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WITTY, JANEEN PAIGE, Ph.D. Academic Success and Resiliency
Among Low-Income African American Male Students. (1992)
Directed by Dr. Dale C. Farran. 142 pp.

The purpose of this study was to identify
discriminating factors of academic success for African
American males in the middle school years. The study
contrasted acédemically successful low-income stuaents with
less successful students from similar backgrounds to isolate
the within group factors that contribute to school éuccess.

This study tested the following hypotheses: (1)
alterable factors, specifically, higher academic self-
concept, more positive attitudes toward school, more
positive. perceptions of support for school activities will
discriminate academically successful African American male
middle school students from their less successful peers; (2)
alterable factors will discriminate academically successful
African American male middle school students from their less
successful peers better than will unalterable factors such
as birth order, number of siblings, and spacing between
siblings; (3) higher racial socialization by family members
making students aware of racia} barriers and interracial
protocol will discriminate academically successful African
American male middle school students from their less

successful peers.




Eighty inner-city African American male seventh grade
students and parents of 16 of these students participated in
this study. A general information form, the Harter Self-
Perceived Competence Scale, a school attitude and support
scale, and three open-ended questions were administered to
students in their schools. Interviews were conducted with a
subset of students and parents in their homes. Discriminant
function analyses were employed to test the first two
hypotheses. The third hypothesis was tested through content
analysis of responses to open-ended questions and
interviews.

The findings revealed that (1) alterable factors did
discriminate between passing and failing students; (2)
alterable factors were better discriminators than were
unalterable factors; and (3) while racial socialization was
provided on a limited basis by these parents, those students
whose parents indicated that they provided racial
socialization were in the passing group.

This study showed that while African American male
students may experience many unalterable stressors, the
positive influence of factors that schools can alter play a
dominant role in academic achievement. Parents can also
promote better academic achievement by increasing the récial

socialization provided throughout their sons' development.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem

The factors related to the academic success of African
American males have remained relatively unexplored as the
majority of studies on these students have focused on
predictors and explanations of failure. Such research has
left many unresolved issues related to the achievement of
these students during a time when the plight of African
American males, especially in the educational system, is of
serious concern. However, some low-income African American
males are academically successful and resilient in the face
of many odds.

The success stories of low-income, African American
students however, are rarely written. The poor school
performance of African American students, especially boys
from low-income families has been of major concern for
educators, parents, and community leaders throughout the
nation. Evidence of failure among these students has been
widely documented (Orleans Parish School Board, 1988;
Milwaukee Public Schools, 1990). Few studies have examined
the factors that mediate the academic success of African
American males despite evidence that these children manifest

a wide distribution on achievement (DeSantis, Ketterlinus, &




Youniss, 1990). Consequently, there is very little
empirical research that explores the resiliency or
invulnerability of low-income African American students who
are academically successful while their peers are not.

Given the role of education in shaping life outcomes,
it is important to examine the factors that distingquish
academically successful and resilient African American males
from their unsuccessful peers so that effective
interventions can be implemented on behalf of those students
who do not fare well in our nation's schools. Therefore,
the concern in this study is the identification of
distinguishing predictors of academic success for African
American males in the critical middle school years. By
contrasting academically successful low-income African
American students in middle schools with less successful .
students from similar socioeconomic backgrounds, it is
possible to isolate the within group factors that contribute
to school success.

Research Questions
Specifically, the study will target the following
questions:

1. What factors discriminate academically successful

and resilient students from their unsuccessful

peers?




Which of these factors are most important in
discriminating academically successful and
resilient students from their unsuccessful peers?
What is the combination of factors that
distinguish academically successful and resilient

students from their unsuccessful peers?




CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter will present a review of research related
to factors that influence academic success of low-income
African American male adolescents. The first section
presents a conceptual framework for the investigation. The
second section presents research related to the
developmental considerations that influence adolescents'
responses to transitions during their middle school years.
The third section reviews the concept of resilience of
children faced with numerous risk factors and the protective
factors they employ. This chapter concludes with the fourth
section which reviews the research on the school achievement
research of African American students that has been useful
in identifying protective factors employed by academically
successful African American students.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this proposed research is
grounded in two theoretical perspectives: (1) Eriksonian
theory; and (2) Bronfenbrenner's ecological perspective. The
following is a brief summary of both of these perspectives.

The middle school years coincide with the most critical
turning points in the lives of young adolescents (Carnegie

Council on Adolescent Development, 1989). As students,



young adolescents are required to make many adjustments in
their lives in response to the numerous transitions that
accompany adolescence. At the same time, adolescents are
members of families, which also go through marked changes
through the family life cycle. 1In the midst of these
transitions, adolescents face a critical developmental
task--they must come to terms with who they are.

Erikson's (1968) psychosocial theory addresses this
task of identity development, which for some adolescents, is
confounded by issues of race and ethnicity. Erikson labels
this stage identity vs. role confusion. It is a time when
young adolescents begin to integrate basic drives with
evolving physical and intellectual endowment as they strive
to determine who they are (Thomas, 1985). When adolescents
confuse who they are with who others think they are, role
confusion has occurred. Overidentification with others and
loss of individuality are symptomatic of role confusion.

Elkind (1979) adds to Erikson's description of what
happens during this stage with his discussion of imaginary
audiences. He suggests that adolescents' preoccupation with
self is evident in their construction of imaginary
audiences. He contends that when young adolescents
experience confusion between self and others the result is
the creatiqn of an imaginary audience. Thus, young
adolescents believe they have an audience when in fact, they

do not. What is important to the adolescent does not



necessarily constitute importance to others. For example, a
male middle school student who is disappointed with a
haircut may think that the entire student body and school
staff is looking at the haircut when they speak to him in
the hall when, on the contrary, people are merely extending
customary courtesies in passing, unaware of the student's
concern over his appearance. The student fails to realize
that this his personal concern is not common to everyone
else.

The construction of imaginary audiences, while not
unique to adolescence, is more prevalent during these
transitional years because of adolescents' increasing
abilities to think about what others are thinking. This new
ability is accompanied by the confusion that arises when
adolescents have difficulty distinguishing their own
thoughts from those of others (Elkind, 1979). During this
struggle of identity resolution, conflicts with parents,
siblings, and others are common, thereby straining and
testing these once stable relationships (Thomas, 1985).

An ecological perspective of development embraces the
transactions between the developing individual, for example,
the young adolescent as described above, and the environment
in which development occurs. Bronfenbrenner's (1979)
ecological perspective is a framework for recognizing the
transactional relationships between the developing

individual and the ecosystem and among the systems in the



ecosystem. The ecosystem is comprised of four levels:
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem.

The microsystem is the immediate setting in which
individual development occurs. The family is the most
notable microsystem, while daycare centers or schools may be
additional microsystems for cliildren. Individuals'
relationships with peers, communities, churches, and other
settings represent significant microsystems. Relationships
with peers become increasingly important during adolescence,
in some cases, challenging adolescents' reliance on the
child-family microsystem (Steinberg, 1990).

The mesosystem is the relationship among the
microsystems. It represents one of the most critical areas
of concern because it is at the mesosystem level,
particularly between the home and the school, that so much
attention has and needs to be focused in research on
academic success. Many researchers have focused on the
mismatch between home and school (Snow, Barnes, Chandler,
Goodman, & Hemphill, 1991) and have cited such mismatches as
influences and causes of the failure of some school
children. Another look at this important issue, however,
reveals that the home-school mesosystem alone cannot explain
failure or achievement; rather, it is a part of the complex
transactions that influence individual development at many
levels. As is the case for the sample proposed in this

study, the factors that reportedly exaggerate mismatches




such as socioeconomic status and ethnic minority status are
similar for the children, however, some of these children
are still achieving well academically. Thus, while the
home-school mesosystem provides fruitful information about
the development of children, other relationships, within
microsystems, the mesosystem, and in other levels of the
ecosystem must be considered in the analyses of
contributions to and explanations of performance.

The exosystem represents other systems in which the
individual does not directly participate but which influence
the individual's development. Decisions made by school
boards, by parents' employers, and by city councils are
examples of exosystem influences on development. Changes at
this level may affect the budgets, transportation, and
program priorities of the schools, thereby influencing the
students in the school system. For instance, a school
system's policies on nonretention in the elementary grades
influences students' development.

In addition to the relationships individuals have with
immediate settings (microsystems), the relationships among
those settings (mesosystems), and the relationships between
individuals and settings in which they do not directly
participate (exosystem), another level of influence must
also be considered. This final level, the macrosystem,
involves the social, economic, and political factors that

are evident at the national and international levels. The




macrosystem is the system under which all other systems
operate and represents the order of functioning for a
particular society or group. Macrosystem effects permeate
all institutions in society and subsequently all
relationships. Societal norms related to racism and
discrimination, the economy, and the level of national
security are examples of macrolevel influences on
development. The sense of job availability and future
prospects for African American males illustrate macrosystem
influences.

Although Bronfenbrenner's ecological perspective
acknowledges the contribution of the individual to
development (Garbarino, 1982), his perspective does not give
adequate attention to the characteristics the individual
brings to the transactional relationships he mentions.
Rather than allowing the relative omission of this ego
aspect of the ecological perspective to jeopardize the use
of the ecological model, for the purposes of this study, the
internal or personal attributes that play a role in academic
achievement will be considered along with the ecosystem
model as presented by Bronfenbrenner.

Collectively, these theoretical perspectives provide a
framework for examining the factors that may influence
student achievement during adolescence. Erikson's theory
explains the importance of the task of identity development

in adolescence. The ecological perspective suggests the
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relevance of the various levels and numbers of factors in
the immediate and external environment that influence
development.
Developmental Transitions

The entire ecosystem influences identity development as
well as the school performance of adolescents. As Chall
(1990) points out, the demands of students in school change
from year to year and grade to grade. Chall approached the
topic by viewing reading as a developmental process.
Chall's (1990) investigations of reading skills among school
children led to her developmental model of reading. Her
position that reading is a complex combination of skills and
abilities that changes with development is useful for the
proposed study because it looks at the demands placed on
students by the schools in a developmental context. Thus,
reading is different for first graders, fourth graders,
seventh graders, high school students, and adults. At each
stage of reading development, the reader gains additional
skills and abilities, moving from learning to read to
reading to learn (Chall, 1990). It is this transition that
has proven to be most crucial for later academic success
(Chall, 1990).

The findings from Chall's intensive longitudinal study
of low-income elementary school children indicated a general
downward trend in reading beginning at the fourth grade.

This slump started earliest and was more intensive through
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the sixth and seventh grades for below-average readers
(Chall, 1990). Specifically, skills related to word
meanings, word recognition, and spelling were evident in the
slump.

These findings, coupled with evidence that the demands
made on students are compounded and increasingly complex at
the middle school level, present a serious concern. With a
decline in school performance evident at the fourth grade
and with the general demands increasing rather than
decreasing, young adolescents face crucial challenges with
the transition to middle schools. 1In fact, as they reach
middle school, some students have experienced as many as
three years of declining school performance. Students must
deal with the skills and abilities needed to progress in
school at the same time they are experiencing new changes
and demands in every other facet of their development.

Research on transitions in early adolescence generally
focus on the complexity of changes in physiology, physical
appearance, cognition, emotional and personality
functioning. Early adolescence is a period of many turning
points for today's youth. 1In addition to the many normative
developmental transitions associated with this period on the
biological, cognitive, and social levels, early adolescents
must also make numerous decisions that will ultimately

influence their outcomes.
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A growing number of studies of adolescents emphasize
the importance of considering interactions among
developmental transitions and the responses to these
transitions by individual and social systems (Simmons,
Black, & Zhou, 1991). Some adolescents experience these
various transitions across a number of years. For others,
the onset of puberty, the changes in the socialization
patterns and family relationships, and the change from
elementary to middle or junior high school all occur almost
at once.  Adolescents who experience multiple life changes
within a short period of time are at risk for poorer
developmental outcomes than adolescents who experience these
changes over a longer period of time (Simmons, Burgeson,
Carlton-Ford, & Blyth, 1987). Of particular concern is the
cumulative impact of normative changes along with atypical
traumatic life events such as moving, death in family or
divorce.

Results of a study of cumulative change experienced by
447 early adolescents suggest that as the number of
transitions increases, grade point average and participation
in extracurricular activities decrease (Simmons, Burgeson,
Carlton-Ford, & Blyth, 1987). School change, pubertal
change, early dating, geographic mobility, and major family
disruption were the transitions studied. Three out of these
five life changes (changing schools, pubertal change, and

early dating) were considered normative since they are
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changes that all adolescents must go through at some time.
The remaining two factors, geographic mobility and major
family disruption, were considered nonnormative.

These findings are significant because they support the
idea that several changes occurring during a short span of
time can negatively impact on young adolescents' adjustment,
particularly on school performance. Further, coping with
normative changes causes some discomfort, even in the
absence of nonnormative changes. Therefore, more attention
has been given to both types of transitions, the timing of
these transitions, and the stress and impact of these
transitions on early adolescents.

Hirsch and Rapkin's study (1987) found that adolescent
adjustment to the transition to middle-level schools varied
depending on the domain in question. For example, a
student's grade point average may not be affected by this
change but extracurricular participation might be. Grades
and measures of self-perceptions were the indicators of
transition effects used by Crockett, Petersen, Graber,
Schulenberg, & Ebata (1989) in their study of the effects of
timing and number of transitions experienced by white,
suburban, middle-class early adolescents. The results
support the findings of Simmons and colleagues (1987, 1991)
that as the number of transitions increases, students have
more difficulty adjusting as measured by grades and self-

esteem instruments. 1In addition, the timing of the
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transitions proved to be critical as well, although those
results were not conclusive (Crockett, Petersen, Graber,
Schulenberg, & Ebata, 1989).

Within the family context, many changes in
relationships occur during early adolescence as a function
of the onset of puberty (Anderson, Hetherington, &
Clingempeel, 1989). In addition, family reorganization, as
in the case of divorce and/or remarriage, may exacerbate
transformations in parent-child relationships. 1In a
longitudinal, interview and observational study of 153
remarried, divorced, and nondivorced families, researchers
found that parental remarriage was particularly difficult
for boys prior to puberty and that changes in family
relations between parents and children in remarried families
resembled those of nondivorced families after a two-year
adjustment period (Anderson, Hetheringon, & Clingempeel,
1989). One can think of a situation like remarriage as the
blending of two microsystems or from the child's perception,
a radical rearrangement or realignment of his most intimate
microsystem: the family.

The individual contributions and the context in which
these transitions occur cannot be ignored. Studies that
have identified specific negative life events, such as
divorce, death, and change in socioeconomic status suggest
that these events have a negative impact on children's

adjustment (Emery, Weintraub, & Neale, 1982; Billings &
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Moos, 1982). Low-income African American students who may
have the fewest resources and who more often experience the
exaggerated cumulative impact of transitions, may experience
even more difficulty than other children in negotiating the
developmental tasks of adolescence. Negative life events
may be more common for low-income and minority children than
for other children. The development of peer relations,
striving for independence from parents, the transition to
formal operations, and the transition to middle or junior
high school all take place under less than optimal
conditions, in environments that sometimes hinder rather
than facilitate such development.

Of particular concern is the challenge of transitions
for adolescent African American males who are achieving less
well than any other group when they reach early adolescence.
Research conducted by McAdoo (1986) and Kagan (1982) suggest
that children in families of lower socioeconomic status who
suffer from chronic poverty are indeed exposed to more
stressors and therefore more difficult transitions than
their peers. 1In addition, children in single-parent
households experience more stressors (Belle, 1984; McAdoo,
1986) and disadvantaged minorities experience more stressful
events than their nondisadvantaged, nonminority peers
(Kessler & Neighbors, 1986). Thus, the mesosystem relations

for these children may be less smooth, more disorganized,
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and less habitual than for children who experience fewer
radical breaks in their microsystems.

These children from poor environments must not only
negotiate the normative transitions typical of this period,
but must also handle numerous events, such as more family
disruption (death, divorce, remarriage) and dislocation
(moving more often). However, cumulative change and risk
factors affect children in different ways. Thus, not all
low-income children characterized by at-risk indicators are
actually at risk. There are, in fact, African American
males who, despite fitting into every definition of
riskness, actually thrive during the transitions of their
early adolescence (Pollard, 1989). The study of such
resilience provides a basis for identifying the factors that
facilitate academic success of low-income African American
males.

Resilience

The concept of resilience has been applied to the study
of children who face various risk situations. Resilient
children are those who thrive despite deprivation when
others with similar risks have negative developmental
outcomes (Garmezy, 1987; Rutter, 1979).

Garmezy's (1987) research suggested that various
aspects of children's dispositions combined with family
cohesion and the presence of supportive persons in

children's environments were the significant factors related
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to children's resilience. Rutter's approach to the study of
resilience has been from the perspective of examining risk
and protective factors (Rutter, 1979). He discusses four
implications from the research on individual differences in
children's response to stress and adversity. He suggests
that first, attention should be given to reducing risk
exposure to the fullest extent possible in efforts to
improve children's circumstances. Secondly, Rutter suggests
that an investigation of the specific responses of children
to risk situations should be undertaken since it is apparent
from the literature that damage is not inevitable in high
risk situations. This would include a look at the coping
mechanisms and social problem-solving skills children use.
Thirdly, Rutter advocates that attention to the potential
value of compensating positive experiences should be
examined. There are cases where increasing positive
experiences may reduce the harmful effects of some risk
situations. Thus, according to Rutter, by building on
strengths rather than weaknesses, children's circumstances
can be improved. Finally, Rutter maintains that
investigations should be made of protective and buffering
factors that have no effect on their own but which increase
coping and resilience. Social support systems, for example,
appear to have a protective effect on children facing

adversity (Rutter, 1985; Nettles, 1991).
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Werner's (1985) longitudinal studies of children on
Kauai revealed that as adolescents, resilient children put
to good use the attributes they possessed. They were found
to be responsible, had internalized values by which they
lived, and were more socially mature than the adolescents
who had more positive circumstances. Resilient children
relied on informal sources of support, particularly peers
(including siblings) and parents. Their perceptions of the
need and usefulness of such supports was significantly more
positive than the children who displayed coping problems.

In her examination of stress-resistant children and
peers of the same age, sex and low socioeconomic status who
exhibited vulnerability to the stress, Werner (1985) found
that the key factors in the children's environment that
appeared to contribute to their resilience in the midst of
chronic poverty were: age of opposite-sex parent (younger
mothers for resilient males, older fathers for resilient
females); four or fewer children in the family; more than
two years between the resilient children and their next-born
sibling; alternate caretakers, such as father, grandparent,
or older siblings; steady outside employment of the mother;
amount of attention given to the child by primary caretaker
in infancy; sibling available as caretaker or friend in
childhood; rules and structure in adolescent households; and

supportive, informal multigenerational network of relatives
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and friends. She also found that resilient boys were more
often firstborn sons (Werner, 1985).

Similarly, Rutter (198l1) found that firstborn children
.tended to have superior academic achievement. The
differences in the ways parents respond to their first child
and the ways they respond to later-born children suggest
that parents may have more active interactions with
firstborns and may also tend to be more social,
affectionate, anxious, and controlling. These behaviors
lend themselves to more talking and more attention all of
which may account for achievement differences among siblings
as a result of birth order. Another factor that appears to
have a positive relationship with academic achievement is
family size. Most often, Rutter and Madge (1976) found that
children from smaller families tended on average to achieve
at a higher level. Once again, these findings were
consistent with those later found by Werner (1985).

In many cases, the protective factors identified by
Garmezy, Rutter and Werner are unalterable constitutional or
environmental factors. While these factors are of interest,
what is encouraging is that there is some evidence that
there are alterable characteristics or protective factors of
academically successful and resilient students. Examples of
alterable factors are academic self-concept, school

attitude, and perception of family and school support.
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The research on resilience suggests that protective
factors exist in each level of the ecosystem as well as on
the individual level. Protective factors that have been
found to facilitate achievement among African American
students are reviewed below.

Research on Academic Achievement of African American
Children

Despite the wealth of educational research conducted
during the past three decades, few studies have focused on
the African American children who are thriving in seemingly
risk-laden settings. In the midst of the persistent numbers
of African American youth who are performing at levels that
appear to contribute to academic failure, there are students
in this group who do achieve in school. What remains
unanswered in the literature are the factors that enable
some students to negotiate the developmental tasks of
adolescence successfully and to achieve in school despite
poor environments. What are the protective factors that
serve as buffers for African American male students? What
contributes to their resilience?

While there are many studies that have focused on the
academic failure of African American students, few have
examined the factors related to the academic success and
resilience of African American students. 1In this review of
such research, several common threads linked to resilience

become apparent.
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Edwards (1976) studied successful high school seniors
from a large, predominately African American school in a
large midwestern city. Of the 21 students with grade point
averages of 3.0 or better selected for study, only six were
male. The first of several common characteristics Edwards
found in this interview study was that the average age of
these students was younger than that of the population
average of high school seniors. Discussions with the
students revealed that perhaps because they were younger
than their peers, they were not granted the same freedom by
their parents or were not fully accepted by their peers.
Edwards suggested that such limitations may have turned
these students away from non-academic activities allowing
for more effort, time, and concentration to be placed on
academic activities.

Large family size did not appear to be detrimental to
the achievement of students in Edwards' sample. The average
number of persons living in their households was 5.4. Nine
of these students were the oldest of the children in their
families. Residential stability seemed to have a positive
effect on student performance as only one student had
attended more than one high school and the average number of
schools at the junior high level was 1.6.

Students' ratings of their elementary and secondary
school experience indicated overall pleasant experiences

with the most positive experiences reported at the







