as two students bypassed the Caucasian option 

and self-identified as “white.” Other responses were “germen (sic) american,” Dutch, 

Italian, Spanish, and “portugeese (sic).” As these seven students are school-identified as 

white, and all were born in the United States, I am treating them as white for purposes of 

the analyses. Of the remaining students who chose Other, three of them, who identified as 

Arab, Filipina, and Vietnamese clearly belong in the Asian/Pacific Islander category, and 

the last two self-identified as Mexican and Hispanic. These last two students have been 

excluded from the analysis; the Mexican student was born outside of the U.S., and there 

is no way to know whether or not the self-identified Hispanic student is Mexican 



 92

American or not.22 Thus, we can conclude from Table 4.4 that most of the time self-

reports match school-reported racial/ethnic heritage. 

(Insert Table 4.4 here.) 
 
 Parts B and C of the survey included measures of my two main independent 

variables: Global Self-Esteem and Academic Self-Esteem. Part B included the 10-item 

scale developed by Rosenberg (1965) to measure global self-esteem. Rosenberg’s scale 

has been shown to be both valid and reliable in numerous studies (e.g. Hagborg 1993; 

Scheier et al. 2000). The ten items were developed to measure the first three principles of 

self-esteem: the principle of reflected appraisals, the principle of social comparisons, and 

the principle of self-attribution. All ten items are listed below, along with the 

abbreviations that will be discussed below in parentheses: 

1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. (satisfied) 
2. At times, I think I am no good at all.* (good) 
3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities. (quality) 
4. I am able to do things as well as most other people. (ability) 
5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of.* (pride) 
6. I certainly feel useless at times.* (useless) 
7. I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. (worth) 
8. I wish I could have more respect for myself.* ( respect) 
9. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.* (failure) 
10. I take a positive attitude toward myself. (attitude) 
 

Subjects are given four response categories for each question, which are coded in the 

following manner: strongly agree=4, agree=3, disagree=2, and strongly disagree=1. The 

items above with asterisks are reverse coded. Then, the scores for the items are summed, 

                                                 
22 It is interesting to note that giving students a composite race/ethnicity question conflates race and 
ethnicity in the minds of some students. 
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producing a measure of global self-esteem that ranges from 10-40, and then is 

standardized; the higher the score, the higher the individual’s global self-esteem. 

Originally, Rosenberg conceived of the ten measures as a scale measuring global 

self-esteem as a unitary concept. More recently, Timothy Owens has argued that the 

measures should be split into two components of global self-esteem: self-confidence and 

self-deprecation (Owens 1993; Owens 1994; Owens, Mortimer, & Finch 1996; Owens 

and King 2001). In factor analyses the items with asterisks in the preceding list tend to 

load on a different dimension than the items without asterisks. Owens labels the 

asterisked items “self-deprecation,” whereas the non-asterisked items are labeled “self-

confidence.” While there are good reasons to believe that self-deprecation and self-

confidence are subcomponents of global self-esteem, much research in self-esteem still 

uses Rosenberg’s ten items as a uni-dimensional scale. Time will tell whether 

Rosenberg’s original formulation, Owens’ modification, or some combination thereof 

will achieve wide acceptance. In the meantime, in Chapter 5 I explore models that use 

both Rosenberg’s original global self-esteem scale, as well as Owens’ more recent 

formulation. 

Part C of the survey contained three questions designed to measure academic self-

esteem. These questions were taken from Bachman’s School Ability Self-Concept Index 

(1970), an index previously used by Rosenberg et al. (1995) to test academic self-esteem. 

Since Rosenberg et al. (1995) is the only sociological study to date contrasting the effects 

of global and academic self-esteem on academic achievement, I adopt the same measures, 

in order to increase comparability to previous research findings. Bachman’s School 
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Ability Self-Concept Index (hereafter SCI) is similar to Rosenberg’s self-esteem scale in 

that it uses three separate measures to create a unidimensional measure of academic self-

esteem. The first two questions, “How do you rate yourself in school ability compared 

with those in your grade in school?” and “How intelligent do you think you are compared 

to others your age?” are rated on a scale from 1 (far below average) to 6 (far above 

average). The third question, “Compared to others your age, how important is it to you to 

be able to use your intelligence?” is rated on a scale from 1 (much less important than 

average) to 5 (much more important than average). The scores for these three measures 

are typically summed, creating an academic self-esteem variable ranging from 3-17. 

Again, this variable is typically standardized. These three questions are denoted in the 

figures discussed below as Sch. Ab., Intell., and Imp. Int., respectively. 

Lastly in Part C, I included a question asking students about their educational 

aspirations. Response choices range from “Less than High School” to “PhD or MD 

(medical doctor).” Given previous research on the aspiration-achievement gap, I felt 

having data on aspirations would be useful. 

Part D had two types of measures of the eight identities that were likely to be 

psychologically central to high school students: athlete, race/ethnicity, student, friend, 

sister/brother, racial/ethnic-student, American, and son/daughter. The race/ethnicity and 

racial/ethnic-student identities varied depending on the version of the survey a student 

was given. Thus, those students who are African American according to BUSD were 

asked about their African American identities and African American student identities, 

whereas white students were asked about their white and white student identities. First, 
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students were asked to indicate how important each of the identities were to them most of 

the time (in later chapters, these variables are denoted as “id _____”). For example: 

It is important to me to be an athlete. 
 
 
Strongly        Agree         Neither Agree        Disagree  Strongly 
 Agree             nor Disagree               Disagree 
 
Responses were coded from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). 
  
 Asking students to indicate the personal importance of particular identities is a 

reasonable approach to discerning psychological centrality. However, it does not allow 

for the researcher to get a sense of the relational character of identities. As conceived by 

researchers in symbolic interaction, identities can be organized into a hierarchy of 

salience (i.e., likelihood of activation), as well as a hierarchy of centrality (i.e., 

importance). Thus, it is paramount to understand how important an identity is compared 

with other identities. 

 To this end, I also included an alternate measure of identity centrality used by 

Stryker and Serpe (1994). I identified all the dyadic combinations of the eight targeted 

identities, which came to a total of twenty-eight word pairs. I then listed all of the 28 

word pairs, and asked subjects to choose the identity in each pair that was more important 

than the other one when they thought about themselves. For example: 

_____ Athlete   or  _____ African American Student 
 
This measure of psychological centrality allowed me to derive centrality hierarchies for 

each student. First, I created a crude count variable corresponding to the number of times 

a student said that one identity was more important. Scores for an identity could 
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conceivably range from 0 (the student never chose a particular identity) to 8 (the student 

chose a particular identity every time they were given the option). Using this method, I 

was able to derive psychological centrality measures for the student, racial/ethnic, and 

racial/ethnic-student identities (in later chapters the variables are denoted as “_____ 

rank”). This approach also conferred an additional advantage over the earlier direct 

assessment of psychological centrality: it forced the students to respond. While in the 

earlier items students could select “neither agree nor disagree” this later item compelled 

them to make a choice. 

 The last section of the survey, Part E, included a series of semantic differential 

scales for sixteen different identities: students, Americans, white people, sisters, African 

American students, sons, Mexican Americans, friends, athletes, white students, brothers, 

African American people, Mexican American students, daughters, my friends, and I (i.e., 

the respondent). These semantic differential scales were used to measure the three 

universal dimensions of meaning identified by Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum (1957): 

evaluation (good/bad), potency (powerful/powerless), and activity (active/passive). These 

dimensions reveal the status and power of not only actors in a situation, but behaviors as 

well (Robinson, Smith-Lovin, and Tsoudis 1994). In addition to Osgood et al.’s (ibid.) 

three dimensions of meaning (evaluation, potency, and activity), I included three other 

dimensions directly relevant to life as a student: work ethic, intelligence, and athleticism. 

While a case could be made that work ethic, intelligence, and athleticism should fall 

within the three universal dimensions of meaning, I was especially interested in teasing 

out the effects of student-specific dimensions. Using semantic differential scales, subjects 
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were asked to rate the eight identities listed above based on their initial reactions. For 

example: 

Usually, students are _____________. 
 
Bad, Awful         Good, Nice 
 
Hard-working         Lazy 
 
Intelligent         Stupid 
 
Slow, Quiet         Fast, Noisy 
 
Powerless         Powerful 
  
Athletic          Not Athletic 
 
Popular          Unpopular 
 
                                          infinitely  extremely  quite  slightly  neutral  slightly  quite  extremely  infinitely 
 
When coding these scales, neutral is assigned a value of 0. Responses on the positive 

valence of a scale (e.g., good, intelligent, athletic) are given positive values, where 

slightly=1, quite=2, extremely=3, and infinitely=4.3. Responses on the negative valence 

of a scale (e.g., bad, unintelligent, not athletic) are given negative values, where 

slightly=-1, quite=-2, extremely=-3, and infinitely=-4.3 (Heise 1997). 

 I included semantic differential scales as a means to understand subjects’ feelings 

about particular categories of individuals. Primarily, I wanted to examine differences 

between students’ self-ratings (e.g., Usually, I am __________.) with ratings of their 

reference groups (e.g., Usually my friends are __________.), and particular student 

identities (e.g., student, Mexican American student, African American student, and white 

student). This is a technique similar to that used by Lee (1998), who used semantic 

differential scales to examine similarities and differences between boys’ and girls’ own 

evaluations and those of other science students. He was interested in understanding why 
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females do not enter science fields as often as males, and why when they do, they pick 

less-prestigious jobs. Lee asked boys and girls at a summer science camp to evaluate the 

same semantic differential scales for themselves, for same-sexed others, and for other 

science students. Lee found two clear patterns that are relevant for the current study. 

First, girls’ self-concepts were more similar to their ratings of same-sex others than to 

their ratings of science students as a whole. Second, science occupations that are 

perceived as dissimilar to ratings of self-concepts are seen as less desirable. For example, 

girls’ perceptions of occupations such as psychologist were more similar to their self-

concepts than their perceptions of physicists. For purposes of my research, including the 

semantic differential scales will allow me to examine whether students’ self-concepts are 

most similar to their ratings of their racial/ethnic in-group or to students as a whole. 

Knowing this information will help us to better understand the nature of self-

identification, and its effects on academic achievement. These scales enable me to 

determine, at least in part, how students understand their own category memberships.  

Analytic Strategy 

To test my theoretical models, I use structural equation modeling (SEM). Like 

multiple regression, SEM is based on the general linear model. Thus, SEM both assumes 

that relationships between variables are linear, unless otherwise specified, and that 

observed data are best explained by a set of uniform processes mixed with random error. 

However, unlike traditional regression techniques, SEM allows for the specification of 
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latent variables, or unobservable constructs that are assumed to exist.23 This makes this 

technique a prime candidate for my project, which relies on several latent constructs: 

global self-esteem, academic self-esteem, racial/ethnic psychological centrality, 

racial/ethnic-student psychological centrality, and student psychological centrality.  

In essence, SEM provides a rigorous method for examining the causal pathways 

between variables, and for determining the relationships between latent constructs. Thus, 

it both improves upon traditional path analysis, which can only test relationships between 

observable variables, and factor analysis, in that the latent constructs representing factors 

can be tested for relationships. SEM performs these feats by essentially estimating the 

coefficients in a system of regression equations, rather than a single equation, allowing 

the complete model to test more complex pictures of causation. 

The one drawback to using SEM in this context is its inability to model 

interaction effects. While interactions can be simulated by splitting a sample into 

subcomponents and running separate analyses on each component, this strategy is 

infeasible with small sample sizes. On the other hand, traditional OLS regression 

techniques can accommodate interaction effects, but this also comes at a price. In OLS 

the functional form of the model is much more constrained, such that all independent 

variables are assumed to directly affect the dependent variable. It is therefore difficult at 

best for OLS to model intervening variables and other more complex forms of causation. 

Although my models posit an interaction between psychological centrality and the 

                                                 
23 While this may sound highly suspect, it is actually a common and accepted practice in a variety of 
sciences. For example, in physics gravity cannot be directly observed as no mediating particle has ever 
been discovered. Nonetheless, it is used as a latent construct and is measurable using a variety of means. 
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relationships between self-esteem and academic achievement, they also include a set of 

interdependent causal pathways leading to academic achievement. Thus, I was forced to 

make a choice between using OLS, which would do violence to my structural model, and 

SEM, which would not allow for a direct interaction effect. I chose SEM over OLS 

because, while it is possible to compensate somewhat for the lack of interaction terms in 

structural equation modeling, it is more difficult to mimic structural models with OLS 

regression. As described below, this decision forced me to slightly change the 

operationalization of my model. 

SEM is typically employed in one of two ways. Pure confirmatory analysis 

attempts to fit data to a model specified by theory. Thus, SEM is used to evaluate whether 

the predicted theoretical model fits empirical reality. This implementation fits most 

closely with the hypothesis-testing framework typically used in quantitative analysis. A 

special case of this first approach is to test the goodness-of-fit of alternative models to 

each other. Typically this approach is used when the researcher has multiple, competing 

theoretical models, and wants to determine which of them provides a superior fit to the 

data. This approach can be usefully applied when a researcher has nested models. The 

second, and most common (Byrne 2001; Garson 2008), approach to using SEM is for 

model development. This approach is exploratory in nature. In essence, a researcher tests 

a model, and then uses the results of an SEM analysis to specify new models to test. 

While a useful tool, in this particular implementation the lack of guiding theory 

introduces the possibility that the inductively determined model will be overfit to the 
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dataset in question. Put differently, a highly effective model may be identified that has no 

generalizability beyond that single case. 

I will be using the first approach. The four models presented at the end of Chapter 

3 are grounded in theoretical predictions, thus allowing me to use confirmatory 

techniques to test their goodness-of-fit. However, my four models are also nested models, 

which will allow me to test their overall goodness-of-fit in comparison to each other, in 

addition to testing which models best fit the data for African American, Mexican 

American, and white adolescents. 

As mentioned above, SEM is able to model the relationships between latent 

constructs. It is recommended that each latent construct included in the model have at 

least three, and preferably four, observable indicators (Byrne 2001; Garson 2008). 

However, this is not always possible given constraints in the data. For example, one may 

want to include the effect of social class in their analysis, but only have measures on 

parental income. In this case, the researcher would create a latent variable for class, and 

use income as the observable indicator (ibid). Although using one indicator can be 

problematic, it is sometimes unavoidable and techniques have been developed to make 

the most of this situation.  

This project uses four latent variables: global self-esteem, academic self-esteem, 

student centrality and racial/ethnic centrality. Academic achievement is measured with 

GPA, and is not considered a latent variable. Although CIT predicts that racial/ethnic and 

racial/ethnic-student identities will have different effects on student identity, both of these 

predictions cannot be tested in the current research for two reasons. First, without a large 
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enough sample size, there are not enough cases to run analyses stratified both on 

race/ethnicity, and on level of achievement. The theory implicitly argues that high-

achieving students are probably enacting a racial/ethnic-student identity, rather than 

simply a racial/ethnic identity. Thus, there is not enough variation to test this proposition. 

Second, due to the data-intensive method of structural equation modeling, I was forced to 

include more indicators for the racial/ethnic centrality latent variable. The variables that 

made the most intuitive sense were the racial/ethnic-student centrality variables. This is 

discussed in more detail below. 

The indicators of global self-esteem are the ten items from Rosenberg’s self-

esteem scale.24 Indicators for academic self-esteem include the three items from 

Bachman’s school self-concept scale. There are four indicators for racial/ethnic 

centrality: id race/ethnicity, racial/ethnic rank, id racial/ethnic-student, and racial/ethnic 

student rank. It is not ideal to have racial/ethnic and racial/ethnic-student indicators 

loading onto the same latent construct. However, given the data limitations, it seems 

reasonable that racial/ethnic-student identities should be affected, at least to a small 

extent, by racial/ethnic centrality. Thus, for practical reasons, they are included here. 

There are three indicators for student centrality: student rank, id student, and aspirations. 

Again, given the data-intensive nature of SEM, it was necessary to include an extra 

indicator for student centrality. I chose aspirations, reasoning that having high 

educational aspirations would be positively related to the importance of being a student. 

                                                 
24 When global self-esteem is included in my models as a singular construct, five of the indicators are 
reverse coded, as previously discussed. When global self-esteem is split into self-confidence and self-
deprecation, the indicators for each are coded in their original form. 
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In Figure 4.1 I reproduce Figure 3.3a (Combinatoric Identity Model – Singular 

Identity), in addition to including the observed indicators. This update not only includes 

all of the relevant latent variables, but also includes an operational change. As previously 

mentioned, student centrality now has a direct effect on academic self-esteem, rather than 

an interaction effect on the relationship between academic self-esteem and academic 

achievement. Additionally, I have conducted analyses with global self-esteem split into 

self-confidence and self-deprecation, as discussed above; both of these are included as 

latent variables. This is depicted in Figure 4.2. 

(Insert Figures 4.1 and 4.2 here.) 

In the models, latent variables are denoted with ovals, observable variables are 

denoted with rectangles, and error terms are denoted with circles. Straight lines between 

the latent variables denote causal relationships, while curved lines denote correlations. To 

keep the figures less cluttered, I have omitted correlations, but I will discuss them in 

detail in Chapter 5. As discussed above, the reliability of self-reported GPA has already 

been established. The validity and reliability of the centrality variables are more suspect, 

given that I am using a method for determining centrality that I know to only have been 

used once before (Stryker and Serpe 1994). Thus, this project serves not only to test 

models but may also provide an operational test of new indicators. 

In Chapter 5 I discuss model specification in greater detail and carry out the 

process of model testing.  I begin by testing the models as nested for the groups 

separately. I then perform simultaneous group analyses to test the fit of the model 

between racial/ethnic groups. I perform all SEM analyses with Amos (Analysis of 
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MOment Structures) version 16.0, a well-known statistical package designed for 

structural equation modeling. Other statistical tests reported in both this chapter and 

Chapter 5, such as t-tests, are performed using Intercooled Stata 7. 
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CHAPTER 5: RESULTS 

 This chapter presents the results of my study. I begin with a discussion of the 

descriptive statistics. Following this, I present the results of my measurement models and 

provide a discussion of fit measures in SEM. I then present results of four sets of 

structural equation models performed on the following groups: the entire sample; the 

white students alone; the Mexican American students alone; and finally, a simultaneous 

analysis of white and Mexican American students to determine whether the models are 

statistically different for the two groups. This last set of models, in turn, allows me to 

judge whether the processes proposed in Combinatoric Identity Theory are similar for all 

students in my study. To conclude, I present a summary of the results and a discussion of 

the substantive and theoretical findings of my study. 

Descriptive Statistics 

 My final sample consists of 208 white, 71 Mexican American, and 18 African 

Americans students. Among the white students, 190 were both school- and self-identified 

as white. Eleven whites self-identified as “other,” but were school-identified as white, 

and were discussed in Chapter 4. The remaining seven whites include two students who 

self-identified as American Indian, one who self-identified as Asian American, one who 

self-identified as Mexican American and three who did not self-identify as a particular 

racial/ethnic category. These students were given surveys customized for white 

respondents and are retained in the sample, but their responses suggest that the centrality 

of “white” is potentially lower for them than for self-identified white students. Given the 

small number of individuals in question, however, their responses should not 
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significantly alter results. Additionally, even if these students self-identify differently 

from their school-identification, the outside world likely identifies them as white and 

treats them accordingly. Of the Mexican American students 68 are both school-identified 

as Hispanic and self-identified as Mexican American. Three others self-identified as 

“other,” considering themselves bi-racial, and were discussed in Chapter 4. I dropped 

three students who were classified as Hispanic by the school but self-identified as 

“Hispanic,” “Mexican,” and “white,” as it was impossible to determine whether or not 

they were Mexican American. Lastly, there were 15 African American students who both 

school- and self-identified as African American. The remaining three self-identified as 

either bi-racial or white, although the school identified them as African American. I used 

the same rationale in keeping these students in the sample as I discussed above for white 

students. 

 Descriptive statistics for the primary dependent variables in my models, academic 

self-esteem (A.S.E.), global self-esteem (G.S.E.), self-confidence and self-deprecation, 25 

and GPA26 are presented in Table 5.1; standard deviations are included in parentheses. 

                                                 
25 There were very few missing cases in the ten indicators for global self-esteem and the three indicators for 
academic self-esteem (average 2.24 missing cases per variable). When dealing with these cases I first ran t-
tests to determine whether the mean values for each variable differed by racial/ethnic group. If they did, 
then I imputed the group mean for the missing cases; if they did not, I imputed the entire sample mean for 
the missing cases. 
26 There were 19 missing cases for white students (9% of the white sample), 10 for Mexican American 
students (14.1% of the Mexican American sample), and 5 for the African Americans (27.8%).  Given 
questions during survey administration from a number of students, I believe that the missing data for GPA 
is due to students lacking the knowledge. It seems likely, however, that students who do not know their 
grade point averages have lower grades to begin with. Therefore, I believe it is not appropriate to impute 
mean group values by race/ethnicity for the missing data. Instead, Stata is able to impute values based on 
students’ responses to a variety of other indicators. In addition to using race/ethnicity, I included sex, 
another factor significantly related to GPA The algorithm then generated GPA values for the missing cases 
based on students’ race/ethnicity and sex. Amos 16.0 can also impute missing values using a maximum 
likelihood estimator. When preliminary models were run using Amos’s imputation method, rather than my 
own, results did not vary from those presented here. 
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As a reminder, academic self-esteem and global self-esteem are scales that were 

constructed additively from a series of indicators; these scales were then standardized. 

Self-confidence and self-deprecation are the two subcomponents of global self-esteem 

identified by previous researchers (see Owens and King, 2001). The indicators for self-

confidence and self-deprecation were not reverse coded, and each scale has been 

standardized. I have included African Americans in the descriptives table given their 

interesting patterns in comparison to the whites and Mexican Americans. However, given 

the small sample size for the African Americans, I do not plan to use this data to test the 

models proposed in Chapter 3.  

(Insert Table 5.1 here.) 

 As we can see in Table 5.1, whites have significantly higher GPA than Mexican 

Americans; this holds when I conduct a t-test using imputed values for missing GPA 

(p=.009), as well as when I t-test differences excluding the imputed scores for missing 

cases (p=.012). This difference is consistent with differences in test scores reported by 

the Brookhaven School District, and patterns seen nationwide. There are no significant 

differences in any of the self-esteem measures by race/ethnicity. However, the pattern of 

results is interesting. Even with a small African American sample, global self-esteem is 

weakest for white students, and strongest for African American students, replicating 

previous findings. Additionally, Mexican American students have the lowest academic 

self-esteem levels, followed by white and then African American students. While the data 

are too limited to provide certainty, the concordance with theory and previous 

observations is interesting. The results for self-confidence and self-deprecation are also 
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insignificant, but suggestive. Mexican Americans have the highest levels of self-

confidence, following by the African Americans, and then the whites. The pattern is 

different for self-deprecation. Whites are most likely to self-deprecate, followed by the 

Mexican Americans, and then the African Americans. Based on previous studies, we 

would have expected African Americans to have the highest levels of self-confidence and 

lowest levels of self-deprecation, whites to have the lowest levels of self-confidence and 

highest levels of self-deprecation, and for Mexican Americans to fall somewhere in 

between for both measures. However, these results are not significant, and thus should be 

viewed with some skepticism. 

 My two independent variables are student centrality and racial/ethnic centrality. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, student centrality has three indicators: the respondent’s 

educational aspirations (Aspirations), self-reported importance of being a student (Id 

Student), and the ranking of the student identity in the respondent’s centrality hierarchy 

(Student Rank). Four indicators focus on racial/ethnic identity: self-reported importance 

of being a member of a particular racial/ethnic group (Id R/E), ranking of the 

racial/ethnic identity in the respondent’s centrality hierarchy (R/E Rank), self-reported 

importance of being a racial/ethnic-student (Id R/E-Student) and ranking of the 

racial/ethnic-student identity in the respondent’s centrality hierarchy (R/E-Student Rank).  

There were very few missing cases for any of these variables. The average 

number of missing cases for each of the 28 rank variables that created the centrality 

variables was 4.4. The largest number of missing cases occurred for the question that 

asked students to choose whether their racial/ethnic or racial/ethnic-student identity was 
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most important to them; nine of the white students (4.3%), five of the Mexican American 

students (7.0%), and one African American student (5.6%) did not answer this question. 

While it is unclear why the rate of non-response on this measure was higher for the 

Mexican and African American students, the question itself forced students to think about 

category membership in a way they may not normally, perhaps explaining non-response 

across racial/ethnic groups. When students had missing values on one of the 28 rank 

variables, I imputed the modal value for their racial/ethnic group. This was more logical 

than using the mean, since each item was dichotomous, corresponding to one of the two 

identities. Among the eight Likert-scale (or “Id”) variables, there were fewer missing 

observations still; most of the variables had no missing cases, and the ones that did only 

had 1-2 missing cases. I imputed mean scores on those variables by group. Lastly, there 

were six missing cases (3 whites, 3 Mexican Americans) for the aspiration variable. I 

imputed the mean aspiration score for the sample, since t-tests indicated no significant 

differences between whites and Mexican Americans. 

Table 5.2 presents descriptive statistics for the independent variables in my 

models. Included in this table are means and standard deviations for all of the indicator 

variables. The “id” variables are coded so that 1 indicates the strongest agreement with 

identifying a particular way. The rank variables, on the other hand, are coded in the 

reverse, so that the higher the value, the greater the centrality.  

(Insert Table 5.2 here.) 
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 Beginning with the indicators of student centrality, only the student rank variable 

differs among groups; specifically, both African American and Mexican American 

students, as predicted, rank their student identity significantly below that of whites. 

 The first two indicators for racial/ethnic centrality, id race/ethnicity and 

racial/ethnic rank indicate significant and expected differences among the three groups. 

Mexican American and African American students attach more importance to their 

racial/ethnic identities than do whites. Interestingly, the racial/ethnic rank variable shows 

significant differences between all three groups. Not only is race/ethnicity more central to 

both Mexican American and African Americans than to white students, but it is 

significantly more important to African American students than to Mexican American 

students. This may be due to the relative ease with which some Hispanic Americans are 

able to “pass” in the white world, given their phenotypical characteristics; in contrast, it is 

more difficult for African Americans to pass. Thus, race is more central in the daily lives 

of African Americans because it influences the interactions they have with others to a 

greater degree. In other words, other people will not let them forget that they are black. 

Additionally, while Mexican American ethnicity is a source of some political tension in 

the American southwest, it has nowhere near the historical potency of the black/white 

binary in the country overall. The last two indicators for racial/ethnic centrality, 

racial/ethnic-student rank and id racial/ethnic student are, unsurprisingly, also more 

important to Mexican American and African American students than to white students. 
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Measurement Models and Discussion of SEM Fit Statistics 

 As discussed in Chapter 4, the SEM technique is best understood as the pairing of 

factor analysis with path diagrams. The first step in any SEM model is to perform a test 

of fit for the measurement model, or a simultaneous factor analysis of all latent variables 

in the model. Once the fit of the measurement model is determined, regression “paths” 

are added to the measurement model to specify the relationships among the latent 

variables, or the full model. This section will first present correlation matrices of the 

indicator variables, and then discuss the measurement models underlying all subsequent 

analyses. 

 Tables 5.3 and 5.4 contain correlation matrices. Table 5.3 includes correlations 

between all of the global and academic self-esteem indicators; again, all global self-

esteem variables are coded in their original form. Table 5.4 contains correlations between 

all of the racial/ethnic and student centrality indicators. GPA has also been included in 

both tables. Significant correlations are noted in the tables. As we can see in Table 5.3, all 

of the global and academic self-esteem indicators are significantly correlated with GPA 

Additionally, all of the indicators for global self-esteem are significantly correlated, and 

all of the indicators for academic self-esteem are significantly correlated. In table 5.4, we 

see that GPA is again significantly correlated with most of the indicators of student and 

racial/ethnic centrality. The variables measuring student centrality are all significantly 

correlated with one another, and the variables measuring racial/ethnic centrality are all 

significantly correlated as well, indicating at least superficially that these indicators are 

related to each other. The measurement models, however, can provide more information. 
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(Insert Tables 5.3 and 5.4 here.) 

 In Chapter 4, I presented two figures (Figures 4.1 and 4.2) corresponding to the 

full models indicated by Combinatoric Identity Theory. These models were the same for 

all variables except global self-esteem, which was retained as a unitary construct in 

Figure 4.1 (GSE Model), and split into two separate components (self-confidence and 

self-deprecation) in Figure 4.2 (Split GSE Model). Thus, I have two separate 

measurement models corresponding to these two figures. Figure 5.1 provides the 

measurement model for the Split GSE Model. Each latent variable has paths leading to its 

indicators; in essence, the model is determining whether the latent variable has an effect 

on a particular indicator. Since latent variables are not, themselves, directly measurable, it 

is necessary to provide them with a set of measurable units. Amos 16.0 does so by 

calibrating a latent variable to the units of one of its indicator variables, with the specific 

or “reference” indicator chosen randomly. Thus, one indicator for every latent variable 

has a 1 attached to its regression path indicating that its units correspond exactly to the 

units of the latent variable. Error terms attached to each indicator account for the 

measurement error that is an unavoidable part of any study. As in multivariate regression, 

SEM is able to compensate for measurement error; however, unlike regression, it is able 

to decompose the overall error in the model into an error term for each variable. Thus, it 

is possible to model the precise degree of inaccuracy associated with each indicator. 

(Insert Figure 5.1 here.) 

Astute readers may also notice the double-headed paths in the model, which 

represent covariance between the variables in question. The two covariances between 
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good and useless, quality and worth were obtained from modification indices.27 In 

addition to improving the fit of my model, including these covariances made good 

substantive sense. The questions for good and useless read: “At times I think I am no 

good at all,” and “I certainly feel useless at times.” It seems reasonable that both of these 

questions produce similar answers, and would be correlated with one another. Similarly, 

the questions for quality and worth had a similar tone and read: “I feel that I have a 

number of good qualities,” and “I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal 

plane with others.” Thus, I also felt comfortable allowing them to covary. 

 Examination of both GSE and Split GSE measurement models indicate good 

model fit. In both models, the regression paths between all of the latent variables and 

their indicators are highly significant (p<.000), and load on the latent variables in the 

predicted directions. All of the specified covariances are also significant (either at the 

p<.01 or the p<.001 levels). Given the overall pattern of results for the measurement 

models, I feel comfortable using the proposed indicators for my latent variables. 

 After confirming that indicators properly load onto the specified latent variables, 

the next step in confirmatory SEM is to add pathways between the variables of theoretical 

interest. The pathways of interest were identified in Figure 4.1 and 4.2, and discussed in 

Chapter 3. In order to make the estimation process sufficiently tractable for Amos 16.0, I 

was forced to exclude the pathway leading from global self-esteem to academic self-

esteem in the GSE model, and the paths leading from self-confidence and self-

                                                 
27 Modification Indices are a statistical diagnostic tool that enables the researcher to identify small changes 
to an existing model that may substantially improve its fit to data. They are best employed for minor 
tweaking of a model, rather than wholesale changes that could result in over-fitting the model to data. 
 



 114

deprecation to academic self-esteem in the Split GSE model. SEM is an extremely data-

intensive technique, which often requires multiple indicators for each latent variable in 

order to estimate a model. Modeling reciprocal effects is even more data-intensive, and 

typically a model cannot be specified without adding more information. Such information 

is typically provided by specifying at least two additional latent variables: one that only 

affects one of the reciprocal variables, and one that only affects the other. In my models, 

student centrality only affects academic self-esteem; however, I did not have an 

exogenous variable that only affected global self-esteem. Thus, I decided to eliminate the 

pathway leading from global to academic self-esteem. This decision was made after I ran 

analyses including either the pathway from G.S.E. to A.S.E. or A.S.E. to G.S.E.28 In 

those analyses, I determined that, at least in my data, G.S.E. did not have a significant 

effect on A.S.E. Based on this information, I deleted the pathway from G.S.E. to A.S.E. 

The fitted models are provided in Figures 5.2 and 5.3. Note that the five endogenous 

variables (i.e., latent variables that are explained by factors within the model) have a new 

type of error term attached to them. These terms account for the residual error in 

predicting these variables. In other words, these errors reflect the possibility that some 

portion of the variance in the endogenous variables is accounted for by factors not 

included in the model. 

(Insert Figures 5.2 and 5.3 here.) 

                                                 
28 I also ran analyses in which I created an exogenous “family centrality” variable that I set to only affected 
global self-esteem. While this addition allowed me to estimate my models, I was uncomfortable including a 
latent variable not predicted by my theory. 
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 As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, there are three primary models I adjudicate 

between in my analyses: the Conventional Model, the Student Centrality Model, and the 

Combinatoric Identity Model – Singular Identity. For clarity, I will refer to the 

Combinatoric Identity Model – Singular Identity as the C.I.T. Model for the remainder of 

this chapter. The models are nested, starting with the C.I.T. model. Nested within it is the 

student centrality model, and within the student centrality model is nested the 

conventional model. For each analysis, different pathways are either constrained to be 

zero, indicating no relationship among the variables, or allowed to vary freely, creating 

regression estimates. For each group in question, I work my way up from the 

conventional to the C.I.T. models, or from the most constrained (and therefore most 

parsimonious) to the least constrained model. 

 Structural equation modeling not only provides standardized regression 

coefficients, but also estimates of how well a model fits the data. There are many such fit 

statistics reported in an SEM analysis, and no one fit statistic can be viewed as conclusive 

(Byrne 2001). However, certain fit statistics are useful when examining the validity of a 

model by itself, as well as for comparing the fit of several nested models. While I report 

on several fit statistics for each model, the absolute fit of the model to data is not the most 

critical factor in this study. Indeed, while my models are likely to play an important role 

in accounting for student GPA it is unlikely, to say the least, that global and academic 

self esteem will collectively explain more than a fraction of the variance in this outcome. 

Instead, my research is meant to distinguish between several rival theoretical accounts 

and, as a consequence, the most important issue is relative model fit. In line with this 
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objective I focus primarily on the chi-square statistic, which can be easily compared 

across nested models using the likelihood-ratio statistic (see Powers and Xie 2000:69 for 

more), the RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation), the CFI (comparative fit 

statistic), and either the BIC (Bayesian information criteria) or AIC (Akaike information 

criteria). I also report, but do not discuss, the AGFI (adjusted goodness of fit), IFI 

(incremental index of fit), and the TLI (Tucker-Lewis index) for interested readers.  

The RMSEA provides an estimate of how well a model would fit the underlying 

population if it were measured with optimal sample parameter estimates (Browne and 

Cudeck 1993). Unlike some other fit statistics, while the RMSEA does account for 

degrees of freedom, it does not penalize complex models (Byrne 2001; Arbuckle 2007). 

Opinions vary on the acceptable cutoff point for the RMSEA, from .05 to .1. Hu and 

Bentler (1999) propose a range from .06 to .1 as indicating moderate to good model fit, 

and that is the range I use here. 

The CFI compares the hypothesized model to the independence, or maximally 

constrained, model. A cutoff of .95 is suggested for the CFI (Hu and Bentler, 1999). 

The BIC and AIC are tests specifically designed to examine model fit between 

several competing models. To do this, they simultaneously examine the complexity of the 

model as well as its “badness of fit.” Smaller values indicate a better fitting, less 

complicated model, although this does introduce the possibility that the most 

parsimonious model will have the lowest score, even if it is not necessarily best fitting. 

BIC is a more conservative measure in that it favors parsimony more so than the AIC. 

However, the BIC cannot be calculated in a simultaneous analysis, and so I turn to the 
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AIC statistic when evaluating those models. Although Raftery (1995), discusses cutoff 

points for determining relative model fit using BIC, there are no published cutoffs 

appropriate for my case, so I use the BIC and the AIC as gauges, placing more credence 

on smaller scores.  

The AGFI uses the variances and covariances of the sample to determine whether 

the model is better than no model at all. Values can range from 0-1, with values closer to 

1 indicating better fit. 

The IFI and TLI both compare the proposed model to a baseline model, typically 

the independence model. Unlike some of the other statistics reported by AMOS, the IFI 

and TLI address issues of parsimony by including degrees of freedom in the analysis 

(Byrne 2001). 

SEM with Complete Sample of Mexican American and White Students 

 Table 5.3 contains the fit statistics for the conventional, student centrality, and 

C.I.T. GSE models for the entire sample. We can see from the significant change in chi-

square that the student centrality model is better fitting than the conventional model, and 

that the C.I.T. model provides a better fit than the student centrality model. The RMSEA 

and CFI values indicate the same pattern. As the RMSEA becomes smaller (.074), the 

CFI becomes larger (.892); thus, the RMSEA is well below the cutoff of .1, and the CFI 

is approaching the cutoff of .9. The BIC indicates that the student centrality model fits the 

data better than the conventional model. However, the C.I.T. model fits the data only 

weakly better than the student centrality model using the BIC statistic. Thus, with the 

whole sample, the conventional model is clearly not an adequate fit to the data, and the 
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C.I.T. model is provisionally the best fit, based on the significant change in chi-square, 

and the slightly lower value of the BIC statistic. 

(Insert Table 5.5 here.) 

 Standardized regression coefficients for the whole sample GSE models are 

presented in Table 5.6. Amos 16.0 reports both unstandardized and standardized 

regression coefficients. I prefer the standardized coefficients because they are easier to 

interpret than unstandardized coefficients; in effect, standardized coefficients are the 

same coefficients translated into common units. Unfortunately, Amos 16.0 does not 

report p-values with standardized coefficients due to the programming difficulty this 

would entail (Arbuckle 2007:35). However, because standardizing a coefficient has no 

impact on the relationships between the variables, I report standardized coefficients with 

the unstandardized p-values. Again, although the aim of this research is to determine the 

best model fit, as delineated in Chapter 3, I expect particular relationships to exist among 

the variables. Using the reported p-values in the regression results allows me to verify 

these relationships. 

Table 5.6, and subsequent tables of regression coefficients, are split into two 

parts. The top half includes pathways between the latent variables, given their substantive 

importance. The variable to the left of the arrow specifies the relevant dependent 

variable, and the variable to the right of the arrow specifies the relevant independent 

variable. For example, in Table 5.6, we can see that global self-esteem affects GPA and 

that academic self-esteem affects GPA. Coefficients for the indicator variables are 

included in the bottom half of each table; again, indicators of a latent variable are located 
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on the left-hand side of the arrow, and the variable to the right of the arrow is the relevant 

latent variable.29 To facilitate interpretation, I have recoded id student, id race/ethnicity, 

and id racial/ethnic-student to increase as the rank and aspiration variables increase. 

 (Insert Table 5.6 here.) 

 In the bottom half of Table 5.6 we can see that all of the indicators of the latent 

variables are highly significant and load onto their latent variables positively. This is to 

be expected, and confirms that the measurements of the latent variables are sound. 

Turning to the structural coefficients, we see that global self-esteem (G.S.E.) is not 

significantly related to GPA, and thus does not support my prediction that global self-

esteem would positively affect GPA However, I am only somewhat surprised by this 

result, as, while it was expected that G.S.E. would positively affect GPA, it was not 

hypothesized to have a strong effect. Academic self-esteem, on the other hand, has the 

predicted significant effect on GPA in all three models. Additionally, it has a highly 

significant effect on G.S.E., which replicates what Rosenberg et al. (1995) discovered. 

 Student centrality positively affects academic self-esteem. However, it appears 

that the true impact of academic self-esteem on global self-esteem is being obscured. 

Namely, in the student centrality model, the coefficient for the pathway between 

academic self-esteem and global self-esteem .553, and the coefficient between student 

centrality and academic self-esteem is .611. When we add racial/ethnic centrality to the 

model, the relationship between academic and global self-esteem increases to .583, and 

the relationship between student centrality and academic self-esteem decreases to .598. 

                                                 
29 From this point on, I will only rarely refer to the indicator variables, since they were found to fit the 
latent variables when analyzed in the measurement model. 
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Finally, racial/ethnic centrality has contradictory effects. Racial/ethnic centrality has a 

positive direct effect on global self-esteem (.157). However, this direct positive effect is 

offset somewhat because racial/ethnic centrality negatively affects student centrality    

(-.228). Such reductions in student centrality then lead to slight reduction in academic 

and global self-esteem. By failing to include racial/ethnic centrality in the student 

centrality model, the contribution of racial/ethnic centrality to global self-esteem (.157) is 

absorbed by the relationship between student centrality and academic self-esteem, and the 

relationship between academic self-esteem and global self-esteem. Once we factor in 

racial/ethnic centrality, the relationship between A.S.E. and G.S.E. increases from .553 to 

.583, which is larger than any other change in coefficients between any models. 

 Racial/ethnic centrality does have a negative effect on student centrality, 

confirming my hypothesis. However, I wanted to be sure that this was not an artifact in 

the data caused by measurement issues. The measures of racial/ethnic and student 

centrality are in part based on respondents’ rankings of those identities. While it is 

possible that a higher score on one identity necessitates a lower score on others, this 

effect is only pronounced at the maximal and minimal extremes of the rank variables. It is 

therefore fully possible that two or more identities could have the same rank, and more 

importantly, a higher rank for one identity does not necessarily force all other identities to 

be lower. It is clear in Table 5.2 that white students rank the student identity significantly 

higher than do Mexican Americans, and that Mexican Americans rank racial/ethnic 

identities significantly higher than do whites. Thus, it is conceivable, but not certain, that 

we would observe a negative relationship between these two latent variables when 
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examining the sample as a whole, although differences between whites and Mexican 

Americans cannot be judged with certainty without simultaneous analyses.  

Additionally, it seems plausible that high achieving students are more sensitive 

and/or aware of the significance of race/ethnicity in our country. Thus, they may be more 

inclined to rank race/ethnicity lower regardless of their rank for student identity, which 

would also tend to produce the results found above.30 To test both the measurement and 

“achiever” issues, I created a new variable in Stata to represent the two groups of extreme 

achievers (those one standard deviation above the mean for GPA, and those one standard 

deviation below the mean for GPA). I then created two scale variables that added the four 

indicator variables for racial/ethnic and three for student centrality: I named these 

racerank and studentrank. Additionally, I created two more scale variables that only add 

the non-rank indicators for racial/ethnic and student centrality (raceid and studentid); this 

allowed me to sidestep the measurement issue described above.  I then ran t-tests to 

examine whether the values high and low extreme achievers gave to racial/ethnic and 

student centrality differed significantly. The scores for studentid and studentrank were 

unsurprising: high achieving students are significantly more likely to have central student 

identities using both student identity measures (p<.001). Similarly, the scores on racerank 

and raceid for the low and high achievers were also significantly different; low achievers 

had significantly higher racial/ethnic centrality than high achieving students using both 

                                                 
30 Of course, it is also possible that high achieving students are also more aware of the material importance 
of race in our society. However, an awareness of the importance of race generally does not necessarily 
translate to an increase in the subjective importance of race. 
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racial/ethnic identity measures (p<.01).31 These results suggest that racial/ethnic identity 

and student identity may inhabit a similar social space in the minds of these adolescents, 

allowing one to be a student, or a member of a particular racial/ethnic group, but typically 

not both at the same time. This explains the negative, yet significant, relationship 

between the two latent constructs in the SEM models, and also supports my original 

contention that high racial/ethnic centrality should negatively affect student centrality. 

Lastly, racial/ethnic centrality has a significant, positive effect on global self-

esteem, but not academic self-esteem. While I predicted the effect from racial/ethnic 

centrality to global self-esteem, I also predicted that racial/ethnic centrality would 

positively affect academic self-esteem. Both of these predictions were based on the 

assertions of Combinatoric Identity Theory, as well as previous findings showing that 

Mexican Americans sometimes have higher values on both than whites, although this has 

not been born out in the current data. However, those studies tend to include 

race/ethnicity as a nominal characteristic (or a “dummy” variable in regression terms). I 

included the importance of race/ethnicity to a respondent, which, to my knowledge, has 

not been examined before. This leads me to the tentative conclusion that racial/ethnic 

centrality may provide us with more information than race/ethnicity alone. In other 

words, Mexican Americans may often have higher academic self-esteem than whites, but 

something other than the subjective importance of race/ethnicity is likely driving such 

results. I discuss these ideas in greater detail below. 

                                                 
31 While not as appropriate in this case as t-tests, interested readers can find the relevant correlations in 
Table 5.4. 
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 In comparison to the GSE Models for the whole sample, Tables 5.7 and 5.8 

present the fit statistics and standardized regression coefficients for the Split GSE Models 

using the whole sample. The fit statistics mirror those for the GSE Models, and favor the 

C.I.T. model. However, the regression coefficients reveal some interesting new patterns. 

(Insert Tables 5.7 and 5.8 here.) 

 In the GSE models, global self-esteem as a unitary measure did not significantly 

affect GPA. However, when we cleave G.S.E. into its component parts (self-deprecation 

and self-confidence) in the Split GPA models, relationships between these components 

and GPA appear.32 Self-deprecation has a significant negative effect on GPA in the 

student centrality and C.I.T. models, while self-confidence has a significant negative  

effect on GPA in all three models. Although not made explicit previously, if global self-

esteem as a unitary concept has a positive effect on GPA, self-deprecation should have a 

negative effect, and self-confidence should have a positive effect. Thus, the finding that 

self-confidence lowers GPA is unexpected. However, this result does suggest that if you 

already feel confident about your abilities, there may be less incentive to perform highly. 

Ironically, this further suggests that efforts to boost student confidence may have the 

unexpected result of reducing their motivation to perform. On the other hand, the 

negative effect of self-deprecation on GPA is predicted by theory, and makes intuitive 

sense; if one feels badly about themselves, they are not as likely to achieve at high levels. 

It thus appears that maximizing performance may require that we help students feel good 

about themselves, but not too good. The significant coefficients for self-deprecation and 

                                                 
32 As a reminder, the indicators of self-deprecation are not reverse coded for these analyses. 
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self-confidence are further support for the claim that global self-esteem is composed of 

two separate, but interrelated, phenomena (Owens and King 2001; Rosenberg et al. 

1995). 

 Academic self-esteem has the expected positive effects on GPA and self-

confidence and has a negative effect on self-deprecation, supporting my predictions. The 

relationship between A.S.E. and GPA is the strongest in the model; this finding lends 

further support to the claim that to increase academic achievement we should be focusing 

on making students feel good about their performance at school, rather than good about 

themselves in general. High academic self-esteem also promotes self-confidence, and has 

a suppressing effect on self-deprecation. 

Additionally, in the student centrality model it again appears that the effect of 

racial/ethnic centrality is absorbed by the relationships between student centrality and 

A.S.E. and the global self-esteem variables and A.S.E. Indeed, when racial/ethnic 

centrality is added to the C.I.T. model, the effects of A.S.E. on self-deprecation and self-

worth increase by a substantial margin over the other structural coefficients. This leads us 

to the conclusion that without including racial/ethnic centrality in our models, we cannot 

fully understand the relationships among the other variables. 

Lastly, while racial/ethnic centrality positively affects self-confidence, it 

negatively affects self-deprecation. This indicates that high levels of racial/ethnic 

centrality increase individual’s feelings of self-worth, while simultaneously decreasing 

their tendency to put themselves down. This supports the hypothesis that global self-
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esteem is positively influenced by racial/ethnic centrality. However, again, racial/ethnic 

centrality does not significantly affect academic self-esteem, contrary to predictions. 

In conclusion, for the entire sample the C.I.T. model fits best both when using the 

GSE and Split GSE Models, as hypothesized. Global self-esteem in the GSE Model does 

not have a significant effect on GPA, contrary to theory. In the Split GSE Model, self-

confidence has a negative significant effect on GPA, also contradicting theory. Lastly, 

racial/ethnic centrality does not significantly affect academic self-esteem, which was not 

expected. However, all of the other predictions held in both models: self-deprecation 

negatively affects GPA; academic self-esteem has a positive effect on GPA; academic 

self-esteem has a positive effect on global self-esteem alone, and the predicted effects on 

the two measures of global self-esteem, self-deprecation and self-confidence; student 

centrality boosts academic self-esteem; and lastly, racial/ethnic centrality positively 

affects measures of global self-esteem, but negatively affects student centrality. 

 Given the significant effects of self-deprecation and self-confidence on GPA in 

the Split GSE Models, and the insignificant effects of global self-esteem in the GSE 

Models, the Split GSE Model is preferred. Therefore, the remaining analyses are 

performed using the Split GSE Models.  

SEM with White Students 

 In addition to performing analyses with the entire sample, I also performed 

separate analyses for the white and Mexican American sub-samples. This section presents 

the results of the analyses on the white sub-sample. 
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 As with the entire sample, the best fitting model for the white sub-sample is the 

C.I.T. model. This, again, was predicted in Chapter 3. The fit statistics for the white 

students are presented in Table 5.9. As we can see, the RMSEA statistic improves from 

.096 in the conventional model to .089 in the C.I.T. model, and is well within the cutoff 

proposed by Hu and Bentler (1999). The CFI statistic, while increasing from the 

conventional to the C.I.T. model, never reaches the preferred cutoff point of .9, although 

it comes close in the C.I.T. model (CFI=.853). Again, however, the goal of this research 

is to assess relative model fit, rather than the fit of the model as a whole. Turning to the 

chi-square and BIC statistics provide information more relevant to this discussion. 

Results of likelihood ratio tests indicate that the chi-square value for the student centrality 

model is significantly better than that of the conventional model. Similarly, the chi-square 

value for the C.I.T. model is significantly better than that of the student centrality model. 

The BIC statistic provides contrary results. While the conventional model is clearly the 

poorest-fitting (BIC=785.9), the student centrality model (BIC=750.4) and C.I.T. models 

(BIC=751.1) have very similar values. With a measure like the BIC, which is slightly 

more conservative, the fit between the student and C.I.T. models is equal. The chi-square, 

on the other hand, is slightly less conservative but becomes unreliable only when the 

number of observations in the dataset becomes large. Given that my sample is not 

excessively large, however, and that the likelihood-ratio statistic also considers 

parsimony when judging among models, I consider the pattern of results to be on the 



 127

whole supportive of the C.I.T. model, and thus consistent with the results reported for the 

entire sample.33  

 (Insert Table 5.9 here.) 

 In Table 5.10, we see that the negative relationship observed in the entire sample 

between self-deprecation and GPA disappears for the white sub-sample. However, self-

confidence is still negatively related to GPA, and academic self-esteem is positively 

related to GPA in all three models. Academic self-esteem is also a strong, positive 

predictor of self-confidence and reduces self-deprecation in both the student centrality 

and C.I.T. models, although the parameters become stronger in the C.I.T. model. 

Interestingly, the effect of A.S.E. on GPA decreases over the three models, indicating that 

A.S.E. absorbs the effects of both student and racial/ethnic centrality in the conventional 

and student centrality models, respectively. Thus, including psychological centrality in 

our models gives us more information than solely including academic self-esteem. 

(Insert Table 5.10 here.) 

 As in the whole sample models, racial/ethnic centrality continues to have a 

negative effect on student centrality for the white students. When I repeated the Stata 

analyses testing whether high and low achievers have significantly different racial/ethnic 

identity and student identity scores with the white sample alone, the racial/ethnic identity 

scores were not significantly different using either measure; however, the means did 

appear in the expected direction, with high achievers having lower racial/ethnic identities 

                                                 
33 It should also be noted that given my relatively small sample size, the influence of the prior distribution 
on BIC is relatively large. Thus, in this case, BIC is slightly less reliable than is the norm while the chi-
square is slightly more. 
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than the low achievers. On the other hand, for both student identity variables, the t-tests 

indicated that high achievers have significantly higher student centrality than low 

achieving students (p<.001). As I argued in Chapter 3, diversity education is likely 

facilitating this effect. If high achieving white students are more aware of 

multiculturalism, which is quite likely, and thus under-report the extent to which their 

whiteness is important to them, while reporting high student centrality, their results alone 

might generate the negative relationship between racial/ethnic and student centrality. In 

other words, even if whiteness is unimportant to the majority of low and average 

achieving students, the significantly stronger effect of student centrality for the high 

achievers may be driving this result.  

 Racial/ethnic identity has a positive effect on both global self-esteem measures. 

Past findings indicate that white adolescents have lower levels of global self-esteem than 

their African American, and at times, Mexican American, counterparts. However, those 

studies have included race/ethnicity as a dummy variable. This is unfortunately 

equivalent to asserting that those of different races are simply different without indicating 

why. Breaking with this practice, I reasoned that we should examine how important race 

is in the lives of adolescents (i.e., its centrality), rather than leaving race/ethnicity as a 

black box in our models. Thus, it is interesting to note that racial/ethnic centrality has 

positive effects on both self-deprecation and self-confidence; as race becomes more 

central to white adolescents, they feel more confident, and are less likely to feel self-

deprecatory towards themselves. This is a new, and illuminating, outcome of this 

research. 
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SEM with Mexican American Students 

 Contrary to my predictions that the C.I.T. model would provide the best fit for all 

students, and the finding that it was the best fitting model for the white sub-sample, the 

best fitting model for the Mexican American sub-sample is the student centrality model. 

Unfortunately, this may be an artifact of the data. The C.I.T. model was unidentified 

when run with all parameters unconstrained. I believe this is due to the small sample size 

for Mexican Americans (n=71). Supporting my contention, it was necessary for me to 

constrain the effect from racial/ethnic centrality to student centrality to be zero; 

constraining other variables in the model did not alleviate the identification problem. 

However, in the simultaneous analyses below, this coefficient is unconstrained, allowing 

for the examination of its coefficient for Mexican Americans. For now, my reports should 

be interpreted with caution, and discussion of the Mexican American sub-sample is 

correspondingly brief. 

Table 5.11 presents the fit statistics for the Mexican American models. The chi-

square and the BIC statistic for the student centrality model indicate best fit for the 

student centrality model. Additionally, the RMSEA is smallest for the student centrality 

model (.112), and CFI (.72) is largest. However, it should be noted that compared to the 

fit statistics for the white students, the fit statistics for the Mexican Americans indicate a 

lack of model fit. The RMSEA is above the cutoff of .1, and the CFI is well below the 

preferred cutoff of .9. This may be due to the small sample size of Mexican Americans in 

comparison to whites (n=71 vs. n=208), but it may also indicate that another theoretical 

model accounting for the relationships between the Mexican American variables would 
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provide a better fit to data; both of these accounts will be explored in greater depth 

below. 

(Insert Table 5.11 here.) 

 In Table 5.12, we see that the indicator variables regress significantly on the latent 

variables, indicating that the measurement model is the same for both the Mexican 

American and white samples. The structural coefficients, however, are very different for 

the Mexican American models. First, the relationships between self-deprecation, self-

confidence, and GPA are all insignificant, contrary to predictions, and contrary to the 

results for the entire sample. However, the relationships between academic self-esteem, 

GPA, self-confidence, and self-deprecation are all positive and significant (with one-

tailed tests), which is consistent with predictions and similar to the pattern shown in 

previous analyses. Similarly, student centrality has a positive effect on academic self-

esteem. 

(Insert Table 5.12 here.) 

 Perhaps the most interesting result, especially given previous research, is the lack 

of significance between racial/ethnic centrality and all three self-esteem measures. We 

would expect racial/ethnic centrality to positively affect at least self-deprecation and self-

confidence for the Mexican American students. Previous research has found that Mexican 

Americans typically have comparable, or slightly higher, global self-esteem than whites. 

In Table 5.1, we saw that there are no significant differences in global or academic self-

esteem between white and Mexican American students. Yet, there is a significant 

relationship between racial/ethnic centrality and measures of global self-esteem for the 
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white students, but not for Mexican Americans. This suggests that perhaps something 

other than race/ethnicity is driving global self-esteem for this population. It seems likely 

that family may play a more central role in determining global self-esteem for the 

Mexican American children, but that is a hypothesis that will have to be addressed in 

later research.34 Alternatively, this lack of significance may be a consequence of an 

anomalous sample of Mexican American students. 

 In sum, the Mexican American models indicate that the patterns among the latent 

variables of interest do not operate in the same manner for Mexican American and white 

adolescents. Additionally, it suggests that the relationships in the entire sample are 

possibly being driven primarily by the white students, given the discrepancy in sample 

size between the whites and Mexican Americans. To evaluate this possibility, the next 

section presents results of a series of simultaneous SEM models that allow me to test the 

hypothesis that the Mexican American relationships differ significantly from the white 

relationships. 

 SEM – Simultaneous Models with Mexican American and White Students 

 While examining the Mexican American and white sub-samples was a useful first 

step, it did not allow us to make statistically sound comparisons between them. In 

contrast, simultaneous modeling in SEM allows the researcher to determine whether a 

particular model obtains a significantly different fit between groups. This technique relies 

on either allowing the coefficients between groups to vary (i.e., unconstraining them), or 

setting the coefficients between groups to be invariant (i.e., constraining them). Thus, we 

                                                 
34 Indeed, if ethnicity is considered an integral part of a family identity for Mexican Americans, rather than 
a singular identity, we might not observe an independent relationship between ethnicity and self-esteem. 
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can compare whether the overall model fits better when the groups are constrained to be 

the same, indicating no variation among groups, or unconstrained, thus indicating that the 

model fits the groups differently.  

 For my purposes, I allowed all of the indicators for Mexican American and white 

students to vary, regardless of whether I constrained or unconstrained the pathways 

between the latent variables. Constraining all indicators to have exactly the same 

regression weights for Mexican Americans and whites would have been overly 

restrictive, both because my descriptive statistics indicated that there are indeed 

significant differences in some of the indicator variables and because of the differences in 

sample size. Thus, constraints refer only to the structural coefficients (as seen in the 

regression tables) between the latent variables in the models. For example, in the 

unconstrained conventional model, the regression paths between student centrality and 

A.S.E., racial/ethnic centrality and self-deprecation, racial/ethnic centrality and self-

confidence, racial/ethnic centrality and A.S.E., and racial/ethnic centrality and student 

centrality are constrained to 0, thus defining the conventional model. Unconstraining 

some of these paths allows me to specify the student centrality and C.I.T. models in turn. 

Additionally, the pathways between self-deprecation and GPA, self-confidence and GPA, 

A.S.E. and GPA, A.S.E. and self-deprecation, and A.S.E. and self-confidence are all 

constrained to be the same across Mexican American and white students. The 

unconstrained models do not have any constraints imposed on either the indicator or 

structural coefficients other than those necessary to produce the model being tested. 
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Although I hypothesized that the C.I.T. model will best fit the data for all 

students, it is obviously necessary to test this prediction. As previously discussed, the 

C.I.T. model may provide the best fit to data for whites and Mexican Americans, but for 

different reasons. Namely, racial/ethnic centrality may have a real, negative effect on 

student centrality for the Mexican Americans. For the whites, the relationship may also 

appear to be negative, but be driven by measurement issues, rather than a strong 

racial/ethnic centrality. Additionally, understanding how the relationships among the 

variables of interest vary/don’t vary by racial/ethnic group has potential policy 

implications. 

Table 5.13 presents fit statistics for the unconstrained and constrained 

conventional, student centrality, and C.I.T. models. There are two types of significance 

tests that are relevant here. First, as with the whole sample, white sub-sample, and 

Mexican American sub-sample, we can examine the fit between the conventional, student 

centrality, and C.I.T. models. Examining the unconstrained models, we can see that the 

chi-square for the student centrality model is significantly lower than for the conventional 

model. Similarly, the chi-square for the C.I.T. model is significantly lower than for the 

student centrality model. The same pattern is observed in the constrained models. The 

AIC statistic also decreases from the conventional to the C.I.T. models, both when the 

models are constrained, and when they are unconstrained. 

Second, we can compare the constrained and unconstrained versions of each 

model, to see which provides the best model fit; in other words, we can use the 

constrained and unconstrained versions of each model to adjudicate whether our groups 
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are the same or not. When I conducted likelihood ratio tests between the unconstrained 

and constrained models, there were no significant differences. Additionally, we can see 

that the AIC statistic decreases for each model: the unconstrained conventional model has 

an AIC value of 1078, in comparison to the constrained AIC value of 1073.1; the 

unconstrained student centrality model has an AIC value of 1026.9, in comparison to the 

constrained AIC value of 1018; and the unconstrained C.I.T. model has an AIC value of 

1018.7, in comparison to the constrained AIC value of 1009. This forces us to conclude 

that constraining the structural pathways in the models to be the same for Mexican 

Americans and whites, while simultaneously allowing the indicator variables to vary, 

provides the best fit to the data. RMSEA and CFI remain constant, or decline very 

slightly, from the unconstrained to the constrained model.  

(Insert Table 5.13 here.) 

Thus, the same relationships hold for both Mexican Americans and whites. Tables 

5.14-5.16 present the constrained and unconstrained coefficients by group for each model 

type: the conventional, student centrality, and then C.I.T. models. By constraining the 

Mexican Americans to be the same as the white students, the insignificant effects in the 

Mexican American models, predictably, become significant in the same directions as the 

white data. The argument could be made that because the sample size of Mexican 

Americans is so small, we did not have enough variation in the data to pick up significant 

effects when testing the group alone. This is plausible given the complexity of the model 

and the admittedly small sample of Mexican Americans. A similarly plausible case could 

be made that given the small Mexican American sample, the white sample is 
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overwhelming the significantly different effects in the models between the two groups, 

and the unconstrained models give us a better understanding of the data. There is support 

for this position in the significant model fit statistics themselves. Both the chi-square and 

AIC tend to prefer the most parsimonious models, which would be the constrained 

models in this case; with insufficient data, we might falsely conclude that the constrained 

model is the correct model when the groups do, in fact, vary. Finally, there is the 

possibility that Mexican Americans do not actually differ from whites. This will be 

discussed at greater length below. 

(Insert Tables 5.14-5.16 here.) 

The unpleasant fact remains that there is simply too little data on the Mexican 

Americans. Given this, I have chosen to adopt the conservative approach and prefer the 

constrained models. This allows us a new glimpse into the variation among the Mexican 

American and white students. Examining Table 5.14, we see that self-deprecation has a 

significant, and negative, effect on GPA using a one-tailed test of significance. Thus, 

putting oneself down decreases achievement. However, self-confidence has a strongly 

negative effect on GPA, indicating once again that those who already feel good about 

themselves may not have the drive to perform highly. Again, this is a very interesting 

finding in light of school programs that attempt to increase global self-esteem in order to 

enhance academic achievement. It may be that these programs are doing more harm than 

good. In effect, they may encourage students to feel great about themselves without 

having to perform a task well to begin with, and thereby depress students’ desire to 

perform even more. 
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Predictably, academic self-esteem has a significant effect on GPA; thus, as one 

feels better about themselves academically, they are more likely to achieve at higher 

levels. Academic self-esteem also has a significant positive effect on self-confidence and 

significant negative effect on self-deprecation. Feeling good about your abilities as a 

student leads to feeling good about yourself in general and, similarly, feeling good about 

your abilities as a student leads to fewer doubts about yourself. It is important to note that 

the standardized coefficients leading from A.S.E. to GPA, self-deprecation, and self-

confidence are all much stronger for the whites than the Mexican Americans. This 

suggests that self-esteem processes may be different for the two groups, as the 

unconstrained models hint. However, future research will have to be done with a larger 

sample of Mexican Americans to test this proposition. 

A highly central student identity does appear to lead to higher academic self-

esteem. As mentioned previously, this lends support to the claim that psychological 

centrality should be included in studies of self-esteem. Without understanding what is 

important to individuals, knowing that they have high or low self-esteem is essentially 

useless. Thus, some groups may have low self-esteem in certain arenas not because there 

is something inherently wrong with their group, but because the identity related to that 

type of self-esteem is simply a low priority for them.  

Racial/ethnic centrality has positive effects on self-confidence for both groups, 

but has no effect on self-deprecation. This is a surprising result, and contradicts 

predictions. It seems reasonable that race/ethnicity would feed good self-feelings, while 

simultaneously quelling bad self-feelings. However, this is not the case. The importance 
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of race/ethnicity only matters to feeling good, and appears irrelevant to having negative 

feelings about oneself. There are, unfortunately, no obvious answers to this seeming-

paradox. It could be, as Owens (1994) found, that different facets of self-evaluation affect 

members of racial/ethnic groups in various ways. However, to see no effect is surprising, 

and warrants further investigation. 

Perhaps the most interesting findings in these data are the effects of racial/ethnic 

centrality on student centrality. First, when we constrain the two groups to be the same, 

the relationship between racial/ethnic centrality and student centrality is significant and 

negative for both groups, although slightly larger for the Mexican Americans. This result 

supports my original contention that racial/ethnic centrality should exert a negative effect 

on student centrality for the Mexican Americans. However, the same effect appears to 

hold for the white students. Again, I believe that this is not so much because whites feel 

very strongly about themselves as white, but rather that the high achieving students have 

disproportionately high student centrality compared to their counterparts.  

Lastly, as with the previous analyses, racial/ethnic centrality has no significant 

direct effect on academic self-esteem. However, it does have an indirect, negative effect 

on A.S.E. through student centrality. Given previous research showing racial/ethnic 

differences in academic self-esteem, my results suggest that we need to spend more time 

understanding just how race/ethnicity affects A.S.E., rather than simply assuming that it 

does. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 Past research has indicated that global and academic self-esteem are positively 

correlated with academic achievement. However, while this pattern of relationships holds 

for all adolescents, high global and academic self-esteem tend to produce greater 

academic rewards for white students, in comparison to their African American and 

Mexican American counterparts. The goal of this research was to account for this 

disparate effect. I proposed a new theoretical framework, Combinatoric Identity Theory 

(CIT), which incorporated symbolic interactionist principles of self and identity, and then 

tested it with data I collected. This final chapter will summarize the pertinent findings 

and limitations of my research, discuss my findings in light of extant self-esteem 

research, examine the merits of CIT for the study of self-esteem and behavior generally, 

and consider the merits of CIT for understanding the self-esteem/achievement paradox in 

particular. During each of these discussions, I will propose directions for future research 

and, discuss some of the policy implications.  

Summary and Limitations 

There are several important conclusions to draw from this effort. I will summarize 

my results here, with a focus on the simultaneous SEM models, since they allow me to 

make the most sound comparisons between whites and Mexican Americans. 

As predicted in Chapter 3, the C.I.T. model provided the best fit to the data in all 

analyses, except for the Mexican American sub-sample. This peculiar lack of fit, 

however, must be considered suspect for reasons discussed below. For the most part, the 

pathways anticipated by the model were also supported. Measures of global self-esteem 
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have a small, but significant effect on GPA; both self-confidence and self-deprecation 

appear to decrease GPA The negative relationship between self-deprecation and GPA 

was as predicted, while the similarly negative relationship between self-confidence and 

GPA was unexpected, and will be discussed more extensively below. These effects 

suggest that failing to include measures of both may have the unfortunate effect of 

canceling each other out. Put differently, an undifferentiated measure of global self-

esteem that does not distinguish between self-confidence and self-deprecation may have 

an unpredictable, or null, effect on GPA As Owens and King (2001) argue, self-

deprecation and self-confidence are different aspects of global self-esteem that should be 

studied in their own right. My results support this claim.  

Academic self-esteem, as expected, also has a significant effect on GPA 

Additionally, the effect of academic self-esteem on GPA is much stronger than the effect 

of the global self-esteem indicators. This is further support for the contention that self-

esteem tied to a specific domain is more likely to affect behavior in that domain than does 

a global sense of self-worth. For example, in middle school, as is the case for many 

young girls, I suffered from low global self-esteem. However, I did feel good about my 

ability to play the piano. Going into recitals, my low global self-esteem did not hamper 

my performance, because I had confidence in myself as a pianist. Therefore, we should 

expect higher performance when individuals think and feel positively about themselves in 

the pertinent domain.  

Also relevant to this discussion is the predicted positive relationship between 

student centrality and academic self-esteem. As I argued in Chapter 3, unless a domain is 
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important to the individual, obtaining reflected appraisals, social comparisons, and 

making self-attributions within that domain will not have much effect on self-esteem. In 

other words, psychological centrality is the fulcrum upon which the other three self-

esteem processes leverage our sense of self-worth. While I was not able to directly test 

the interaction of student centrality and academic self-esteem on GPA, the positive 

relationship between student centrality and academic self-esteem indirectly reinforces 

this contention. It should come as no surprise that an identity that is highly valued would 

spur achievement, or, failing that, a devaluing of the identity. Thus, while C.I.T. 

explicitly argues an interaction, in naturalistic settings we should observe highly central 

identities with poor identity performance quite infrequently. Notably, modeling 

psychological centrality as I have also suggests an interesting way to increase GPA We 

know that increasing global self-esteem has little effect on GPA. However, student 

centrality positively affects academic self-esteem, and academic self-esteem has a strong 

effect on GPA. Instead of targeting global self-esteem, it might be wiser to target student 

centrality. If educators can find ways to increase the importance of being a student in 

children’s lives, this should have an indirect effect on GPA through academic self-

esteem. However, this approach may be especially difficult given research indicating an 

“oppositional culture” to schooling for particular minority groups, leading many 

educators to surely respond, “Easier said than done.” 

In contrast to student centrality, racial/ethnic centrality has no effect on academic 

self-esteem. This was unexpected, given previous findings that race/ethnicity affects 

academic self-esteem. However, as I discussed in Chapter 5, racial/ethnic centrality is not 
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the same thing as race/ethnicity as a categorical variable. These results suggest that it is 

not the subjective importance of one’s racial/ethnic identity that produces the positive 

effects but, rather, something else that accompanies race. Further research will obviously 

be required to identify this elusive factor. 

Racial/ethnic centrality does have a significant effect on self-confidence, 

supporting predictions, but no effect on self-deprecation, contrary to predictions. Future 

research needs to further explore the possibility that these measures of global self-esteem 

act in significantly different ways. Despite the fact that whites and Mexican Americans in 

this study appear to be influenced identically by these two processes, further research is 

needed to confirm that this is, indeed, the case. 

Lastly, racial/ethnic centrality has a negative effect on student centrality. This 

means that as race/ethnicity becomes more important in the lives of these adolescents, 

being a student becomes less important. Although this result supports my predictions, I 

believe different mechanisms are driving it for whites and Mexican Americans. For 

Mexican Americans, the literature and data support a straight-forward interpretation: a 

strong Mexican American racial/ethnic identity is incompatible with a strong student 

identity. For whites, social desirability and curriculum factors are probably playing a 

large role in the finding, and we should not read too much into their responses without 

further data.  

The primary limitation of this research is the size of the Mexican American 

sample, combined with the data-intensive SEM method. There was simply not enough 

information in my Mexican American sub-sample to produce an identifiable C.I.T. model 
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without imposing additional constraints. Although the constrained simultaneous models 

provide the best fit to the data, it is unclear whether this would have happened given a 

sufficiently large Mexican American sample. Put another way, it is difficult to be certain 

that the signal from the Mexican American respondents was not being lost in the white 

noise. 

The second limitation concerns measurement. Although it was predicted by 

theory, the truth is that we do not know for certain what is driving the negative 

relationship between racial/ethnic centrality and student centrality for the white students. 

Future research needs to assess the bias students have towards reporting their real 

feelings about race/ethnicity, and include that bias as a mediating variable. I have argued 

that the negative relationship is due solely to measurement issues and political 

correctness, and we should not be quick to discount this possibility, but the results may 

not be an artifact. This is especially possible in light of the positive effect of racial/ethnic 

centrality on self-confidence for both white and Mexican American students. Future 

research employing better methods for testing racial/ethnic centrality in whites will have 

to be conducted in order to tease out these effects. Alternatively, studies focusing directly 

on this measurement issues would be very welcome. 

Studies of Race/Ethnicity, Self-Esteem, and Identity 

These results suggest two important conclusions in the study of identity and self-

esteem. First, it appears that the centrality of race/ethnicity in all adolescents’ lives is a 

significant predictor of self-confidence. Previous studies have examined the effect of 

race/ethnicity on global self-esteem as a nominal characteristic. However, examining 
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race/ethnicity as a facet of individuals’ lives that they actively believe to be important 

gives us more information than the nominal characteristic alone. It is also interesting that 

racial/ethnic centrality has no effect on academic self-esteem for white students, given 

that they have higher academic achievement than Mexican American students. Instead, 

race/ethnicity in my sample affects groups similarly, which brings us to the second 

important conclusion. 

White adolescents do appear to have a racial/ethnic identity, and that identity 

affects both their global self-esteem and their student centrality. It appears that white 

students may not be explicitly aware of their race on a daily basis, but that it still 

influences both how they think about themselves and how they feel about themselves. 

This result is in contrast to a great deal of research that equates a lack of awareness of 

race in white individuals to a lack of importance and, equally, a lack of effect. Instead, 

this research indicates strongly that while whites may not be conscious of their race in the 

same way that Mexican Americans are, they nevertheless respond to it. Such a finding is 

critically important for understanding issues such as occupational achievement and 

residential segregation. 

 Importantly, the effects for whites are not significantly different from Mexican 

Americans. This study thus lends emphasis to studies that show Mexican Americans have 

either higher or similar global and academic self-esteem to whites; at least here, they are 

not significantly different from their white counterparts. It remains to be seen, however, 

whether Mexican Americans are significantly different from their African American 

counterparts, and whether these processes work the same for all three groups. Given that 
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most of the reports for differences in global and academic self-esteem use data that is 

several decades old, it seems plausible that the effects of self-esteem on academic 

achievement for all three groups may have converged. This is especially compelling, 

given the push in school districts over the past twenty years to increase the global self-

esteem of students, which might drive higher self-esteem to the same degree in all 

students, regardless of race/ethnicity. Future research will need to obtain larger samples 

of both Mexican and African Americans to further adjudicate these relationships. 

Merits of C.I.T. for Studying Self-Esteem, Behavior, and Identity 

 I proposed Combinatoric Identity Theory as a general theory of the relationships 

between global self-esteem, specific domains of self-esteem, behavior related to the 

domain of interest, and various types of psychological centrality. This dissertation has 

applied the postulates of the theory to the specific case of the self-esteem/achievement 

paradox among white and Mexican American students, and found the data support most 

of the predictions of the theory. That is impressive, given the limited nature of the data, 

and suggests that developing a general theory of self-esteem, identity, and behavior is a 

potentially fruitful endeavor. 

 While Combinatoric Identity Theory is a step in the right direction, a more formal 

theoretical treatment still awaits the attention of self-esteem researchers. My findings 

reinforce my contention that the relationship between self-esteem and achievement is 

more complex than previously thought. Work must account for the identities that are 

most central in individuals’ lives, as well as domain-specific types of self-esteem. Not 

only does psychological centrality affect global and academic self-esteem differently, 
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depending on the type of identity in question, but specific types of self-esteem appear to 

have a larger effect on behavior than does global self-esteem. Additionally, specific self-

esteem positively affects global self-esteem, calling for more exploration into the diverse 

self-esteems that likely influence our overall sense of self-worth. While research in 

psychology has started this process (Baumeister et al. 2003), sociological social 

psychology shows considerable promise in its ability to incorporate structural symbolic 

interactionist theory into our overall understanding of self-esteem and behavior. While it 

would be dreadfully inaccurate to say that Combinatoric Identity Theory solves all 

problems in this area, it does make an important contribution and deserves further 

development. 

 Additionally, it would be interesting to examine the centrality of a variety of 

nominal characteristics, and their effects on global and specific types of self-esteem. One 

particularly interesting result in the present research was the null effect between 

racial/ethnic centrality and academic self-esteem. Given the salience and centrality of 

nominal characteristics in most of our daily interactions, it would be interesting to test 

whether they consistently affect global self-esteem, but not specific types of self-esteem. 

Instead, as in the results presented here, perhaps nominal characteristics only have 

indirect effects on specific self-esteem through the centrality of the identity most closely 

associated with that type of self-esteem. 

Merits of C.I.T. for Studying the Self-Esteem/Achievement Paradox 

 What mechanisms account for uneven patterns we see between self-esteem and 

achievement in Mexican American, African American, and white students? While this 
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dissertation has brought us closer to understanding the role of identity in self-esteem and 

achievement, the research question has not yet been fully answered. Although 

racial/ethnic identity does depress student centrality, it does not eradicate the strength of 

the relationships between student centrality and academic self-esteem, and academic self-

esteem and GPA, at least for this group of students. 

 However, when I examined the centrality of both the student and racial/ethnic 

identities for high and low achieving students, high achieving students had significantly 

higher student centrality, while low achieving students had significantly higher 

racial/ethnic centrality. This suggests that without a sample large enough to allow us to 

run simultaneous models of high and low achieving whites and high and low achieving 

Mexican Americans, we may not be able to detect the full effect of racial/ethnic centrality 

on self-esteem. More data would also allow us to test not only the Combinatoric Identity 

Model – Singular Identity (i.e., racial/ethnic identity), but would also allow us to test the 

Combinatoric Identity Model – Combined Identity (i.e., racial/ethnic-student identity). As 

previously discussed, we would expect the combined identity model to have better fit for 

the high achieving students, while the singular identity model would have better fit for 

the low achieving students (Oyserman et. al 2003). Thus, more data would allow for a 

more complete test both of Combinatoric Identity Theory, as well as put us a step closer 

to understanding the self-esteem/achievement paradox. 

 Additionally, while the intent of this research was never to explicitly address the 

racial/ethnic education gap, C.I.T. has the potential to speak to this issue. C.I.T. models 

the importance of student and racial/ethnic identities for individuals, which may well 
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have bearing on their ability to achieve academically. By isolating this part of the puzzle, 

we are one step closer to understanding ongoing racial/ethnic disparities in educational 

achievement. 

 For now, I must conclude that the evidence in these data in not sufficient to 

answer the question driving this research. More data are needed, as well as a better way 

to measure racial/ethnic centrality for white students, before we will be able to fully 

explain this paradox. Nevertheless, this dissertation has revealed some tantalizing 

possibilities that deserve future study. 
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APPENDIX A: TABLES 
 
 

Table 2.1: Median Household Income by Racial/Ethnic Category 1975-2006* 
 White Black Hispanic origin (any race) 
Time 
Period 

1975 1985 1995 2006 1975 1985 1995 2006 1975 1985 1995 2006 

Number of 
Households 
(in 
Thousands) 

64,392 76,576 84,511 94,705 7,489 9,797 11,577 14,354 2,948 5,213 7,939 12,973 

Median 
Income 

$39,463 $43,100 $45,496 $50,673 $23,691 $25,642 $28,485 $31,969 $28,350 $30,221 $29,079 $37,781 

Percentage 
of Whites’ 
Total 
Income by 
Year 

100% 100% 100% 100% 60.0% 
 
 
 

59.5% 62.6% 63.1% 71.8% 70.1% 63.9% 74.6% 

* Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census. Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2006. 
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Table 4.1: Average AIMS Scores by School, District, County, and State (2007) 
 Mathematics Reading Writing 

Mean GHS 

% Falling Far Below the Standard 

687 
 
32% 

700 
 
9% 

694 
 
6% 

Mean BUSD 

% Falling Far Below the Standard 

698 
 
23% 

711 
 
6% 

704 
 
4% 

Mean  
County % Falling Far Below the Standard 

696 
 
27% 

700 
 
10% 

697 
 
6% 

Mean State of 
Arizona % Falling Far Below the Standard 

700 
 
23% 

702 
 
8% 

699 
 
5% 

 
 
Table 4.2: Racial/Ethnic and Gender Distributions of Total Population of GHS 
Sophomores (Spring 2008) 
 Female Male Total Percentage of 

Total 
Population 

American 
Indian 

6 8 14 2.76% 

Asian or 
Pacific 
Islander 

7 7 14 2.76% 

Black or 
African-
American 

11 16 27 5.33% 

Hispanic 65 51 116 22.88% 
White 163 173 336 66.27% 
TOTAL 252 255 507  
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Table 4.3: Racial/Ethnic and Gender Distributions of Complete Sample (Spring 
2008) 
 Female Male TOTAL Percentage of 

Complete 
Sample 
Population 

American 
Indian 

6 5 11 3.32% 

Asian or 
Pacific 
Islander 

7 5 12 3.63% 

Black or 
African-
American 

9 10 19 5.74% 

Hispanic 39 42 81 24.47% 
White 108 100 208 62.84% 
TOTAL 169 162 331  
 
 
Table 4.4: School-Reported Race/Ethnicity by Self-Reported Race/Ethnicity 

Self-
Report 
 

African 
American 

American 
Indian 

Asian 
or 
Pacific 
Islander 

White Latin or 
South 
American 

Mexican 
American 

Puerto 
Rican 

Other 

African 
American 

15   1    2 

American 
Indian 

1 7  1 1   1 

Asian or 
Pacific 
Islander 

  10     2 

White 
 

 2 1 190  1  11 

Hispanic 
 

   1 5 68 1 5 

 
 
 
 
 
 
School 
Report 

TOTAL 16 9 11 193 6 69 1 21 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 151

Table 5.1 – Means and Standard Deviations for Dependent Variables 
 African American 

(N = 18) 
Mexican American 

(N = 71) 
White 

(N = 208) 
GPA 2.988 (.483) 2.789 (.690)** 3.012 (.644) 
Global Self-Esteem .123 (1.112) .110 (.905) -.057 (1.026) 
Academic Self-
Esteem .067 (1.016) -.064 (.835) .029 (1.061) 

Self-Confidence -.024 (1.017) .098 (.870) -.051 (1.051) 
Self-Deprecation -.214 (1.18) -.102 (.968) .052 (.997) 
** Significant differences exist between white and Mexican American students only. 
 
Table 5.2 – Descriptive Statistics for Indicators of Independent Variables 
 African American Mexican American White 

Student Centrality    
Aspirations 5.056 (1.514) 4.924 (1.615) 4.834 (1.580) 
Id Student 1.667 (.840) 1.586 (.746) 1.654 (.765) 
Student Ranka 3.389 (1.883)^ 3.690 (1.695)^ 3.995 (1.533) 
Racial/Ethnic Centrality    
Id Race/Ethnicityb 2.222 (.878)*** 2.056 (.998)*** 3.394 (1.141) 
Racial/Ethnic Rankc 2.889 (1.779)*** 2.127 (1.492)*** 1.091 (1.343) 
Id R/E-Studentb 2.278 (.958)*** 2.099 (.943)*** 3.415 (1.126)*** 
R/E-Student Rankb 2.889 (2.026)*** 2.789 (1.629)*** 1.192 (1.286) 
a Scores are significantly different from whites at the .05 level when using a one-tailed test of comparison. 
b Scores are significantly different from whites. 
c Scores are significantly different from whites at the .001 level. Additionally, the difference between 
African American and Mexican American scores is significant at the .05 level. 
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Table 5.3 – Correlations of GPA, Indicators of Global Self-Esteem, and Indicators of Academic Self-Esteem 
 GPA Worth Satisfied Quality Ability Attitude Good Pride Useless Respect Failure Intelligence 

Use 
Intelligent School 

Ability 
GPA 1.000              
Worth 0.171** 1.000             
Satisfied 0.212*** 0.498*** 1.000            
Quality 0.148* 0.590*** 0.523*** 1.000           
Ability 0.141* 0.490*** 0.438*** 0.512*** 1.000          
Attitude 0.174** 0.392*** 0.609*** 0.448*** 0.368*** 1.000         
Good -.229*** -.330*** -.484*** -.291*** -.251*** -.474*** 1.000        
Pride -.232*** -.300*** -.459*** -.437*** -.310*** -.465*** 0.473*** 1.000       
Useless -.162** -.332*** -.472*** -.352*** -.248*** -.523*** 0.665*** 0.410*** 1.000      
Respect -.151* -.249*** -.432*** -259*** -.293*** -.333*** 0.394*** 0.230*** 0.455*** 1.000     
Failure -.301*** -.336*** -.523*** -.395*** -.348*** -.508*** 0.506*** 0.526*** 0.498*** 0.393*** 1.000    
Intelligence 
Use 0.345*** 0.223** 0.161** 0.251*** 0.168** 0.149* -.164** -.276*** -.201*** -.062 -.212*** 1.000   

Intelligent 0.421*** 0.352*** 0.367*** 0.323*** 0.267*** 0.295*** -.246*** -.242*** -.259*** -.269*** -.270*** 0.396*** 1.000  
School 
Ability 0.556*** 0.329*** 0.398*** 0.346*** 0.326*** 0.283*** -.261*** -.308*** -.279*** -.245*** -.282*** 0.389*** 0.680*** 1.000 

^p < .05 (one-tailed test) * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
 
Table 5.4 – Correlations of GPA, Indicators of Student Centrality, and Indicators of Racial/Ethnic Centrality 

 GPA Aspiration Id 
Student 

Student 
Rank 

Id Race-
Ethnicity 

Racial/Ethnic 
Rank 

Id R/E-
Student 

R/E-Student 
Rank 

GPA 1.000        
Aspiration 0.333*** 1.000       
Id Student -.190** -.347*** 1.000      
Student Rank 0.144* 0.321*** -.316*** 1.000     
Id Race-Ethnicity 0.124* 0.118* 0.061 0.305*** 1.000    
Racial/Ethnic 
Rank -.103^ -.242*** 0.133* -.383*** -.559*** 1.000   

Id R/E-Student 0.115^ 0.143* .034 0.301*** 0.914*** -.562*** 1.000  
R/E-Student Rank -.044 0.068 -.062 -.148* -.475*** 0.584*** -.484*** 1.000 
^p < .05 (one-tailed test) * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
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Table 5.5 – Fit Statistics for GSE Models (Entire Sample) 
 Chi-square (d.f.) a RMSEA A.G.F.I. C.F.I. I.F.I. T.L.I. BIC 

Conventional 
Model 533.4 (185) 0.082 0.813 0.864 0.866 0.846 792.4 

Student  
Centrality 
Model 

475.8 (184)*** 0.076 0.827 0.886 0.887 0.870 740.5 

C.I.T.  
Model 458.7 (181)*** 0.074 0.831 0.892 0.893 0.874 740.3 

*** Significance levels for chi-square indicate significantly better fit of the student centrality model to the 
conventional model, and the C.I.T. model to the student centrality model. 
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Table 5.6 – Standardized Regression Coefficients and Significance Levels for GSE Models 
(Entire Sample) 
 Conventional 

Model 
Student 
Centrality 
Model 

C.I.T. 
Model 

Structural Coefficients 
GPA  Global Self-Esteem -.052 -.059 -.061 

GPA  Academic Self-
Esteem .642*** .652*** .653*** 

Global Self-Esteem  Academic Self-
Esteem .550*** .553*** .583*** 

Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Student Centrality  .611*** .598*** 

Student Centrality  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   -.228** 

Global Self-Esteem  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   .157** 

Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   -.050 

Indicator Coefficients 
Intelligence Use  Academic Self-

Esteem (A.S.E.) 
.478 (reference 

indicator) 
.507 (reference 

indicator) 
.506 (reference 

indicator) 
Intelligence  A.S.E. .769*** .768*** .769*** 
School Ability  A.S.E. .877*** .862*** .861*** 

Good  Global Self-Esteem 
(G.S.E.) 

.632 (reference 
indicator) 

.632 (reference 
indicator) 

.631 (reference 
indicator) 

Useless  G.S.E. .643*** .642*** .643*** 
Respect  G.S.E. .506*** .505*** .503*** 
Satisfied  G.S.E. .786*** .786*** .787*** 
Pride  G.S.E. .641*** .643*** .642*** 
Attitude  G.S.E. .730*** .729*** .729*** 
Ability  G.S.E. .550*** .551*** .551*** 
Failure  G.S.E. .717*** .717*** .715*** 
Quality  G.S.E. .633*** .634*** .636*** 
Worth  G.S.E. .575*** .575*** .575*** 

Id Student  Student Centrality 
(S.C.) 

.583 (reference 
indicator) 

.578 (reference 
indicator) 

.549 (reference 
indicator) 

Student Rank  S.C. .537*** .475*** .506*** 
Aspiration  S.C. .595*** .650*** .653*** 

Id Race/Ethnicity  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality (R.E.C.) 

.951 (reference 
indicator) 

.951 (reference 
indicator) 

.951 (reference 
indicator) 

Racial/Ethnic Rank  R.E.C. .594*** .594*** .595*** 
Racial/Ethnic 
Student Rank 

 R.E.C. .515*** .515*** .513*** 

Id Racial/Ethnic 
Student 

 R.E.C. .960*** .960*** .960*** 

^p < .05 (one-tailed test) * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
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Table 5.7 – Fit Statistics for Split GSE Models (Entire Sample) 
 Chi-square (d.f.) a RMSEA A.G.F.I. C.F.I. I.F.I. T.L.I. BIC 

Conventional 
Model 614.6 (183) 0.092 0.785 0.832 0.833 0.807 884.9 

Student  
Centrality 
Model 

557.2 (182)*** 0.086 0.798 0.854 0.855 0.831 833.1 

C.I.T.  
Model 534.2 (178)*** 0.085 0.805 0.861 0.863 0.836 832.7 

*** Significance levels for chi-square indicate significantly better fit of the student centrality model to the 
conventional model, and the C.I.T. model to the student centrality model. 
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Table 5.8 – Standardized Regression Coefficients and Significance Levels for Split  
GSE Models (Entire Sample) 
 Conventional 

Model 
Student 
Centrality Model 

C.I.T. Model 

Structural Coefficients 

GPA 
 

Self-Deprecation  -.128 -.132^ -.128^ 

GPA  Self-Confidence -.373*** -.358*** -.351*** 
GPA  Academic Self-Esteem .787*** .775*** .770*** 
Self-Confidence  Academic Self-Esteem .672*** .661*** .697*** 
Self-Deprecation   Academic Self-Esteem -.607*** -.597*** -.627*** 
Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Student Centrality  .611*** .598*** 

Student Centrality  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   -.220** 

Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   -.050 

Self-Deprecation   Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   -.136* 

Self-Confidence  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   .194*** 

Indicator Coefficients 

Intelligence Use  Academic Self-Esteem 
(A.S.E.) 

.483 (reference 
indicator) 

.507 (reference 
indicator) 

.506 (reference 
indicator) 

Intelligence  A.S.E. .755*** .754*** .754*** 
School Ability  A.S.E. .830*** .829*** .827*** 

Attitude  Self-Confidence  
(S-Con.) 

.681 (reference 
indicator) 

.676 (reference 
indicator) 

.678 (reference 
indicator) 

Ability  S-Con. .616*** .622*** .620*** 
Worth  S-Con. .653*** .653*** .651*** 
Quality  S-Con. .698*** .704*** .704*** 
Satisfied  S-Con. .789*** .785*** .786*** 

Failure  Self-Deprecation  
(S-Dep.) 

.784 (reference 
indicator) 

.786 (reference 
indicator) 

.781 (reference 
indicator) 

Respect  S-Dep. .505*** .502*** .502*** 
Useless  S-Dep. .665*** .663*** .668*** 
Pride  S-Dep. .665*** .667*** .667*** 
Good  S-Dep. .684*** .682*** .684*** 

Id Student  Student Centrality 
(S.C.) 

.583 (reference 
indicator) 

.595 (reference 
indicator) 

.563 (reference 
indicator) 

Student Rank  S.C. .537*** .460*** .492*** 
Aspiration  S.C. .595*** .644*** .652*** 

Id Race  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality (R.E.C.) 

.951 (reference 
indicator) 

.951 (reference 
indicator) 

.952 (reference 
indicator) 

Racial/Ethnic Rank  R.E.C. .594*** .594*** .595*** 
Racial/Ethnic 
Student Rank 

 R.E.C. .515*** .515*** .512*** 

Id Racial/Ethnic 
Student 

 R.E.C. .960*** .960*** .958*** 

^p < .05 (one-tailed test) * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
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Table 5.9 – Fit Statistics for Split GSE Models (Whites) 
 Chi-square (d.f.) a RMSEA A.G.F.I. C.F.I. I.F.I. T.L.I. BIC 

Conventional 
Model 529.7 (183) 0.096 0.762 0.825 0.827 0.799 785.9 

Student  
Centrality 
Model 

488.8 (182)*** 0.09 0.775 0.845 0.847 0.821 750.4 

C.I.T.  
Model 468.2 (178)*** 0.089 0.783 0.853 0.856 0.827 751.1 

*** Significance levels for chi-square indicate significantly better fit of the student centrality model to the 
conventional model, and the C.I.T. model to the student centrality model. 
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Table 5.10 – Standardized Regression Coefficients and Significance Levels for Split  
GSE Models (Whites) 
  
  
  

Conventional 
Model 

Student 
Centrality Model 

C.I.T. Model 

Structural Coefficients 
GPA  Self-Deprecation  -0.077 -0.104 -0.113 
GPA  Self-Confidence -.395** -.347** -.320** 
GPA  Academic Self-Esteem .886*** .822*** .785*** 
Self-Confidence  Academic Self-Esteem .723*** .696*** .723*** 
Self-Deprecation   Academic Self-Esteem -.672*** -.645*** -.672*** 
Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Student Centrality  .582*** .575*** 

Student Centrality  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   -.309*** 

Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   -0.017 

Self-Deprecation   Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   -.139* 

Self-Confidence  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   .157* 

Indicator Coefficients 
Intelligence Use  Academic Self-Esteem 

(A.S.E.) 
.516 (reference 

indicator) 
.545 (reference 

indicator) 
.547 (reference 

indicator) 
Intelligence  A.S.E. .765*** .774*** .781*** 
School Ability  A.S.E. .822*** .830*** .829*** 
Attitude  Self-Confidence 

(S-Con.) 
.757 (reference 

indicator) 
.755 (reference 

indicator) 
.756 (reference 

indicator) 
Ability  S-Con. .570*** .575*** .573*** 
Worth  S-Con. .663*** .664*** .663*** 
Quality  S-Con. .685*** .689*** .688*** 
Satisfied  S-Con. .817*** .814*** .818*** 
Failure  Self-Deprecation  

(S-Dep.) 
.777 (reference 

indicator) 
.779 (reference 

indicator) 
.773 (reference 

indicator) 
Respect  S-Dep. .531*** .529*** .531*** 
Useless  S-Dep. .723*** .721*** .727*** 
Pride  S-Dep. .599*** .600*** .600*** 
Good  S-Dep. .724*** .723*** .725*** 
Id Student  Student Centrality 

(S.C.) 
.585 (reference 

indicator) 
.624 (reference 

indicator) 
.589 (reference 

indicator) 
Student Rank  S.C. .553*** .472*** .509*** 
Aspiration  S.C. .653*** .676*** .686*** 
Id Race  Racial/Ethnic 

Centrality (R.E.C.) 
.966 (reference 

indicator) 
.966 (reference 

indicator) 
.960 (reference 

indicator) 
Racial/Ethnic Rank  R.E.C. .526*** .526*** .530*** 
Racial/Ethnic 
Student Rank 

 R.E.C. .408*** .408*** .406*** 

Id Racial/Ethnic 
Student 

 R.E.C. .940*** .940*** .946*** 

^p < .05 (one-tailed test) * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
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Table 5.11 – Fit Statistics for Split GSE Models (Mexican Americans) 
 Chi-square (d.f.) a RMSEA A.G.F.I. C.F.I. I.F.I. T.L.I. BIC 

Conventional 
Model 355.1 (183) 0.116 0.619 0.696 0.71 0.652 559.7 

Student  
Centrality 
Model 

340.8 (182)*** 0.112 0.627 0.72 0.733 0.677 549.7 

C.I.T.  
Model 339.4 (179) 0.113 0.622 0.717 0.732 0.668 561.1 

*** Significance levels for chi-square indicate significantly better fit of the student centrality model to the 
conventional model, and the C.I.T. model to the student centrality model. 
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Table 5.12 – Standardized Regression Coefficients and Significance Levels for Split  
GSE Models (Mexican Americans) 
  
  
  

Conventional 
Model 

Student 
Centrality 
Model 

C.I.T. Model 

Structural Coefficients 
GPA  Self-Deprecation  -0.177 -0.151 -0.151 
GPA  Self-Confidence -0.128 -0.159 -0.162 
GPA  Academic Self-Esteem .470^ .517* .520* 
Self-Confidence  Academic Self-Esteem 0.395 .442^ .445^ 
Self-Deprecation   Academic Self-Esteem -.348^ -.393^ -.398^ 
Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Student Centrality  .674^ .679^ 

Student Centrality  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   Constrained to 0 

Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   0.031 

Self-Deprecation   Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   0.117 

Self-Confidence  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality   0.081 

Indicator Coefficients 
Intelligence Use  Academic Self-Esteem 

(A.S.E.) 
.279 (reference 

indicator) 
.300 (reference 

indicator) 
.301 (reference 

indicator) 
Intelligence  A.S.E. .710* .713* .714* 
School Ability  A.S.E. .938* .894* .891* 
Attitude  Self-Confidence  

(S-Con.) 
.405 (reference 

indicator) 
.406 (reference 

indicator) 
.405 (reference 

indicator) 
Ability  S-Con. .757** .758** .756** 
Worth  S-Con. .587** .581** .586** 
Quality  S-Con. .670** .673** .682** 
Satisfied  S-Con. .752** .751** .745** 
Failure  Self-Deprecation  

(S-Dep.) 
.787 (reference 

indicator) 
.783 (reference 

indicator) 
.784 (reference 

indicator) 
Respect  S-Dep. .434*** .434*** .437*** 
Useless  S-Dep. .497*** .494*** .496*** 
Pride  S-Dep. .924*** .929*** .926*** 
Good  S-Dep. .512*** .510*** .510*** 
Id Student  Student Centrality 

(S.C.) 
.573 (reference 

indicator) 
.480 (reference 

indicator) 
.471 (reference 

indicator) 
Student Rank  S.C. .534^ .518* .523* 
Aspiration  S.C. .421^ .518* .520* 
Id Race  Racial/Ethnic 

Centrality (R.E.C.) 
.829 (reference 

indicator) 
.829 (reference 

indicator) 
.820 (reference 

indicator) 
Racial/Ethnic Rank  R.E.C. .551*** .551*** .544*** 
Racial/Ethnic 
Student Rank 

 R.E.C. .335** .335** .333** 

Id Racial/Ethnic 
Student 

 R.E.C. .980*** .980*** .990*** 

^p < .05 (one-tailed test) * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
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Table 5.13 – Fit Statistics for Simultaneous Split GSE Models (Whites v. Mexican Americans) 
 Chi-square (d.f.)a RMSEA A.G.F.I. C.F.I. I.F.I. T.L.I. AIC 
Constrained 
Models  
Conventional 
Model – 
Constrained 

891.9 (371) 0.071 0.725 0.796 0.8 0.769 1073.1 

Student  
Centrality 
Model – 
Constrained 

836 (371)*** 0.067 0.738 0.817 0.821 0.793 1018.0 

C.I.T.  
Model – 
Constrained 

819 (367)*** 0.067 0.741 0.822 0.826 0.797 1009.0 

Unconstrained  
Models  
Conventional 
Model – 
Unconstrained 

886.0 (366) 0.072 0.721 0.796 0.8 0.766 1078.0 

Student  
Centrality 
Model – 
Unconstrained 

830.8 (364)*** 0.068 0.733 0.817 0.821 0.788 1026.9 

C.I.T.  
Model – 
Unconstrained 

808.7 (357)*** 0.068 0.736 0.823 0.827 0.791 1018.7 
a Significance levels apply to tests between the models, as in the previous full sample, white, and Mexican American 
models. Thus, the constrained student centrality model provides a significantly better fit than the constrained 
conventional model, and the constrained C.I.T. model provides a significantly better fit than the constrained student 
centrality model. Similarly, the unconstrained student centrality model provides a significantly better fit than the 
unconstrained conventional model, and the unconstrained C.I.T. model provides a significantly better fit than the 
unconstrained student centrality model. 
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Table 5.14 - Standardized Regression Coefficients and Significance Levels for Split  
GSE Models (Simultaneous Analysis) – Conventional Model Constrained and 
Unconstrained 
  
  

Constrained 
Conventional 
Model(Whites) 

Constrained 
Conventional 
Model(Mexican 
Americans) 

Unconstrained 
Conventional 
Model(Whites) 

Unconstrained 
Conventional 
Model(Mexican 
Americans) 

Structural Coefficients 
GPA  Self-Deprecation -.132^ -.121^ -0.077 -0.177 
GPA  Self-Confidence -.360*** -.237*** -.395*** -0.128 
GPA  Academic Self-

Esteem .823*** .420*** .886*** .470^ 

Self-Confidence  Academic Self-
Esteem .691*** .538*** .723*** 0.395 

Self-Deprecation   Academic Self-
Esteem .654*** .365*** .672*** .348^ 

Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Student 
Centrality     

Student 
Centrality 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality     

Academic Self-
Esteem 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality     

Self-Deprecation   Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality     

Self-Confidence  Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality     

Indicator Coefficients 
Intelligence Use  Academic Self-

Esteem (A.S.E.) 
.519 (reference 

indicator) 
.288 (reference 

indicator) 
.516 (reference 

indicator) 
.279 (reference 

indicator) 
Intelligence  A.S.E. .773*** .726*** .765*** .710* 
School Ability  A.S.E. .831*** .900*** .822*** .938* 
Attitude  Self-Confidence 

(S-Con.) 
.748 (reference 

indicator) 
.496 (reference 

indicator) 
.757 (reference 

indicator) 
.405 (reference 

indicator) 
Ability  S-Con. .566*** .773*** .570*** .757** 
Worth  S-Con. .658*** .597*** .663*** .587** 
Quality  S-Con. .681*** .691*** .685*** .670** 
Satisfied  S-Con. .814*** .765*** .817*** .752** 
Failure  Self-Deprecation 

(S-Dep.) 
.778 (reference 

indicator) 
.785 (reference 

indicator) 
.777 (reference 

indicator) 
.787 (reference 

indicator) 
Respect  S-Dep. .532*** .435*** .531*** .434*** 
Useless  S-Dep. .721*** .494*** .723*** .497*** 
Pride  S-Dep. .599*** .926*** .599*** .924*** 
Good  S-Dep. .723*** .508*** .724*** .512*** 
Id Student  Student 

Centrality (S.C.) 
.585 (reference 

indicator) 
.573 (reference 

indicator) 
.585 (reference 

indicator) 
.573 (reference 

indicator) 
Student Rank  S.C. .553*** .534^ .553*** .534^ 
Aspiration  S.C. .653*** .421^ .653*** .421^ 
Id Race  Racial/Ethnic 

Centrality 
(R.E.C.) 

.966 (reference 
indicator) 

.829 (reference 
indicator) 

.966 (reference 
indicator) 

.829 (reference 
indicator) 

R/E Rank  R.E.C. .526*** .551*** .526*** .551*** 
R/E Stu. Rank  R.E.C. .408*** .335** .408*** .335** 
Id R/E Stu.  R.E.C. .940*** .980*** .940*** .980*** 

^p < .05 (one-tailed test) * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
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Table 5.15 - Standardized Regression Coefficients and Significance Levels for Split  
GSE Models (Simultaneous Analyses of Whites and Mexican Americans) – Student 
Centrality Model Constrained and Unconstrained 
  
  
  

Constrained 
Stu. Centrality 
Model(Whites) 

Constrained 
Stu. Centrality 
Model(Mexican 
Americans) 

Unconstrained 
Stu. Centrality 
Model(Whites) 

Unconstrained 
Stu. Centrality 
Model(Mexican 
Americans) 

Structural Coefficients 
GPA  Self-Deprecation  -.133^ -.123^ -0.104 -0.151 
GPA  Self-Confidence -.345*** -.236*** -.347** -0.159 
GPA  Academic Self-

Esteem .808*** .461*** .822*** .517* 

Self-
Confidence 

 Academic Self-
Esteem .688*** .574*** .696*** .442^ 

Self-
Deprecation  

 Academic Self-
Esteem -.608*** -.374*** -.645*** -.393^ 

Academic 
Self-Esteem 

 Student 
Centrality .578*** .712*** .582*** .674^ 

Student 
Centrality 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality     

Academic 
Self-Esteem 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality     

Self-
Deprecation  

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality     

Self-
Confidence 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality     

Indicator Coefficients 
Intelligence 
Use 

 Academic Self-
Esteem (A.S.E.) 

.542 (reference 
indicator) 

.332 (reference 
indicator) 

.545 (reference 
indicator) 

.300 (reference 
indicator) 

Intelligence  A.S.E. .776*** .715*** .774*** .713* 
School Ability  A.S.E. .834*** .873*** .830*** .894* 
Attitude  Self-Confidence 

(S-Con.) 
.758 (reference 

indicator) 
.524 (reference 

indicator) 
.755 (reference 

indicator) 
.406 (reference 

indicator) 
Ability  S-Con. .575*** .775*** .575*** .758** 
Worth  S-Con. .663*** .591*** .664*** .581** 
Quality  S-Con. .688*** .700*** .689*** .673** 
Satisfied  S-Con. .814*** .767*** .814*** .751** 
Failure  Self-Deprecation 

(S-Dep.) 
.762 (reference 

indicator) 
.773 (reference 

indicator) 
.779 (reference 

indicator) 
.783 (reference 

indicator) 
Respect  S-Dep. .526*** .428*** .529*** .434*** 
Useless  S-Dep. .718*** .487*** .721*** .494*** 
Pride  S-Dep. .592*** .931*** .600*** .929*** 
Good  S-Dep. .723*** .501*** .723*** .510*** 
Id Student  Student 

Centrality (S.C.) 
.625 (reference 

indicator) 
.456 (reference 

indicator) 
.624 (reference 

indicator) 
.480 (reference 

indicator) 
Student Rank  S.C. .474*** .508** .472*** .518* 
Aspiration  S.C. .677*** .518** .676*** .518* 
Id Race  Racial/Ethnic 

Centrality 
(R.E.C.) 

.966 (reference 
indicator) 

.829 (reference 
indicator) 

.966 (reference 
indicator) 

.829 (reference 
indicator) 

R/E Rank  R.E.C. .526*** .551*** .526*** .551*** 
R/E Stu. Rank  R.E.C. .408*** .335** .408*** .335** 
Id R/E Stu.  R.E.C. .940*** .980*** .940*** .980*** 

^p < .05 (one-tailed test) * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed test) 
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Table 5.16 - Standardized Regression Coefficients and Significance Levels for Split  
GSE Models (Simultaneous Analyses of Whites and Mexican Americans) – C.I.T. Model 
Constrained and Unconstrained 
  
  
  

Constrained 
R/E Centrality 
Model(Whites) 

Constrained 
R/E Centrality 
Model(Mexican 
Americans) 

Unconstrained 
R/E Centrality 
Model(Whites) 

Unconstrained 
R/E Centrality 
Model(Mexican 
Americans) 

Structural Coefficients 
GPA  Self-Deprecation  -.134^ -.127^ -0.112 -0.153 
GPA  Self-Confidence -.328*** -.228*** -.320** -0.16 
GPA  Academic Self-

Esteem .788*** .451*** .785*** .516* 

Self-
Confidence 

 Academic Self-
Esteem .705*** .582*** .723*** .442^ 

Self-
Deprecation  

 Academic Self-
Esteem -.625*** -.379*** -.672*** -.394* 

Academic 
Self-Esteem 

 Student 
Centrality .579*** .699*** .572*** .698*** 

Student 
Centrality 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality -.270*** -.294*** -.309*** -0.146 

Academic 
Self-Esteem 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality 0.035 0.046 -0.018 0.115 

Self-
Deprecation  

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality -0.086 -0.069 -.140* 0.111 

Self-
Confidence 

 Racial/Ethnic 
Centrality .132* .144* .157* 0.084 

Indicator Coefficients 
Intelligence 
Use 

 Academic Self-
Esteem (A.S.E.) 

.540 (reference 
indicator) 

.334 (reference 
indicator) 

.546 (reference 
indicator) 

.307 (reference 
indicator) 

Intelligence  A.S.E. .779*** .718*** .781*** .715** 
School Ability  A.S.E. .833*** .884*** .829*** .894** 
Attitude  Self-Confidence 

(S-Con.) 
.757 (reference 

indicator) 
.531 (reference 

indicator) 
.755 (reference 

indicator) 
.405 (reference 

indicator) 
Ability  S-Con. .573*** .772*** .572*** .756** 
Worth  S-Con. .663*** .597*** .663*** .586** 
Quality  S-Con. .688*** .709*** .688*** .682** 
Satisfied  S-Con. .817*** .758*** .818*** .745** 
Failure  Self-Deprecation 

(S-Dep.) 
.757 (reference 

indicator) 
.780 (reference 

indicator) 
.773 (reference 

indicator) 
.785 (reference 

indicator) 
Respect  S-Dep. .527*** .430*** .530*** .437*** 
Useless  S-Dep. .723*** .491*** .727*** .496*** 
Pride  S-Dep. .592*** .930*** .599*** .926*** 
Good  S-Dep. .725*** .506*** .725*** .511*** 
Id Student  Student 

Centrality (S.C.) 
.580 (reference 

indicator) 
.407 (reference 

indicator) 
.591 (reference 

indicator) 
.385 (reference 

indicator) 
Student Rank  S.C. .504*** .625** .509*** .573* 
Aspiration  S.C. .686*** .506** .686*** .516* 
Id Race  Racial/Ethnic 

Centrality 
(R.E.C.) 

.963 (reference 
indicator) 

.847 (reference 
indicator) 

.960 (reference 
indicator) 

.828 (reference 
indicator) 

R/E Rank  R.E.C. .529*** .570*** .530*** .552*** 
R/E Stu. Rank  R.E.C. .407*** .331** .406*** .334** 
Id R/E Stu.  R.E.C. .943*** .951*** .946*** .981*** 

^p < .05 (one-tailed test) * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed test)



 165

Global 
Self-Esteem

Academic 
Achievement

Academic 
-Esteem

APPENDIX B: FIGURES 
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Figure 3.2: The Student Centrality Model 
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Figure 4.1: Revised Combinatoric Identity Model for SEM Analysis – Unitary Global Self-Esteem 
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Figure 4.2: Revised Combinatoric Identity Model for SEM Analysis – Binary Global Self-Esteem 
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Figure 5.1 – Split GSE Measurement Model 
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Figure 5.2 – GSE Full Model for All Analyses 
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Figure 5.3 – Split GSE Full Model for All Analyses 
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APPENDIX C: RECRUITMENT MATERIALS 
 

Appendix C.1: Parent Invitation Letter 
 

Parent Invitation Letter 
 
Dear Parent, 
  
You are receiving this letter because your son/daughter, ___________________, has 
been selected to be invited to voluntarily participate in the research study “Understanding 
Race/Ethnic-Based Differences in Academic Achievement and Self-Esteem.”  In one 
week, your son/daughter will receive a similar letter at school telling him/her about this 
study and which will inform them that you have already received the same information.   
 
The information below provides detailed descriptions of the study procedures.  
Additionally, it provides information about the benefits, costs, and risks your 
son/daughter may face from participating in the study.  If you have any questions about 
the project, please contact me (contact information is included below). 
 
Your child does not have to participate in this study.  If your child does not participate, 
their grades at school will not be affected, and their status as a student will not be 
affected. 
 
PURPOSE OF STUDY 
The purpose of this project is to try to better understand the relationships between 
adolescent self-esteem and academic achievement.  There is research showing that high 
self-esteem may improve academic achievement.  However, this relationship does not 
hold for children of all racial/ethnic backgrounds.  The goal of this research is to 
determine the extent to which high school students’ self-esteem and academic 
achievement are influenced by their student and racial/ethnic identities.  Better 
understanding of these processes should help educators create better programs for helping 
all students achieve at high academic levels. 
 
SELECTION CRITERIA 
To be eligible to participate in this study, your child must be between 13 and 16 years of 
age and must be a sophomore enrolled at a public Tucson high school. All of the 
sophomores at your child’s school will be surveyed. Overall, approximately 800 
sophomores will be enrolled at two schools in Tucson. 
 
PROCEDURE(S)  
The following information describes your child’s participation in this study which will 
last up to 10 months: 
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This spring, your child will be asked to complete a 30-60 minute survey asking them 
questions about both academic and nonacademic information.  This survey will be 
administered in a room at their high school with the other children participating in the 
study.  At the end of the year, your child may be asked to complete the same survey a 
second time. 
 
Additionally, your child may be asked to participate in a 60-90 minute taped interview.  
This interview will take place sometime this spring.  If selected, your child will be 
contacted over the phone to set up a time for the interview.  According to your wishes, 
and the wishes of your child, the interview may be conducted at your home, at your 
child’s school, or another place of mutual convenience.  Interviews will ask in-depth 
questions about your child’s thoughts and feelings about school and how they feel about 
themselves. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Before beginning to complete the survey, your child will be asked to sign a consent form.  
The consent form includes a numeric code that corresponds to a code on the survey that 
your child takes.  After completing the survey, the Principal Investigator will create a 
code sheet that lists both your child’s name and numeric code, and then detach the 
consent form from the survey.  The consent form and code sheet will be stored separately 
from the surveys, so at no point will outside parties be able to connect your child’s name 
to the survey that your child takes.  Similarly, if your child is selected to participate in an 
interview, the Principal Investigator will use the code sheet to identify your child for 
research purposes.  Your child’s name will not appear on the taped transcripts of the 
interview.  At the end of the study, the code sheet will be destroyed, along with the tapes 
from the interviews. 
 
CONTACTS 
You can obtain further information about the research or voice concerns or complaints 
about the research by calling the Principal Investigator Laura Auf der Heide, M.A. (Ph.D. 
Candidate) at (520) 319-0186.  If you have questions concerning your rights as a research 
participant, have general questions, concerns or complaints or would like to give input 
about the research and can’t reach the research team, or want to talk to someone other 
than the research team, you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects 
Protection Program office at (520) 626-6721.  (If out of state use the toll-free number 1-
866-278-1455.)  If you would like to contact the Human Subjects Protection Program via 
the web, please visit the following website: http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/.  
 
Thank you for considering your child’s participation in this study. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Laura Auf der Heide, Ph.D. Candidate 

http://www.irb.arizona.edu/contact/
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Appendix C.2: Student Recruitment Letter 
 

 
Dear Student, 
  
You are receiving this letter because you are being invited to participate in a research 
study about self-esteem and academic achievement.  The purpose of this project is to try 
to better understand the relationships between adolescent self-esteem and academic 
achievement.  There is research showing that high self-esteem may improve academic 
achievement.  However, this relationship does not hold for children of all racial/ethnic 
backgrounds.  The goal of this research is to determine the extent to which high school 
students’ self-esteem and academic achievement are influenced by their student and 
racial/ethnic identities.  Better understanding of these processes should help educators 
create better programs for helping all students achieve at high academic levels. 
 
You are being asked to participate in this study because you are a sophomore at your high 
school. 
 
You do not have to participate in this study.  If you don’t, your grades at school will not 
be affected, and your status as a student will not be affected. 
 
If you decide to participate in the study, data collection will occur over the next 10 
months.  You may be asked to complete two 30-60 minute surveys, and may be asked to 
participate in an interview with the Principal Investigator of this study. 
 
One week ago, your parents were sent a letter that explained the purpose of this study, 
and gave them the opportunity to ask any questions they may have had.  Additionally, 
you will be asked to provide your permission before we collect any data.  We will ask 
you for your permission within the next few weeks. 
 
For participating in this study, you will receive monetary compensation. 
 
Thank you for thinking about participating in this survey. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Laura Auf der Heide, Ph.D. Candidate 
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APPENDIX D: SURVEY INSTRUMENT 
 
Survey of Academic and Nonacademic Feelings 
 
Part A 
 
The following questions will help me know more about your general background.  Please fill in the blanks 
below, or check the box that BEST fits your response to the question. 
 
1. What is your sex? 
 

 Male 
 Female 

 
2. What is your academic year in high school? (Check one response.) 
 

 Freshman  
 Sophomore    
 Junior   
 Senior 

 
3. What is your racial/ethnic background? (Check the response that BEST fits.) 
 

 African American 
 American Indian 
 Asian/Pacific Islander 
 Caucasian 
 Latin or South American 
 Mexican American 
 Puerto Rican 
 Other (please specify) _________________ 

 
4. What is your most current Grade Point Average?   /4.0 
 
5. For each of the subjects listed below, mark the statement that best describes your grades from 9th grade up till 

now. 
(Mark one box for each subject below)  

English Mathematics Science Social Studies 

Mostly As (a numerical average of 90-100)     

Mostly Bs (80-89)     
Mostly Cs (70-79)     
Mostly Ds (60-69)     
Mostly below D (below 60)     
Does not apply to me – my classes are not 
graded, or I haven’t taken this subject yet 
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6. What ability group are you in for the following subjects? 
 

(Mark one box for each subject below)  
High Middle Low We aren’t 

grouped 
I don’t know 

Mathematics      
Science      
English      
Social Studies      
 
7. Please describe the present or most recent job of your father or male guardian.  (If you have both a father and 

a male guardian, answer for the one with whom you are currently living, or with whom you lived most 
recently.) 

 
 7a. Is he currently working, unemployed, retired, or disabled? (Check one response.) 
 

 Currently working 
 Unemployed 
 Retired 
 Disabled 
 Stay at home father 

  
 7b. What kind of work does he normally do?  That is, what is his job called? 
   
  _______________________ 
 
8. What is the highest level of schooling completed by your biological or adoptive father? (Check one     

    response.) 
 

 Less than High School 
 High School Diploma 
 Some College 
 Associate’s Degree 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
 Master’s Degree (including MBA and Law degree) 
 PhD or MD (medical doctor) 
 I don’t know 
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9. Please describe the present or most recent job of your mother or female guardian.  (If you have both a mother 
and a female guardian, answer for the one with whom you are currently living.) 

 
 9a. Is she currently working, unemployed, retired, or disabled? (Check one response.) 
 

 Currently working 
 Unemployed 
 Retired 
 Disabled 
 Stay at home mother 

  
 9b. What kind of work does she normally do?  That is, what is her job called? 
   
  _______________________ 
 
10. What is the highest level of schooling completed by your biological or adoptive mother? (Check one 

response.) 
 

 Less than High School 
 High School Diploma 
 Some College 
 Associate’s Degree 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
 Master’s Degree (including MBA and Law degree) 
 PhD or MD (medical doctor) 
 I don’t know 

 
11. How many brothers and sisters do you have? ____________ 
 
12. Where were you born? _____________________________ 
 
13. What is the first language you learned to speak when you were a child? 

 English 
 Spanish 
 Other (please specify): ____________________ 

  
14. What language do people in your home USUALLY speak? (Check one response.) 
 

 English 
 Spanish 
 Other (please specify): ____________________ 
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Part B 
 
The next set of questions asks you to evaluate the way you view yourself on a number of characteristics.  Please 
read the questions carefully, and then check the box above the response that best describes how you feel most of 
the time. 
 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree
1. I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane 

with others. 
 

        

2. I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 
 

        

3. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. 
 

        

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people. 
 

        

5. In my life, good luck is more important than hard work for 
success. 

 

        

6. I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 
 

        

7. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 
 

        

8. Every time I try to get ahead, something or somebody stops 
me. 

 

        

9. My plans hardly ever work out, so planning only makes me 
unhappy. 

 

        

10. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.         
11. I wish I could have more respect for myself. 
 

        

12. When I make plans, I am almost certain I can make them 
work. 

 

        

13. I certainly feel useless at times. 
 

        

14. Chance and luck are very important for what happens in my 
life. 

 

        

15. At times I think I am no good at all. 
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Part C 
 
Now, I’d like to ask you some questions about school.  Please read the questions carefully, and then check the 
box above the response that best describes how you feel most of the time. 
 
1. How do you rate yourself in school ability compared to others your age? 
 
 
Far Below              Below              Somewhat Below              Somewhat Above              Above              Far Above 
  Average    Average          Average              Average          Average          Average 
 
 
2. How intelligent do you think you are compared to others your age? 
 
 
Far Below              Below              Somewhat Below              Somewhat Above              Above              Far Above 
  Average    Average          Average              Average          Average          Average 
 
3. Compared to others your age, how important is it to you to be able to use your intelligence? 
 
 
Much Less Important  Less Important  Average More Important  Much More Important 
    Than Average   Than Average            Importance  Than Average      Than Average 
  
4. What is the highest level of education you hope to complete? (Check one response.) 
 

 Less than High School 
 High School Diploma 
 Some College 
 Associate’s Degree 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
 Master’s Degree (including MBA and Law degree) 
 PhD or MD (medical doctor) 

 
 
Part D 
 
The following questions ask you to identify characteristics of yourself that are more/less important.  After 
reading each statement that could describe how you see yourself, please check the box indicating how much you 
agree or disagree with the statement most of the time. 
 
1. It is important to me to be an athlete. 
 
 
 Strongly  Agree  Neither Agree  Disagree  Strongly  
 Agree            nor Disagree     Disagree 
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2. It is important to me to be race/ethnicity. 
 
 
 Strongly  Agree  Neither Agree  Disagree  Strongly  
 Agree            nor Disagree     Disagree 
 
3. It is important to me to be a student. 
 
 
 Strongly  Agree  Neither Agree  Disagree  Strongly  
 Agree            nor Disagree     Disagree 
 
4. It is important to me to be a friend. 
 
 
 Strongly  Agree  Neither Agree  Disagree  Strongly  
 Agree            nor Disagree     Disagree 
 
5. It is important to me to be a sister/brother. 
 
 
 Strongly  Agree  Neither Agree  Disagree  Strongly  
 Agree            nor Disagree     Disagree 
 
6. It is important to me to be a race/ethnicity student. 
 
 
 Strongly  Agree  Neither Agree  Disagree  Strongly  
 Agree            nor Disagree     Disagree 
 
7. It is important to me to be an American. 
 
 
 Strongly  Agree  Neither Agree  Disagree  Strongly  
 Agree            nor Disagree     Disagree 
 
8. It is important to me to be a son/daughter. 
 
 
 Strongly  Agree  Neither Agree  Disagree  Strongly  
 Agree            nor Disagree     Disagree 
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9. Now, I would like you to compare each characteristic of yourself with every other characteristic of yourself 
and indicate which one is more important to the way you think of yourself.  You are not being asked to say 
which characteristic is most important, only which characteristic is more important than the other in how you 
think about yourself. 
 
 Please check the box next to the word in each pair that is more important to your sense of self.   
 

 Athlete 
 

or  Race/Ethnicity 

 Race/Ethnicity Student or  Student 
 

 American or  Sister/Brother 
 

 Sister/Brother or  Race/Ethnicity 
 

 Son/Daughter or  American 
 

 Race/Ethnicity Student or  Athlete 
 

 Race/Ethnicity or  Son/Daughter 
 

 Friend or  Race/Ethnicity Student 
 

 Son/Daughter or  Sister/Brother 
 

 Athlete or  Friend 
 

 Student or  American 
 

 Race/Ethnicity or  Race/Ethnicity Student 
 

 Friend or  Student 
 

 Race/Ethnicity Student or  Son/Daughter 
 

 American or  Friend 
 

 Student or  Race/Ethnicity 
 

 Athlete or  American 
 

 Sister/Brother or  Race/Ethnicity Student 
 

 Student or  Athlete 
 

 Friend  or  Sister/Brother 
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 Race/Ethnicity Student or  American 

 
 Athlete or  Son/Daughter 

 
 Race/Ethnicity 

 
or  Friend 

 
 Sister/Brother or  Student 

 
 Son/Daughter or  Friend 

 
 Athlete or  Sister/Brother 

 
 American or  Race/Ethnicity 

 
 Student or  Son/Daughter 

 
 
 
 
Part E 
 
The next section asks you to complete each sentence by checking the box that best describes how you feel about 
the group of people in the sentence.  There are no right or wrong answers.  Just provide your initial, gut feelings 
about the listed words. 

 
 

Usually, students are ____________. 
 
     Bad, Awful            Good, Nice 
 
Hard-working            Lazy 
 
       Intelligent                         Stupid 
    
    Slow, Quiet            Fast, Noisy 
 
       Powerless            Powerful 
 
          Athletic            Not Athletic 

 
          Popular            Unpopular      
            
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
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Usually, Americans are ____________. 
 
         Lazy            Hard-working 

 
Stupid            Intelligent 

 
     Fast, Noisy                         Slow, Quiet 
    
       Powerless            Powerful 
 
    Not Athletic            Athletic 
 
           Popular            Unpopular 

 
    Good, Nice            Bad, Awful      
            
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
 
 
      
 

Usually, white people are ____________. 
 
     Slow, Quiet            Fast, Noisy 
 
 Hard-working            Lazy 
 
       Powerless                         Powerful 
    
          Athletic            Not Athletic 
 
     Unpopular            Popular 
 
   Good, Nice            Bad, Awful 

 
           Stupid            Intelligent      
            
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 183

Usually, sisters are ____________. 
 
         Powerful            Powerless 
 
    Not Athletic                         Athletic 
    
      Unpopular            Popular 
 
    Bad, Awful            Good, Nice 
 
       Intelligent            Stupid 

 
               Lazy            Hard-working     
 
     Fast, Noisy            Slow, Quiet  
            
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 

 
 
 
 

Usually, African American students are ____________. 
 
           Athletic            Not Athletic 
 
     Slow, Quiet            Fast, Noisy 
 
       Unpopular                         Popular 
    
     Good, Nice            Bad, Awful 
 
             Stupid            Intelligent 
 
 Hard-working            Lazy 

 
       Powerless            Powerful      
            
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
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Usually, sons are ____________. 
 
            Popular            Unpopular 
 
     Bad, Awful                         Good, Nice 
    
       Intelligent            Stupid 
 
               Lazy            Hard-working 
 
     Fast, Noisy            Slow, Quiet 
 
        Powerful            Powerless 

 
    Not athletic            Athletic  
           
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
 
 
 
 
 

Usually, Mexican Americans are ____________. 
 
     Good, Nice            Bad, Awful 
 
     Slow, Quiet            Fast, Noisy 
 
             Stupid                         Intelligent 
    
               Lazy            Hard-working 
 
        Powerful            Powerless 
 
    Not athletic            Athletic 

 
      Unpopular            Popular  
           
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
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Usually, friends are ____________. 
 
                Lazy            Hard-working 
 
        Powerful                         Powerless 
    
    Not athletic            Athletic 
 
          Popular            Unpopular 
 
    Bad, Awful            Good, Nice 

 
      Intelligent            Stupid    
 
    Fast, Noisy            Slow, Quiet  
           
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
 

 
 
 
 

Usually, athletes are ____________. 
 
       Intelligent            Stupid 
 
 Hard-working                         Lazy 
    
         Powerful            Powerless 
 
    Slow, Quiet            Fast, Noisy 
 
          Athletic            Not athletic 
 
      Unpopular            Popular 

 
    Bad, Awful            Good, Nice      
           
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
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Usually, white students are ____________. 
 
        Powerless            Powerful 
 
           Athletic                         Not athletic 
    
           Popular            Unpopular 
 
    Good, Nice            Bad, Awful 
 
            Stupid            Intelligent 
 
    Slow, Quiet            Fast, Noisy 

 
Hard-working            Lazy   
           
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
      
 
 
 

Usually, brothers are ____________. 
 
     Not athletic            Athletic 
 
           Popular                         Unpopular 
 
    Slow, Quiet            Fast, Noisy 
    
     Bad, Awful            Good, Nice 
 
       Intelligent            Stupid 
 
               Lazy            Hard-working 

 
        Powerful            Powerless      
            
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
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Usually, African American people are ____________. 
 
        Unpopular            Popular 
 
     Good, Nice                         Bad, Awful 
    
             Stupid            Intelligent 
 
 Hard-working            Lazy 
 
      Fast, Noisy            Slow, Quiet 
 
       Powerless            Powerful 

 
          Athletic            Not athletic 
             
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 

 
 
 
 
 

Usually, Mexican American students are ____________. 
 
     Bad, Awful            Good, Nice 
 
     Slow, Quiet            Fast, Noisy 
 
       Intelligent                         Stupid 
    
Hard-working            Lazy 
 
       Powerless            Powerful 
 
          Athletic            Not Athletic 

 
          Popular            Unpopular      
 
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
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Usually, daughters are ____________. 
 
 Stupid            Intelligent 
 
               Lazy                         Hard-working 
    
       Powerless            Powerful 
 
     Fast, Noisy            Slow, Quiet 
 
    Not Athletic            Athletic 
 
           Popular            Unpopular 

 
    Good, Nice            Bad, Awful      
 
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 

 
 
 
 
 

Usually, my friends are ____________. 
 
 Hard-working            Lazy 
 
       Powerless                         Powerful 
    
          Athletic            Not Athletic 
 
      Unpopular            Popular 
 
    Slow, Quiet            Fast, Noisy 
 
    Good, Nice            Bad, Awful 

 
           Stupid            Intelligent      
            
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
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Usually, I am ____________. 
 
         Powerful            Powerless 
 
    Not Athletic                         Athletic 
    
      Unpopular            Popular 
 
    Bad, Awful            Good, Nice 
 
       Intelligent            Stupid 

 
               Lazy            Hard-working 
 
    Fast, Noisy            Slow, Quiet 
                   
                               infinitely        extremely        quite        slightly        neutral        slightly        quite        extremely        infinitely 
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