
INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI films 
the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and 
dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of 
computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations 
and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper 
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized 
copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing 
from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white 
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing 
in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order.

ProQuest Information and Learning 
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 USA 

800-521-0600

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



Adolescents’ Ethnic Minority Status 

as it Relates to 

School Involvement and Academic Performance

By

Nicola A. Holder, M.S.Ed.

A Doctoral Project Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Psychology 

in the Department of Psychology at Pace University

New York

2002

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



UMI Number: 3048335

Copyright 2002 by 
Holder, Nicola Allison

All rights reserved.

___ ®

UMI
UMI Microform 3048335 

Copyright 2002 by ProQuest Information and Learning Company. 
All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

ProQuest Information and Learning Company 
300 North Zeeb Road 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



PSY.D. PROJECT FINAL APPROVAL FORM

NAME: _____ Nicola A. Holder______________________________

TITLE OF PROJECT:____ Adolescents* Ethnic Minority Status________________

 as it Relates to________________________________

 School Involvement and Academic Performance_______

DOCTORAL PROJECT COMMITTEE:

PROJECT ADVISOR: Florence L. Denmark. Ph.D.________________
Name

Robert Scott Pace Distinguished Professor Emerita 
Title Affiliation

PROJECT CONSULTANT: Alfred Ward. Ph.D._______________________
Name

Associate Professor_____________________ «_
Title Affiliation

FINAL APPROVAL OF COMPLETED PROJECT:

I have read the final version of the doctoral project and certify that it meets the relevant 
requirements for the Psy.D. degree in School-Clinical Child Psychology.

'l/va4. k SyiwMuJL _____

DateProje« Consultant’s Signature

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER PAGE

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS vi

LIST OF TABLES viii

ABSTRACT X

I. INTRODUCTION 1

n. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 6

Ethnicity 6

Ethnic Minority Status: Ogbu’s Theory 6

Adolescence and Identity Construction 10

Parental Support 15

Peer Group Support 20

Attitudes about Education 23

Summary and Statement of Purpose 29

Hypotheses 31

in. METHOD 33

Participants 33

Demographic Characteristics 34

Measures 35

School Involvement 35

111

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



m  METHOD (Cont’d)

Academic Performance 35

Parental Support 36

Peer Support 36

Attitudes Scales 37

Racelessness Scales 38

Procedures 39

IV. RESULTS 40

Description of the Sample 40

Test of Hypotheses 44

Additional Analyses 55

V. DISCUSSION 59

Summary of Research Findings 59

Limitations of the Current Study 62

Conclusions and Implications for Future Research 64

VI. REFERENCES 67

APPENDICES 75

A. Parental Consent Letter 75

B. Demographic Questionnaire 76

C. Parenting Questionnaire 84

iv

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



D. Attitudes Scales

E. Racelessness Scales

v

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The completion of this doctoral research project marks the official end of 

my academic training at Pace University. There are many people to whom I owe 

much. I wish to acknowledge them in this space.

I gratefully acknowledge the generous assistance of Mr. Ira Weston, 

Principal of Paul Robeson High School and Ms. Geraldine Taylor Brown, 

Principal of August Martin High School for allowing me access to the children in 

their charge; and for their enormous support during the data collection process. 

Thanks to the ninth and tenth graders at the two schools, who participated in the 

study, and the graduate students who assisted with data collection: Alexandra 

McGlashan and Kweli Abdullah Musa. And thank you to Ms. Shawn Hill, 

Guidance Counselor, who generously gave of her time, energy, and space at 

August Martin High School.

I am indebted to Dr. Florence Denmark, my doctoral research advisor and 

mentor throughout the graduate training years. I have been blessed to learn from 

and with you, as your research assistant and student. You have taught me so 

much, provided invaluable opportunities. I am truly grateful. And to Dr. Alfred 

Ward, my doctoral research consultant: You helped to transform a naive student 

into a doctoral candidate with enough gumption to attempt a project as unwieldy 

as this one (Thanks?!). Really, thank you. I am especially grateful for your 

patience and humor throughout the years. And to Mr. Steve Salbod: I am grateful

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



for your assistance in organizing and coding the data. And, to thank you to Ms. 

Aqueda Portalatin, caretaker “extraordinaire”, through whom all things really are 

possible. And, very importantly, I thank my teachers at Pace, through all of whom 

I’ve learned invaluable lessons.

To Mr. Robert Cooper, my High School Mentor: You helped me to 

believe in the possibilities and in my right to pursue them. To Dr. Stuart Dick, my 

Undergraduate Mentor: You helped me to understand the importance of “service” 

as the guiding principle in any work; your courage and integrity has inspired me 

through the years. This effort is dedicate to your memory.

To my sister-friends: Allyson, Hanna, Kawana, Maja, Marie, Raoum, and 

Toni: Without your love and support (and humor!), the graduate school process 

would have been all the more daunting. Thank you so much.

Finally, thank you to my mother, Jennifer: Your life is truly a testament to 

the indelible human spirit; your resilience inspires me. And to Annie Lee Jones, 

an extraordinary clinician and wise-woman: You are helping me to re-think the 

process. I am learning so much.

vii

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page

1. Demographic data shown by Ethnicity, Country of Birth,

Gender, and Age 41

2. Demographic data as distributed across the two schools 43

3. Means and Standard Deviations for School Involvement

and Academic Performance shown by Ethnicity 44

4. Correlations between Parental Support and School

Involvement and Academic Performance 46

5. Correlations between Attitudes about Education and School

.Involvement and Academic Performance 47

6. Differences in Parental Support for African American and

West Indian Adolescents 49

7. Ethnicity by Abstract Attitudes Analysis of Variance for 

School Involvement and Academic Performance and Ethnicity 

by Concrete Attitudes Analysis of Variance for

School Involvement and Academic Performance 50

8. Correlations between Racelessness subscales and School

Involvement and Academic Performance 52

9. Ethnicity by Achievement Attitudes Analysis of Variance

for School Involvement and Academic Performance 53

viii

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



Table

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

LIST OF TABLES [Cont’d]

Page

Ethnicity by Impression Management Analysis of Variance

for School Involvement and Academic Performance S3

Ethnicity by Alienation Analysis of Variance for

School Involvement and Academic Performance 54

Ethnicity by Stereotypic Beliefs Analysis of Variance

For School Involvement and Academic Performance 54

Sample shown by Generational Status: Country

of Birth and Parents’ Country of Birth 56

Sample shown by Country of Birth, Age of

Migration, and Ethnicity 57

ix

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



ABSTRACT

Research indicates that African American adolescents attending inner city 

schools are underachieving when compared to their counterparts in other ethnic 

groups, as measured by standardized test scores, drop out rates, and 

disproportionately low rates of placements in advanced, gifted, or honors 

programs, among other indices. Existing theories and explanatory models have 

proposed that factors such as heredity, “cultural deprivation”, and/or differences 

in learning styles may account for differences in adolescents’ academic 

performance and school-related behaviors.

In contrast, Ogbu (1978,1990,1991) proposed that in order to accurately 

assess students’ behaviors in the school setting, researchers must look at how they 

have been socialized to view education, as these perceptions play a critical role in 

demonstrations of competence. According to Ogbu’s theory, African American 

adolescents’ status as involuntary minorities negatively shapes their attitudes 

about education and the behaviors that they demonstrate in school. Conversely, 

adolescents in immigrant families, i.e., voluntary minorities, hold more positive 

attitudes about education and demonstrate more vigorous school involvement and 

better academic performance.

Ogbu’s theory has found some support in qualitative studies conducted in 

the past two decades. However, the relationships are not strictly linear. The 

literature indicates that parental support, peer support, and the adolescents’ own
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attitudes about education are critical, inter-related, factors that help to determine 

adolescents’ school related behaviors. However, there have been little or no intra- 

racial, inter-ethnic studies conducted using quantifiable data to evaluate Ogbu’s 

theory, particularly within the context of these variables. Thus, the current study 

sought to examine the relationship between ethnic minority status, parental 

support, peer support, and attitudes about education in a sample of Black 

adolescents: African Americans and West Indians.

The sample consisted of 115 adolescents enrolled in two public schools in 

Brooklyn and Queens, New York. Participants completed a research protocol 

which included four questionnaires to glean salient data regarding their ethnic 

minority status, parental support, peer support, attitudes about education and their 

level of school involvement and academic performance.

Hypotheses were developed based on significant literature findings and in 

keeping with Ogbu’s thesis. Data were analyzed using t-test analyses and Pearson 

Product-Moment Correlation analyses to determine the nature of relationships 

among these variables.

Overall, findings from the current study provide partial support for Ogbu’s 

thesis that ethnic minority status is a salient variable in determining Black 

adolescents’ school related behaviors. Across ethnic groups, the adolescents in 

this sample derived most significant benefits from their parents’ expectations for 

achievement in specific academic areas and from their parents’ efforts to support
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their academic endeavors in concrete ways. Adolescents who reported that their 

peers were engaged and performing well in school were themselves likely to 

report strong school involvement. Findings further indicate that, overall, the 

adolescents, regardless of ethnicity, were in general likely to endorse mainstream, 

positive attitudes about education. Notably, however, some differences were 

apparent: African American Male adolescents in this sample were more likely 

than the other sub-groups to endorse pessimistic attitudes about the importance of 

education. Across ethnic groups, male respondents were more likely than their 

female counterparts to downplay academic accomplishments in order to avoid 

being criticized or ostracized by peers.

In general, these results support findings from previous studies. However, 

there were notable discrepancies among the data with regard to ethnic identity and 

generational status. Specifically, disproportionate numbers of the respondents, 

regardless of nationality or generational status identified as West Indian, 

rendering results difficult to interpret within Ogbu’s conceptual frame. Findings 

from the current study indicate that it may be necessary to amend Ogbu’s theory 

to address the interaction of broad social factors such as socioeconomic status, 

gender, ethnic minority - and generational status on Black adolescents’ school 

involvement and their academic performance.
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction

Research findings continue to indicate that African American youth are 

under-performing academically when compared with their counterparts in other 

ethnic groups. Numerous indices have been used to support these assertions. For 

instance, African American youth perform below their Asian and Euro-American 

counterparts on most standardized achievement testing. They are less likely to be 

in honors or gifted programs. They are disproportionately placed in lower 

educational tracks and remain there. And, they drop out of school at 

disproportionately high rates (Children’s Defense Fund, 1997; Darling- 

Hammond, 1998; Hacker, 1992; Kozol, 1991).

Existing theories explaining this group’s lower levels of academic 

performance have focused on characteristics such as race and heredity, “cultural 

deprivation”, and differences in learning styles as primary influences (Eells, 

Davis, Havighurst, Herrick, & Tyler, 1965; Jensen, 1969; Shade, 1982). More 

recently, researchers have begun to look at relationships between adolescents’ 

attitudes about education and their school-related behaviors, i.e., their degree of 

school involvement and academic performance (e.g., Fordham & Ogbu, 1986;
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Fordham, 1988; Mickelson, 1990; Midgely, Arunkumar, & Urdan, 1996; 

Steinberg, Dombusch, & Brown, 1992).

Findings have varied, indicating -  paradoxically -  that African American 

adolescents report holding positive attitudes about education, but many continue 

to perform poorly in comparison to adolescents in other ethnic groups (e.g., 

Steinberg et al, 1992). Findings from some recent studies suggest that, together, 

these adolescents’ ethnic minority status, disproportionately low socioeconomic 

status, their concentration in traditionally under-served urban communities, and 

their pessimism about future occupational and economic activities opportunities 

significantly relate to the actual behaviors they demonstrate in school (e.g., 

Darling-Hammond, 1998; Fine, 1991; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Fordham, 1988; 

Peng, Wang, & Walberg, 1992; Shakoor & Chalmers, 1991). Specifically, for 

African American students, particularly those in traditionally underserved inner- 

city communities, demonstrating behaviors consistent with good academic 

performance may be contingent on whether or not they view education as a viable 

pathway into mainstream society.

Efforts to understand the factors that contribute both individually or 

collectively to affect inner-city African American adolescents’ school-related 

behaviors are further complicated by the increasingly large number of foreign- 

born Black youth enrolled in the public schools systems in urban communities. 

Most of these immigrant students are from the West Indies (Rivera-Batiz, 1996).
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For instance, New York is one of the six states, which together hold close to 75% 

of all West Indian immigrant families (Model, 1991). Children and adolescents 

from Jamaica, Guyana, and Trinidad and Tobago represent three of the top six 

immigrant populations in the New York City school system (Rivera-Batiz, 1996).

Unlike previous waves of West Indian immigration, where the families 

were mostly of middle-class origins, a significant number of the most recent 

influx of these children and their families are from the lower classes in their home 

countries (Cummings, Lee, & London, 1983). Immigrant students vary in their 

levels of preparedness and abilities. Some come to the United States with 

educational backgrounds that surpass what they are expected to know in inner city 

public schools. Others may have had little or no formal education and may be 

semiliterate in Standard English (Cummings, et. al, 1983; Tanners, 1997; Waters, 

1997). West Indians often settle into poor inner city communities and their 

children often attend schools with the least resources. As such, these youth face 

many of the adversities of their African American counterparts (Kasinitz, 1992; 

Rivera-Batiz, 1996; Waters, 1997).

Formal data on West Indian adolescents’ academic performance and 

school-related behaviors are sparse, as between-group research on this and other 

constructs tends to categorize children across racial and socioeconomic 

categories, with little or no reference to within-racial-group ethnic differences 

(Seidman, 1991).
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African American and West Indian adolescents have much in common: 

First, racially, they can both be identified as “Black”. Second, they are both 

concentrated in inner-city urban settings; and third, they both attend public 

schools in these communities in large numbers. However, African American and 

West Indian adolescents belong to different ethnic groups and have been 

socialized according to different norms and practices, in different cultural 

environments.

Given these differences and similarities, an opportunity arises to test one 

segment of a theory proposed by social anthropologist John Ogbu (1978,1990, 

1991). Ogbu has contended that when studying ethnic minority children’s 

academic or school-related performance, researchers must take into account the 

status of the group to which the child belongs -  whether group members are 

voluntary or involuntary minorities. He asserts that the ethnic minority group’s 

status is an important variable that helps to shape group members’ attitudes about 

education and their specific behavioral responses in the school setting. Ogbu’s 

theory has most often found support in descriptive studies (e.g., Hemmings, 1998; 

Waters, 1996a, b), but assumptions contained within have rarely, if ever, been 

analyzed quantitatively, using data gathered from these two groups.

The roles of parental support, peer group support, and attitudes about 

education, as correlates of adolescents’ school-related behaviors are well 

documented in the literature. Given Obgu’s theory, an important question guiding
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this study, is whether the relationships between these variables and school 

involvement and academic performance is the same for native- and immigrant 

Black adolescents, i.e., African American and West Indian adolescents.
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature

Ethnicity

People who belong to the same ethnic group share common values, 

traditions, and behaviors that may be passed on through socialization an/or 

heredity. Within such groups, children are socialized to “acquire the behaviors, 

perceptions, values, and attitudes of an ethnic group and come to see themselves 

as members of such groups” (Phinney & Rotheram, 1987, p. 11). As such, 

children learn about the world around them within the framework of their primary 

social group -  parents, and the broader community (Ocampo, Bernal, & Knight, 

1993).

Ethnic Minority Status: Ogbu’s Theory

According to John Ogbu (1978,1990,1991), much of the research on 

ethnic minority students’ academic performance and school-related behaviors 

overlook the following considerations: 1) Forces that have existed within the 

society that either encourage or discourage group members’ efforts towards 

success. 2) The ethnic group’s understanding of the educational system and the 

relationship between effort and outcomes in terms of academic performance. 3)
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The group’s perceptions of the educational system and whether it is seen as 

beneficial to them in their reality.

Ogbu (1991) developed a model for observing the above variables. He 

differentiates between voluntary and involuntary ethnic minority status, and 

contends that membership in these groups plays an important role in shaping 

individuals’ perceptions of the educational system and the behaviors they 

demonstrate in the school setting. His concepts as they relate to American society 

are as follows:

Involuntary minorities exist at the lowest level of the society’s 

socioeconomic / political ladder. They originally became a part of the American 

society through "slavery, conquest, or colonization". Ogbu (1978,1991) has 

contended that membership in this ethnic group is analogous to existing in a caste. 

Existence in a caste-like system has significant implications for functioning 

within all spheres of the social order. African Americans are an example of such a 

group. Specifically, for native-born Blacks, their history of slavery and the 

subsequent denial of equal access to education and other basic rights shape their 

perceptions and responses to the educational system. According to this 

conceptualization, the behaviors demonstrated in the school setting may reflect 

group members’ adaptation to repeatedly blunted attempts to gain access to the 

mainstream. Native American Indians are another example of such a group.
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Voluntary minorities are populations who migrate to the United States of 

their own accord, usually with the belief that that the relocation will assure greater 

opportunity for them and their families. Such groups are represented in this study 

by West Indians. According to this conceptualization, West Indian immigrants, 

having no consistent history of racial subjugation in this country, are likely to 

perceive and respond differently to the educational system than their African 

American counterparts.

In summary, Ogbu has contended that a group’s status (e.g., as voluntary 

or involuntary) helps to determine if and how they perceive injustice and how 

they respond to such experiences. He (1990) outlined three broad domains that 

subsume specific response patterns for native and immigrant groups:

Instrumental responses include 1) A dual-status frame of comparison. 2) 

Folk theories of "making it" in America. 3) Collective efforts to change those 

rules of "getting ahead" that do not work well for minorities. 4) Alternative 

survival strategies, developed by minorities to compensate for barriers 

encountered in the opportunity structure. 5) Role models. Relational responses 

refer to the trust that minorities have in the dominant culture and those institutions 

under that culture's control. Expressive or symbolic responses refer to the 

minority-group members' sense of group identity, their cultural frames of 

reference, and their ideal ways of behaving.
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Furthermore, Ogbu (1990) proposed that cultural inversion can occur 

when, for example, the involuntary group perceives a set of “behaviors, events, 

symbols, and meanings,” as the exclusive province of the dominant group and 

thus inappropriate for the involuntary group. In response to these perceptions, 

involuntary minority group members in turn assume a set of behaviors that are in 

opposition to those demonstrated by the dominant group.

Given their status as involuntary minorities and Ogbu’s formulation, we 

might expect African Americans to be less likely than immigrant minorities to 

perceive education as a viable vehicle for “making it” than are other groups. 

African Americans may respond to the societal system as it exists through 

collective protest in an attempt to change the rules for getting ahead, or they may 

develop compensatory strategies to circumvent restricted pathways. These group 

members may also be distrustful of the educational system and perhaps to adopt 

specific identifications or modes of behavior that reflect their negative view of the 

system. A frame of reference may operate in direct opposition to that of the 

mainstream.

In contrast, we might expect West Indians, given their immigrant minority 

status and dual frame of comparison, to be more optimistic in their perceptions of 

their chances of success, more trusting of the educational system and more 

accommodating in their behavioral responses to discrimination. That is, they may
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