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In this study, the relationships between racial identity and academic outcomes for African American
adolescents were explored. In examining race beliefs, the study differentiated among (a) importance of race
(centrality), (b) group affect (private regard), and (c) perceptions of societal beliefs (public regard) among 606
African American 17-year-old adolescents. Using cluster analysis, profiles of racial identity variables were
created, and these profile groups were related to educational beliefs, performance, and later attainment (high
school completion and college attendance). Results indicated cluster differences across study outcomes. Also,
the relationships between academic attitudes and academic attainment differed across groups. Finally, the
paper includes a discussion on the need to consider variation in how minority youth think about group
membership in better understanding their academic development.

As mid to late adolescence is a time during which
individuals are continually structuring and shaping
their sense of self, as well as evaluating educational
and occupational possibilities (Erikson, 1968; Marcia,
1980), group attitudes and beliefs are especially
important in the psychological and social develop-
ment of African American youth (Swanson, Spencer,
& Petersen, 1998). There is debate, however, as to
whether emphasis on group and cultural affiliation
leads to youths’ development of maladaptive aca-
demic coping strategies (e.g., Fordham, 1988) or has
protective and enhancing roles (Phinney, 1990). In
this study we explored the relationship between
youths’ beliefs about their group membership and
academic outcomes for 606 African American 12th-
grade youth. In examining group beliefs, we focused
on racial identity, explicitly differentiating between
the importance of and the meaning of youths’ race
beliefs. Furthermore, we explored how these beliefs
may function interactively in predicting academic
outcomes by examining profiles of these racial

identity beliefs and the relationships of these profiles
with achievement beliefs, performance, and subse-
quent higher education attainment.

African Americans and Achievement Beliefs

Educational achievement and attainment in
American society have well-established links to life
outcomes such as enhanced life satisfaction and
well-being. Models of student achievement explain
ethnic group differences in achievement outcomes
(e.g., Donovan, 1984; Keith & Benson, 1992; Rey-
nolds, 1989), focusing mostly on group disparities in
socioeconomic background. Structural inequity
alone, however, does not fully explain within-group
variation in achievement outcomes, nor does it
adequately explain the beliefs and attitudes that
lead to academic behaviors (Adams & Singh, 1998).
Developmental researchers in motivation suggest
youths’ school engagement, performance, and per-
sistence in an academic task are linked to their
beliefs about its purpose, meaning, and value, and
their capability of doing it (Bandura, 1997; Harter,
1991; Pintrich, Roeser, & DeGroot, 1994; Weiner,
1986; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). In contrast, youth are
likely to develop negative achievement beliefs if they
perceive negative information from their environ-
ment about these factors (Graham, 1994; Midgley,
Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1988; Murdock, 1999). There is
relatively little achievement motivation research
focusing on African American youth and how ethnic
group membership and group beliefs may influence
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achievement beliefs and behaviors (Graham, 1994).
Conceptual and research models of race and
achievement can be categorized broadly into two
perspectives. One perspective relates group identi-
fication and awareness of racial barriers to educa-
tional risk, and the another perspective views these
as facilitating positive academic development.

Group identification and educational risk. From this
perspective, African American youth who recognize
societal inequity in economic and social mobility for
their group may come to feel that education will
have little usefulness for future life and occupational
pursuits (e.g., Felice, 1981; Ford, 1992; Fordham,
1988; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Mickelson, 1990;
Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992; Taylor, Cas-
tern, Flickenger, Roberts, & Fulmore, 1994). Subse-
quently, these youth may come to disidentify with
school, manifested by decreased engagement and
effort (Finn & Rock, 1997). One primary paradigm
within this approach is that of Fordham and Ogbu
(1986). They have argued that structural and educa-
tional barriers in American society have led to
African American youths’ development of opposi-
tional identities around academics, where academic
achievement is viewed as the domain of Whites.
Strong group identification or connectedness, then,
is implicitly linked to ‘‘cultural values’’ where
education is either not valued or not believed to be
a route to mobility for one’s group.

Similarly, other researchers have examined group
affiliation and recognition of social barriers as risk
factors through their relationship to the self-concept.
Some have noted the seeming paradox of high self-
esteem and academic self-efficacy among low-
achieving African American youth (Demo & Parker,
1987; Finn & Rock, 1997; Oyserman, Gant, & Ager,
1995). One explanation is that youth within a group
devalued by the larger society may protect their self-
concept by devaluing domains in which their group
members are expected to fare poorly (Crocker &
Major, 1989; Osborne, 1997; Steele, 1997). The
possibility that awareness of group barriers is
related to negative academic outcomes for youth
that hold academics as important to their self-
concept also has been offered. Steele (1997), for
instance, described stereotype threat as occurring
when negative group stereotypes are salient in a
particular situation or context. Here, threat is
represented by individuals’ expectations that they
may be viewed in ways that are consistent with the
stereotypes. Empirical tests of this paradigm for
African American students have involved experi-
ments in which students in an experimental group
completed an academic paper-and-pencil diagnostic

task after writing down their race (e.g., Steele &
Aronson, 1995). Students who indicated their race
performed more poorly than those who did not
indicate their race before task completion. It was
presumed that making race salient in this manner
also activated particular meanings for individuals
around their group (e.g., how society views this
group, the possibility of being evaluated according
to these negative views). Steele posited that over
time, being in such academically threatening condi-
tions results in lowered academic self-concept (as
individuals under threat conditions would likely
perform more poorly) and eventually leads to
disengagement with the educational process.
Furthermore, Steele’s framework implicitly presents
the possibility that individuals who identify more
strongly with their group may be more susceptible to
this threat. For instance, for individuals who hold
their racial group membership as an important part
of their self-concept, race and beliefs about society’s
views of race may be more salient in an academic
setting.

Group identification and educational motivation. A
second perspective views group affiliation and
awareness of social barriers as protective, facilitating
African American youths’ development of positive
achievement beliefs and subsequent academic ad-
justment (O’Connor, 1999; Sanders, 1997; Ward,
1990). Historically, strong affiliation with the African
American community has been linked to having a
strong value for learning and education, a motivat-
ing value that results from an awareness of African
Americans’ past and current struggles for educa-
tional access and opportunity (Perry, 1993; Spencer,
Noll, Stoltzfus, & Harpalani, 2001; Weinberg, 1977).
For example, an understanding of racism has been
related to better educational adjustment in early
college student development models (e.g., Sedlacek
& Brooks, 1976). Research on parental socialization
by Bowman and Howard (1985) found that African
American youth who had been given messages
emphasizing group affiliation and pride and aware-
ness of societal inequity had higher school achieve-
ment. Ward (1990) studied a group of high-achieving
high school students and suggested that having a
positive group connection allowed them to reject
White society’s negative evaluations of their group.
In contrast to the former perspective where perceiv-
ing group devaluation relates to lower self-concept
or maladaptive esteem-protecting strategies, implicit
in this perspective is that having strong group
connection leads to higher academic motivation
and, subsequently, better academic development
through an awareness of societal inequities.
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Racial Identity and African American Achievement

Researchers increasingly have focused on racial
identity, or the ways that individuals view them-
selves in relation to their group, as a way of
understanding how youth interpret and respond to
their social, academic and other societal contexts.
The aforementioned perspectives do not explicitly
focus on individuals’ racial identity; however, as
racial identity can be viewed as individuals’ beliefs
about the importance and meaning of race in their
lives (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous,
1998), the two approaches suggest links between
how individuals think about their group and their
academic development. In fact, common to both
approaches are two primary premises related to
youths’ racial identity that may contribute to the
seemingly contradictory research findings under
these approaches.

First, both approaches are based largely on the
premise that African Americans are a stigmatized
and devalued group in American society and that
this social status is a primary influence on youths’
academic beliefs systems and behaviors (Spencer et
al., 2001). Furthermore, the extent to which youth
identify with their group is related to a higher
recognition of this social status (Mickelson, 1990;
Ogbu, 1986; Steele, 1997). Group identification, then,
either exacerbates or buffers discrimination effects.
Second, both perspectives presume that African
American youth experience and understand social
barriers similarly (Sellers et al., 1996; 1998). Third, an
optimal state of identificationFlow identification or
high identificationFis emphasized in the two
approaches. Little empirical work, however, has
tested these assumptions in researchers’ theoretical
frameworks by explicitly examining the complex
relationships among group identification, societal
perceptions, and academic outcomes.

The racial identity literature may shed light on
this complexity, as racial identity is viewed as a
multidimensional construct made up of components
that incorporate a combination of ethnic awareness,
sociopolitical attitudes, and cultural or in-group
versus out-group preferences (e.g., Cross, 1971,
1991; Resnicow, Soler, Braithwaite, Selassie, & Smith,
1999; Sellers, Smith, et al., 1998; Smith & Brookins,
1997; Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley, Cross, &
Worrell, 2001). In this study we used the multi-
dimensional model of racial identity (MMRI) in
examining youths’ racial identity beliefs (Sellers,
Shelton, et al., 1998). Specifically, we focused on
three aspects of racial identity from the model: racial
centrality, private regard, and public regard. Racial

centrality refers to the importance of race to
individuals’ self-definitions. This dimension taps
into group identification and perceptions of similar-
ity to other African Americans. Consistent with
conceptualizations of group pride, private regard is
individuals’ affective beliefs about their group or the
extent to which they feel good about African
Americans and being African American. Finally,
public regard is individuals’ perceptions of societal
beliefs about their group, whether others view
African Americans positively or negatively. This
dimension taps into awareness of or beliefs about the
existence of social and structural barriers for one’s
group.

The MMRI is appropriate for addressing the
questions raised by the two approaches because it
does not assume a particular identity orientation as
optimal for youth development. For instance, in
Cross’s (1971, 1991) Nigrescence model of African
American identity development, he posited stages
characterized by beliefs regarding group importance
and ideological and affective group beliefs. The
internalization stage, having a strong, positive
affiliation with one’s own group and other groups,
is viewed as indicative of psychological health.
Similarly, Phinney (1989) outlined stages of ethnic
identity development based on group affiliation and
pride, group exploration, and the internalization of
group meaning where the most advanced stage,
achievement, is characterized by strong, positive
group identification.

African Americans may vary greatly both in the
extent to which they identify with their group and in
their definitions of self with regard to their group
(Sellers, Shelton, et al., 1998; Smith & Brookins,
1997). The idea that individuals may have achieved
or internalized identities where race is a less relevant
part of their self-definitions, however, is not
accounted for within the preceding frameworks.
Consequently, in empirical applications of the racial
identity models, group identification often is not
examined as separate from group beliefs and
perceptions (e.g., Parham & Helms, 1985; Phinney,
1990; Spencer et al., 2001; Witherspoon, Speight, &
Thomas, 1997). More recently, in Cross and collea-
gues’ (e.g., Cross, Parham, & Helms, 1991; Vandiver
et al., 2002) extensions of the Nigrescence model,
they asserted the possibility that individuals with
high and low group identification both could be
psychologically healthy; instead, differences in out-
comes across individuals would depend on the
content of their group beliefs (e.g., group ideologies,
societal views) as well as their social contexts.
Similarly, the equivocal research findings under the
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two perspectives suggest that no single process
underlies the relation between group identification
and achievement. Instead, different components of
youths’ racial identity relate to academic outcomes
in different ways. Thus, the MMRI also is suited for
testing the validity of the perspectives, as it explicitly
differentiates the importance of race to individuals
from the meanings individuals ascribe to their
group, allowing examination of the individual effect
of each component as well as the effect of interac-
tions among components.

Research indicates that the three racial identity
components may show similar and distinct relation-
ships with African American youths’ social and
educational outcomes. Ford and Harris (1997) noted
higher race centrality in gifted adolescents than in
lower achievers. Higher racial centrality has been
related to feeling more ethnic fit on campus
(Chavous, 2000) and higher academic performance
(Sellers, Chavous, & Cooke, 1998) for college
students. Both centrality and private regard were
positive predictors of self-esteem in samples of mid
and late adolescents (Rowley, Sellers, Chavous, &
Smith, 1997). Although this research indicates that
youths’ public regard beliefs (beliefs about societal
views of one’s group) were not predictive of global
self-esteem, Mickelson’s (1990) research with younger
adolescents suggests a negative effect of having
low public regard on domain-specific self-beliefs, as
she found that perceiving social barriers to educa-
tional success was associated with decreased school
efficacy and engagement. Similarly, Schmader,
Major, and Gramzow (2001) noted a negative
relation-ship between college students’ beliefs in
societal injustice and their academic attitudes. Little
research, however, has explored the relationships
among multiple aspects of racial identity beliefs
systems, achievement beliefs, and achievement
behaviors, particularly for youth who have not yet
attained higher education.

A Profile Approach to Examining Racial Identity

Although distinguishing among different compo-
nents of racial identity can inform conceptual
frameworks regarding what makes up individuals’
racial identity and how different components relate
to youth outcomes, the components likely do not
function independently in influencing attitudes and
behaviors (Cross, Strauss, & Fhagen-Smith, 1999;
Helms, 1990; Sellers, Shelton, et al., 1998). Therefore,
in addition to distinguishing relationships between
particular racial identity components and academic
outcomes, the present study incorporates a profile

approach to examining racial identity. The approach
allows us to examine patterns of identity, how
different racial identity variables interact within
different types of individuals in a sample. Also, we
can describe the types of individuals who fare
better or worse within particular social and aca-
demic contexts (Cross et al., 1999). This approach
has been used in relating racial identity to mental
health outcomes (Neville, 2000). Similarly, under-
standing the complexity and heterogeneity among
African American youths’ race beliefs systems may
help inform educational and intervention efforts
focused on increasing African American youth
achievement.

The utility of a profile approach is suggested from
research showing the interactive role of racial
centrality and beliefs about race on youth psycho-
social outcomes. Individuals who have high group
identification (racial centrality) and who report more
recognition of social barriers and racial prejudice
(e.g., Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999; Gurin,
Gurin, Lao, & Beattie, 1969; Sanders & Thompson,
1990; Sellers, Caldwell, Schmeelk-Cone, & Zimmer-
man, in press). At the same time, for those perceiv-
ing group discrimination, having high centrality
relates to better psychological well-being (Bran-
scombe et al., 1999; Sellers et al., in press). In
Rowley and colleagues’ (1997) study of African
American youth, private regard predicted self-
esteem for those with higher race centrality only.
Similar moderating relationships with racial central-
ity have been found in relationships between
students’ ideologies of race and society and their
academic involvement (Chavous, 2000) and aca-
demic achievement (Sellers et al., 1998). Thus,
examining racial centrality along with youths’ race
beliefs and attitudes provides a more accurate view
of their psychosocial processes. Recent qualitative
research by Sanders (1997) and O’Connor (1999)
with African American mid and late adolescents
provides further support for this idea. The authors
attributed differences in youths’ educational beliefs,
attributions, and achievement to variation in patterns
across three primary factors: recognition of racial
barriers, the relevance of race in their lives, and
whether they felt positive about African Americans.

Study Aims

Our interest was in ways African American
youths’ beliefs about self, race, and society influence
their academic beliefs and behaviors. Our objectives
were to examine (a) differences among youth
across various dimensions of racial identity and
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(b) within-group differences in school attitudes and
adjustment for youth with differing patterns of racial
identity beliefs. We expected that youth would differ
in their group centrality, their private regard, and
their public regard. Also, we expected that patterns
of beliefs emphasizing group affiliation and group
pride would relate most strongly to positive aca-
demic outcomes. Finally, we expected that patterns
of racial identity beliefs would relate to multiple
pathways to academic outcomes; thus, we hypothe-
sized that the relationship of youths’ academic
beliefs with their performance and later attainment
would differ for students with different profiles of
centrality, private regard, and public regard.

Method

Participants

Our sample included 606 African American youth
participating in a longitudinal study of academic
and social development. The data reported in this
study are from youths’ 12th-grade year (1997–1998
school year), referred to as Time 1 in this study, and a
follow-up interview conducted 2 years later (Time
2). (Note: Because all youth began the study in the
9th-grade year, the term 12th-grade year is used to
denote the expected grade in which youth would be
3 years later [Wave 4 of the longitudinal study].
However, some youth in the study sample were not
actually in school during this period.) The average
age of the students at Time 1 was 17.51 years
(SD5 .63). Approximately equal numbers of males
(n5 287) and females (n5 319) participated in Time
1. The youth were from the four main public high
schools in the second largest school district in a
Midwestern state, and these schools were 80%
African American students at the time of the study.
The district and surrounding city was largely work-
ing class. The average parental occupational prestige
score (Nakao & Treas, 1990) for the sample corre-
sponded to skilled blue-collar occupation (e.g.,
machinist). Students initially were selected for the
study in the beginning of 9th grade (1994–1995
school year), and selection was based on students’
grade point average (GPA) in 8th grade. (Students
with GPAs of 3.0 or below, on a 0–4 scale, were
selected, and the mean 8th-grade GPAwas M5 2.06,
SD5 .68). This GPA cutoff was used because
students in this study were participating in a study
examining youth at risk for school failure or
dropout. Students diagnosed as either emotionally
impaired or developmentally disabled were not
included in the study, however. Of the 606 partici-

pants who were interviewed in Time 1, 72%
participated in the Time 2 follow-up (n5 437).

Procedures

Data for the present study were collected during
face-to-face interviews and school district records.
Interviewers were 15 trained African American and
White males and females. All interviewers were
hired from the surrounding communities and had
obtained at least a high school diploma or a general
education diploma (GED). When possible, inter-
viewers and youth were matched for race or gender,
but this did not occur in all interview instances
because of practical issues, for example, having to
reschedule canceled appointments. During 12th
grade, project staff conducted interviews during
regular school hours. Students were taken to
selected areas within the school for approximately
1 hr to be interviewed. Youth who could not be
found in school were interviewed in a community
setting (e.g., community organization). Areas as-
sessed during the interview included health issues,
relationships with family and peers, school beliefs
and achievement, and psychological well-being.
After the interview, students completed a self-report
questionnaire about alcohol and drug use, sexual
behavior, racial identity, and discrimination. Youth
were instructed to answer the racial identity ques-
tions if they considered themselves to be African
American. After completing the self-administered
questionnaire, students put the questionnaire in a
sealed envelope and gave it to project staff. Youth
were informed that all information was confidential
and that additional information would be obtained
from school district records.

Two years later, project staff interviewed youth at
community settings convenient to the participants.
Also, high school graduation status was collected
from past school records with the permission of
participants. Respondents were compensated $20 for
Time 1 and $25 for Time 2.

Measures

Educational beliefs. Educational beliefs were as-
sessed in 12th grade and included four components:
school attachment, school relevance, school efficacy,
and school importance. The school attachment
measure (Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992) in-
cluded seven items (e.g., ‘‘I do extra work on my
own in class,’’ ‘‘I like school,’’ ‘‘Most mornings, I
look forward to going to school’’), to which
participants responded using a 4-point Likert scale

1080 Chavous et al.



ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).
Three items were used to assess school relevance
(Roeser, Lord, & Eccles, 1994). Students were asked
to indicate on a 5-point scale how often they felt their
school work was useful, how interesting most of
their classes were, and how important the things
they were learning in school would be later in life.
The school efficacy measure (Roeser et al., 1994)
included five items (e.g., ‘‘I can do even the hardest
school work if I try,’’ ‘‘Even if the work in school is
hard, I can learn it’’) on a 5-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (not true) to 5 (very true). Finally,
school importance (Midgley, Maehr, & Urdan, 1993)
was assessed with four items (e.g., ‘‘I think being
successful in school is important,’’ ‘‘Going to school
will help me reach my goals’’) using a 5-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 1 (not true) to 5 (very true).
Students not in school did not answer questions
pertaining to educational beliefs. Cronbach’s alphas
for each of the scales indicate moderate to high
internal consistency: school attachment5 .80, school
relevance5 .65, school efficacy5.84, and school
importance5 .85.

Racial identity. Three aspects of racial identity
were measured with a shortened version of the
Centrality, Public Regard, and Private Regard sub-
scales from the Multidimensional Inventory of Black
Identity (MIBI; Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, &
Smith, 1997). The Centrality subscale consisted of
four items that assessed the extent to which being
African American was central to respondents’
definition of themselves. Sample items included:
‘‘Being Black is a major part of my identity’’ and ‘‘I
feel close to other Black people.’’ The Regard
subscale was used to assess individuals’ affective
group beliefs and consisted of two components.
The Private Regard component was measured by
three items and assessed one’s positive or negative
feelings toward African Americans and their
membership in that group. Example items were ‘‘I
am happy that I am Black’’ and ‘‘ I am proud of
Black people.’’ Cronbach’s alphas for Centrality and
Private Regard indicated moderate internal consis-
tency: (alpha5 .65 and .67, respectively). The Public
Regard component of the Regard subscale was
measured by two items that assessed the extent to
which respondents’ felt others view African Amer-
icans positively or negatively. The two items
included: ‘‘In general, other groups view Blacks in
a positive manner’’ and ‘‘Blacks are considered to be
good by society.’’ These items showed a moderate
correlation (r5 .46). Using the Spearman-Brown
equation (Hunter, Schmidt, & Pearlman, 1982;
Noble, 1955), we determined that the relationships

among the items in the Centrality, Private Regard,
and Public Regard subscales were consistent with
Cronbach’s alphas of .83 (for eight items), .81 (for six
items), and .84 (for six items), respectively, for the
full measures. All racial identity attitude items were
measured using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). High scores on
these measures represented higher levels of central-
ity, public regard, and private regard.

School outcomes. School outcomes for 12th grade
included youths’ self-reports of school status (in
school vs. not in school) and school records of
youths’ GPA in 12th grade (obtained for students in
school at Time 1). Two years after high school, school
reports of high school graduation status, partici-
pants’ reported high school graduation status, and
college attendance were obtained. Youth were asked
to report the highest level of schooling they
completed and to indicate whether they currently
were attending a 2-year community college or a
4-year college or university.

Results

Preliminary Analyses: Racial Identity Variables and
Academic Outcomes

Preliminary analyses focused on the relationship
between the racial identity variables and school
status (in school or out of school). Of the 606 youth
participating in this study in 12th grade, 63 reported
that they were not currently in school and 543
reported they were in school. T tests indicate that
those not in school had lower race centrality (t5
–2.32, po.05,M5 5.06, SD5 1.41) and private regard
(t5 –2.41, po.05, M5 5.73, SD5 1.26) than those in
school (M5 5.46, SD5 1.27 and M5 6.13, SD5 1.05,
respectively). Twenty eight of the 63 youth who were
out of school reported being employed.

Next, we examined the relationship of multiple
dimensions of racial identity to the academic
attitudes and achievement outcomes through cor-
relation and multivariate analyses. For participants
in school in 12th grade (n5 543), the correlations
among the racial identity and academic attitudes
variables are presented in Table 1. Results show that
public regard was positively related to school
attachment and school relevance, and all four
educational beliefs variables were positively related
to private regard. Positive relationships also were
found between racial centrality and school relevance
and school efficacy. None of the racial identity
variables, however, was significantly correlated with
12th-grade GPA.
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Preliminary Analyses: Time 2 Relationships and Attrition

At Time 2, 437 youth (72%) from Time 1
completed the 2-year follow-up; thus, analyses
pertaining to high school completion and college
attendance included only these youth. To determine
whether youth who did not complete the Time 2
survey systematically differed from those who did, T
tests were conducted to compare the youth who
completed the Time 2 survey with the 169 youth
who did not complete the Time 2 follow-up on the
Time 1 variables of interest (racial identity, GPA, and
attitudinal variables). T tests indicated no significant
differences on Time 1 racial identity variables and
GPA between those with data at Time 2 and those
with missing data at Time 2. However, there were
differences on one school attitude measure. Those
who did not participate in the follow-up reported
lower levels of school importance, t(266.68)5 –2.28,
p5 .024, at Time 1 compared with those who did
participate in the follow-up.

Of the youth participating in Time 2, 168 (28%)
reported attending a college or university and 269
(44%) reported they were not attending a college or
university currently. Of the youth attending a college
or university, 110 (65%) reported attending a com-
munity college and 58 reported attending a uni-
versity (35%). MANOVAwas conducted to examine
the relationship between high school completion and

college status (15no high school diploma, 25high
school diploma only, 35high school diploma and
college) with the racial identity variables. (These
status groups included individuals who graduated
high school as well as those who obtained a GED
between 12th grade and the 2-year follow-up.)
Results indicated a significant overall model, F(9,
1445)5 147.291, po.001. Post hoc comparisons (Tu-
key’s honestly significant difference test) revealed
that centrality, F(3, 489)5 267.430, po.001, and
private regard, F(3, 489)5 86.058, po.001, were
higher for individuals in the college attendance
group (M5 5.65, SD5 1.12 and M5 6.31, SD5 .89,
respectively) than for the group with only a high
school diploma (M5 5.45, SD5 1.28 and M5 6.20,
SD5 .95). Public regard was not related to educa-
tional attainment group, F(2, 357)5 1.599, ns. Finally,
the group with no high school diploma did not differ
significantly from the two other groups on any of the
racial identity variables.

Racial Identity Profiles

Our major analyses focused on delineating racial
identity profile groups. We used k-means iterative
cluster analysis, conducted to examine whether the
multiple dimensions of racial identity beliefs
grouped together in theoretically meaningful pro-
files (Magnusson, 1987). Using profile groups was
preferred, as we could determine the extent to which
the relationship between a particular racial identity
variable and academic outcomes were moderated by
one or more other racial identity variables. The racial
identity clusters were identified using Ward’s
method of linkage and the squared Euclidean
distance. The three variables (centrality, public
regard, and private regard) were first standardized.
Next, the agglomeration schedule and the dendo-
gram were examined to determine the number of
clusters that best characterized the data. The goal
was to find a solution with members that were
relatively homogenous on the racial identity vari-
ables. The agglomeration schedule contains coeffi-
cients that represent the distance between cluster
centroids. A large decrease in the value of the
coefficient occurs when similar clusters are joined.
Thus, the solution before the decrease in the
coefficient usually represents the solution with the
most distinct clusters. In the present study, a large
decrease in the coefficient occurred after five
clusters. Based on statistical and theoretical criteria
(Aldenderfer & Blashfield, 1984; Lorr, 1986, 1994), it
was determined that a four-cluster solution fit the
data best. The clusters are presented in Figure 1

Table 1

Correlations Among Racial Identity and Academic Beliefs and

Performance Variables

M

(SD)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Public

regard

4.12

(1.78)

–

2. Private

regard

6.09

(1.08)

.32n –

3. Centrality 5.42

(1.29)

.33n .61n –

4. School

attachment

2.94

(0.64)

.11n .15n .05 –

5. School

relevance

3.50

(0.90)

.14n .09n .09n .49n –

6. School

efficacy

4.48

(0.62)

.05 .14n .12n .38n .17n –

7. School

importance

4.64

(0.58)

.00 .12n .07 .50n .32n .62n –

8. 12th-grade

GPA

2.12

(1.17)

.04 .03 � .03 .03 .06 � .02 � .06 –

npo.05.
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using the standardized scores for each racial identity
variable.

All students in Time 1 (in school and out of
school) were included in the cluster analysis. The
first cluster (n5 175, 29%) was characterized by high
race centrality, high private regard, and low public
regard relative to the mean scores for those
variables. We labeled this cluster buffering/defensive,
based on theory and research suggesting the self-
protective purposes of positive group affiliation in
the face of racism awareness (e.g., Cross et al., 1999;
Spencer et al., 1995). Cluster 2 (n5 127, 21%), labeled
low connectedness/high affinity, consisted of indivi-
duals with low race centrality, high private regard,
and low public regard. Similar to the buffering/
defensive group, this group held positive group
beliefs and felt that society did not value African
Americans, but in contrast, race was not a highly
defining part of their overall identity. Cluster 3
(n5 188, 31%), labeled idealized, was characterized
by higher than average scores on all three identity
variables. Individuals in this group had strong,
positive group affiliation and felt that society valued
African Americans. Finally Cluster 4 (n5 116, 19%),
labeled alienated, was lower than the average on all
three variables. This group reported low connection
to African Americans, felt that African Americans
were devalued by society, and felt negatively about
African Americans.

To examine cluster group differences in the racial
identity variables, we conducted one-way ANOVAs
on the clusters by each variable. Tukey’s tests were
used for post hoc comparisons across groups in each

analysis. All clusters differed from one another on
racial centrality, F(3, 489)5 267.430, po.001 (with
means from highest to lowest: buffering/defensive,
idealized, low connectedness/high affinity, and
alienated). Groups also differed on public regard,
F(3, 489)5 86.058, po.001), with the idealized cluster
having significantly higher levels of public regard
than the other groups, and the alienated group
having significantly lower public regard than the
buffering/defensive group and low connectedness/
high affinity group. Finally, group differences in
private regard were found, F(3, 489)5 131.385,
po.001. The alienated cluster had lower private
regard than each of the other groups, and the low
connectedness/high affinity had lower private re-
gard than the idealized and buffering/defensive
group. See Table 2 for a summary of means for the
racial identity variables across the cluster groups.

−1

0

0.5

1

1.5

Buffering/ 
Defensive 

Idealized

−0.5

−1.5
Low 

Connectedness/
High Affinity

Alienated

Centrality Private Regard Public Regard

Figure 1. Summary of racial identity cluster groups.

Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations of Racial Identity Variables and

Educational Variables by Racial Identity Cluster Groups at 12th Grade

(Time 1)

Measure Buffering/

defensive

Low

connectedness/

high affinity

Idealized Alienated

Racial

centrality

M 6.41a 4.89b 5.97c 3.63d

SD (0.49) (0.63) (0.80) (1.16)

Public

regard

M 3.38a 3.24a 6.19b 2.86c

SD (1.40) (1.13) (0.77) (1.05)

Private

regard

M 6.54a 6.32b 6.51a 4.47b

SD (0.59) (0.47) (0.67) (1.18)

12th-grade

GPA

M 2.05 2.00 2.21 2.21

SD (1.17) (1.13) (1.16) (1.23)

School

efficacynn

M 4.51a 4.51a 4.55a 4.29b

SD (0.58) (0.56) (0.61) (0.71)

School

importance

M 4.65 4.65 4.68 4.53

SD (0.60) (0.47) (0.59) (0.63)

School

relevancen
M 3.46a 3.47a 3.66b 3.33a

SD (0.87) (0.90) (0.92) (0.90)

School

attachmentn
M 2.98a 2.89a 3.02a 2.79b

SD (0.63) (0.59) (0.69) (0.60)

Note: Subscript letters denote significant mean differences among
the variables. Post hoc comparisons are based on racial identity
and academic variables between cluster groups based on Tukey’s
honestly significant difference test.
npo.05. nnpo.01.
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Academic Beliefs and Performance

Next, we explored cluster group differences in
educational attitudes for youth in school at Time 1
(N5 543) using MANOVA. Youth in the four racial
identity cluster groups differed on their academic
beliefs (F5 1.95, po.05). Univariate analyses re-
vealed cluster group differences on school attitudes,
relevance, and efficacy, but not importance (see
Table 2). Tukey’s post hoc tests indicated that the
alienated racial identity group indicated less interest
in school (school attitudes) than the buffering/
defensive and the idealized identity groups. The
idealized group also indicated more personal value
for school (school relevance) than the buffering/
defensive group and the alienated group, and the
alienated group had lower efficacy beliefs than the
other three groups. No significant differences were
found between the racial identity groups for GPA.

High School Status

Our next set of analyses focused on exploring
whether the racial identity profiles were predictive
of in-school status for youth in Time 1. Results of chi-
square analysis examining cluster group differences
in 12th-grade high school status are summarized in
Table 3 (w25 11.54, df5 3, po.01). The alienated
group had a higher percentage of individuals not in
school during this period, relative to other groups
(18.1% not in school and 81.9% in school). The lowest
percentage of youth not in school (5.7%) was in the
buffering/defensive group.

Later Educational Attainment

Next, school attainment outcomes 2 years later
were examined for each racial identity group (see
Table 3 and Table 4). Chi-square analysis indicated a
similar pattern as with high school status in 12th
grade (w25 12.85, df5 3, po.01). Youth in the
buffering/defensive group showed the highest
percentage of 2-year or 4-year college attendance,
and those in the alienated group showed the lowest
percentage of individuals attending post-secondary
institutions.

Group Differences in Pathways to Educational
Attainment

Finally, we performed regression analyses to
determine whether the relationship between aca-
demic beliefs and academic outcomes varied across
individuals with different profiles of racial identity

beliefs (see Table 4). In all analyses, mother’s
education, youth’s initial ‘‘risk status’’ in the study
(8th-grade GPA), and gender (15male, 25 female)
were included as control variables. First, separate
multiple regression models were tested for each
cluster group where 12th-grade GPA was regressed
on academic attitudes. No significant relationships
were found between 12th-grade academic attitudes
and 12th-grade GPA for any of the cluster groups.
We also performed logistic regression analyses for
each cluster group predicting educational attain-
ment from academic beliefs variables. Two models
were tested across the clusters. The first predicted
high school completion at Time 2 from the academic
variables for all youth in school at Time 1. The
second model tested whether academic attitudes
predicted college attendance among those who had
completed high school. The high school completion
model was significant for the idealized, buffering/
defensive, and low connectedness/high affinity
groups. Specifically, for the buffering/defensive
group, model w25 39.97 (7), po.001, Nagelkerke
R25 .46, higher school importance (feeling that
doing well in school is important for future success)

Table 3

Summary of Academic Status in 12th Grade (Time 1) and Subsequent

Educational Attainment by Racial Identity Cluster Group

12th-grade school

status (N5 606)

2 years after

high school

(Time 2) (N5 437)

Not in

school

In school Not in

college

In college

Buffering/

defensive

N 10 165 63 66

Percentage of

cluster group

5.7% 94.3% 48.8% 51.2%

Low

connectedness/

high affinity

N 13 114 59 31

Percentage of

cluster group

(10.2%) (89.8%) (65.6%) (34.4%)

Idealized

N 19 169 90 46

Percentage of

cluster group

(10.1%) (89.9%) (66.2%) (32.8%)

Alienated

N 21 95 57 25

Percentage of

cluster group

(18.1%) (81.9%) (69.5%) (30.5%)

w25 11.54, df5 3, po.01 w25 12.85, df5 3, po.01
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was related to high school completion, but higher
school efficacy was related to not graduating high
school. Among youth in the idealized group, model
w25 22.40 (7), po.01, Nagelkerke R25 .26, school
relevance (feeling that what one is learning in school
is personally meaningful) was related to later high
school completion. For the low connectedness/high
affinity group, model w25 18.12 (7), po.01, Nagelk-
erke R25 .29, only youths’ early risk status (8th-
grade GPA) showed a significant relationship with
high school completion.

In testing the college attainment model for each
cluster group, we found that academic attitudes
showed similar relationships for the buffering/
defensive group, model w25 17.06 (7), po.05,
Nagelkerke R25 .25 (summarized in Table 4). Again,
school importance was positively related to attain-
ment, whereas school efficacy and school relevance
showed marginally significant, negative associations
with attainment. For the low connectedness/high
affinity group, model w25 17.88 (7), po.01, Nagelk-
erke R25 .40, having higher school importance was
related to attending college.

Discussion

Our findings suggest that African American youths’
beliefs about self and race relate to their educational
and social development through their attitudes and
self-evaluations around education. As there is a lack
of longitudinal research on racial identity and
academic outcomes, a strength of this study is that
it represents a prospective examination of the role of
racial identity beliefs in predicting educational
achievement. A second strength is our use of a
profile approach in our examination of racial
identity beliefs. Using only a variable-level approach
would allow understanding of how different racial
identity beliefs relate to achievement beliefs and
outcomes. Also examining profiles of identity beliefs
would allow us to understand how individuals with
a particular pattern or set of identity beliefs might be
different from or similar to individuals with other
patterns of beliefs. A third strength of our study is its
attention to not only performance outcomes but also
to academic beliefs and behaviors (college atten-
dance), outcomes that have clear implications for life

Table 4

Summary of Logistic Regression Models Regressing High School Completion and College Attainment on Time 1 Academic Attitudes for Racial Identity

Cluster Groups

High school completion model Buffering/defensive Low connectedness/high affinity Idealized Alienated

B Wald B Wald B Wald B Wald

Mother education 0.72nn 7.81 0.38 2.79 0.18 1.22 0.40 1.98

8th-grade GPA 1.86nnn 13.45 1.70nn 11.00 0.92nn 5.87 1.17n 4.72

Gender 0.19 011 � 0.05 0.01 � 0.62 1.49 1.51+ 2.84

School relevance 0.34 0.77 � 0.15 0.20 0.65n 4.59 0.28 0.44

School attachment 0.14 0.07 0.26 0.24 � 0.20 0.18 � 0.50 0.59

School efficacy � 1.74n 5.78 � 0.45 0.44 � 0.86 2.31 � 0.63 0.82

School importance 1.73nn 6.46 0.07 0.01 .051 0.77 0.93 1.25

Model w2 (df) 39.97 (7)nnn 18.12 (7)nn 22.40 (7)nn 10.54 (7)

Pseudo R2 .46 .29 .26 .23

College attainment model Buffering/defensive Low Connectedness/high affinity Idealized Alienated

B Wald B Wald B Wald B Wald

Mother education 0.49nn 6.12 0.32 1.25 0.43 6.15 0.07 0.08

8th-grade GPA 0.76 2.40 � 1.56n 4.14 0.47 1.35 � 0.47 0.83

Gender 0.43 0.64 0.74 0.75 0.91+ 1.86 0.12 0.02

School relevance � 0.63+ 3.12 � 0.54 1.91 � 0.49 1.42 � 0.23 0.24

School attachment 0.77 2.07 0.18 0.04 � 0.11 0.04 0.53 0.86

School efficacy � 1.13+ 3.36 � 1.00 1.02 � 0.04 0.00 0.00 0.00

School importance 1.43n 6.88 4.08n 4.73 1.15+ 2.63 � 0.33 0.19

Model w2 (df) 17.06 (7)n 17.88 (7)nn 17.93 (7)nn 2.28 (7)

Pseudo R2 .25 .40 .26 .07

+po.10. npo.05. nnpo.01. nnnpo.001.
Nagelkerke R2 is reported for each model.
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satisfaction and well-being as youth transition into
adulthood.

In our examination of interrelationships among
study variables, we found that having high central-
ity, strong group pride (private regard), and positive
beliefs about society’s views of Blacks (public
regard) were related to more positive academic
beliefs, supporting the motivational perspective on
the role of group identification (e.g., Sanders, 1997).
Furthermore, the findings suggest that youth who
perceive positive societal views about African
Americans show stronger attachment for school.
With regard to later educational attainment (high
school attendance, later high school completion, and
college attendance), however, only centrality and
private regard showed significant relationships. One
possibility is that youths’ public regard beliefs
derive in part from their proximal experiences (in
school and community); thus, their academic atti-
tudes and engagement in school may relate to how
they perceive teachers, peers, and other aspects of
their current social systems. These negative percep-
tions, however, may not relate to their views of or
choices to enter new college contexts. Thus, it
appears that youths’ own personal group attitudes
and feelings about their group influence their
educational behavior more strongly, regardless of
their societal views.

We attempted to unravel the questions raised by
the preceding findings by examining how the racial
identity variables functioned together to influence
academic attitudes and outcomes. Cluster profiles
were consistent with previous theoretical and
empirical work suggesting the interrelationships
among group identification and group meaning
(Cross et al., 1999; Helms, 1990; Sellers, Shelton, et al.,
1998; Smith & Brookins, 1997). Furthermore, we
supported our expectations that different patterns of
group centrality, private regard, and public regard
would relate to different academic beliefs and
achievement outcomes. In fact, our findings suggest
both risk and protective processes related to youths’
racial identity profiles. Youth with lower group
affiliation, less positive group affect, and more
negative societal perceptions (alienated group)
showed the highest number of students out of
school in 12th grade and the lowest college attain-
ment, whereas youth with stronger group centrality,
positive group affect, and negative perceptions of
societal views about Blacks (buffering/defensive
group) showed the lowest number of students out
of school in the 12th grade and the highest rates of
post-high school educational attainment. The find-
ings are not consistent with the disidentification

perspective (e.g., Crocker & Major, 1989; Fordham &
Ogbu, 1986; Steele, 1992). Instead, these results seem
to reflect the protective, motivational perspective on
group identification (e.g., offered by Bowman &
Howard, 1985; Murdock, 1999; O’Connor, 1999;
Sanders, 1997), where strong group connection is
related to discrimination awareness in ways that
facilitate academic success.

The latter position also is supported in our
findings around youths’ academic beliefs, in that
the buffering/defensive, low connectedness/high
affinity, and idealized groups had significantly more
positive school attitudes than did the alienated
group. A common attribute across the buffering/
defensive, low connectedness/high affinity, and
idealized groups was high private regard, suggest-
ing that having group pride is related to having
positive feelings about school and positive self-
perceptions around academics (e.g., Rowley et al.,
1997; Sanders, 1997; Spencer et al., 2001), regardless
of whether individuals hold race as very important
or perceive high levels of societal bias. The fact that
the buffering/defensive group showed the highest
academic achievement and attainment suggests,
however, that having positive group feelings along
with high race centrality and an awareness of
societal biases against African Americans may be
especially facilitative of positive academic outcomes.
In contrast, youth who felt the most negative about
their group (alienated group) had the most negative
academic attitudes, and they completed high school
and attended college at the lowest rates. This group
had low private regard, low public regard, and low
centrality. The alienated youth do seem to exemplify
the disidentification perspective in the sense percep-
tions of group stigma can relate to academic
disengagement. However, it seems that this is only
the case in the absence of a positive group connec-
tion (Branscombe et al., 1999; Cross et al., 1999;
Sanders, 1997).

Our findings also suggest that not only does racial
identity differ across youth but also that youths’
racial identity beliefs systems may relate to different
pathways to educational attainment. Educational
beliefs emphasizing the importance of school to
future success and educational efficacy were related
to high school completion for the buffering/defen-
sive group, whereas school relevance was related to
high school graduation for the idealized group. The
differences in predictive relationships for the two
groups may lie in differences in their societal beliefs.
The buffering/defensive group and the idealized
group are both characterized by high group cen-
trality and high private regard, but the groups differ
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in their public regard beliefs. In this case, for youth
with positive group beliefs but who feel that society
does not value their group (low public regard),
viewing education as means of future mobility may
be a motivating or empowering factor that leads to
school effort and persistence (Sanders, 1997; Spencer
et al., 2001). Because these youth perceive societal
bias against their group, they also may feel that they
will face inequity or discrimination in achieving
their educational goals. Thus, the future payoff of
education (i.e., overcoming barriers, improving
one’s group conditions, making positive societal
contributions to combat stereotypes) as well as the
belief that they can do well may be most salient and
motivating as youth in this buffering/defensive
group consider their own life decisions around
education. For the idealized youth with similarly
positive group feelings and strong identification but
who perceive less social inequity against their group
(high public regard), feeling that education is
personally meaningful or relevant may be a bigger
motivating factor in their engagement and persis-
tence. These youth likely view group barriers as less
of a factor in their educational experiences; thus,
their educational behaviors and decisions may be
influenced more by what is relevant and interesting
to them presently.

Youth who did not complete high school or attend
college had higher efficacy among youth in the
buffering/defensive group. The findings for these
youth may be consistent with theory and research on
academic disidentification (e.g., Osborne, 1997;
Steele, 1992). Across the study sample, youths’
school efficacy was relatively high. For youth in this
group, however, having strong, positive group
identification and beliefs in bias against their group
may play a protective role, allowing them to retain a
strong sense of efficacy in the face of low attainment
(Crocker & Major, 1989; Finn & Rock, 1997). Thus,
these youths are not linking the fact that they are not
completing high school or going to college to their
feelings about their ability to do well in school. In
fact, they may be asserting their efficacy even more
in response to low school engagement or to perceiv-
ing limited future educational options. Future
studies are needed in which youth are explicitly
asked about their educational aspirations and the
factors underlying them to test the validity of these
interpretations of our present findings.

In interpreting our findings, we acknowledge that
youths’ beliefs about education, particularly as they
relate to college aspirations and intentions, begin to
be formed before their senior year of high school. It
is likely, then, that their beliefs about the importance

and usefulness of education, as well as their own
educational efficacy, may relate to their past aca-
demic performance (Rowley, 2000) and, conse-
quently, to the type of post-high-school
opportunities they see as viable given their school
performance. Also, given that this sample is made
up of youth who were identified as at risk based on
academic criteria, the relationship between previous
performance and academic beliefs is an especially
important consideration. The youth selected for the
initial study, however, varied in their academic
performance at 8th grade, consisting of youth who
were performing at an above-average GPA as well as
those who were performing below average. It is also
notable that by 12th grade, the sample members’
GPAs included the full range of scores and were
more normally distributed than when they were
sampled based on their 8th-grade GPA (Zimmer-
man, Caldwell, & Bernat, 2002).

Furthermore, our failure to find relationships
among racial identity clusters and GPA also may
be related to the developmental period in which the
youth were examined. It may be that youths’ 12th-
grade GPA may be less directly influenced by their
racial identity beliefs than their performance in
earlier school years would be influenced. As most
youth at this time are in the latter stages of
considering possibilities for post-high-school pur-
suits, their performance in 12th grade may result
from their assessments of post-high-school options,
for instance, the coursework they may have selected
(college track or non-college track). In addition,
although the racial identity attitudes assessed in this
study have been found to be stable over time within
older adolescents (college students; Shelton & Sellers,
2000), we consider the possibility that youths’
racial identity could change within different periods
of adolescence as they undergo the processes of
defining and redefining the self. Also, other develop-
mental and life transitions (e.g., completion of high
school, entry into college or workforce) may act as
catalysts that may lead to change in beliefs. Finally,
although we felt that racial identity scales in the
study were adequately internally consistent, use of
the full scales could help insure stronger construct
validity. More research examining the development
of racial identity beliefs and academic beliefs in
earlier developmental periods with high- and low-
achieving youth could help in understanding the
bidirectional links between performance and beliefs.

Although our study focused on the role of
individuals’ beliefs and attitudes in predicting their
future performance and behavior, youths’ racial
identity beliefs and academic beliefs are influenced
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by their contexts (peers, classroom and school-level
experiences, family socialization; Fine, 1986;
Graham, Taylor, & Hudley, 1998; Spencer & Dorn-
busch, 1990; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams, 1990).
Future work examining contextual experiences that
lead to African American youths’ beliefs systems
and how these beliefs are related to coping with and
responses to school experiences could help us better
understand their academic and social development.
For instance, as our sample came from schools that
were predominantly African American, the ways
that race may relate to youths’ educational experi-
ences and beliefs could differ in settings with a
different racial make-up (e.g., predominantly White
or ethnically diverse settings). Taken together, how-
ever, our study findings indicate that some youth
may hold beliefs about their group and society that
may be motivating, whereas others hold beliefs that
relate to discouragement, disengagement, and low
attainment. More important, our study suggests the
need to examine the diversity and complexity of
youths’ belief systems around self and race in
understanding their academic beliefs, behaviors,
and decisions. Although we cannot ignore social,
structural, and economic factors in influencing the
educational opportunities of African American
youth, models of achievement and achievement
behavior that attempt to explain outcomes for
African Americans and other youth of color could
benefit from the inclusion of factors that relate to
how youth place themselves in relation to their
group as well how they incorporate these social and
structural factors into their beliefs systems.
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