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ABSTRACT 

Utilizing a critical race theory perspective, I investigated how racial identity relates to self-

esteem and academic achievement.  The sample consisted of 100 African American female 

adolescents (age 13-17) who lived mostly in the Western regions of the United States.  The 

Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Teen and Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale were 

administered to assess racial identity profiles and levels of self-esteem.  Grade point averages 

were collected via self-report as a means of capturing academic achievement.  The data were 

analyzed using cluster analysis with a follow-up MANOVA.  The cluster analysis using the 

combination of hierarchical and non-hierarchical methods resulted in a viable three-cluster 

solution.  The first cluster represented girls who held high humanist and low public regard beliefs 

(n = 29).  The second cluster group represented girls who scored higher on the centrality 

subscale and the nationalist sub-dimension (n = 31).  The third cluster consisted of girls who 

have high levels of public regard and low nationalist beliefs (n = 29).  The MANOVA revealed 

no significant relationship between the participants’ racial identity clusters and grade point 

average and their levels of self-esteem.  The results of this study provide further understanding 

and evidence of multidimensionality in racial identity among female African American teenage 

students. 
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PREFACE 

I came to Indiana State University in 2007 to earn my doctoral degree in school 

psychology.  I always wanted to pursue a degree that was congruent with my initial intent to 

enter the field of psychology and that spoke to the core of my identity as a daughter, a sister, an 

African American woman, and a scholar.  I graduated from Clark Atlanta University (CAU), a 

historically Black university, with a degree in psychology.  My undergraduate experience at 

CAU allowed me to explore and educate myself regarding my African ethnic heritage and 

ancestry.  The educational curriculum at CAU provided me with relevant instruction and 

provided a supportive atmosphere that encouraged the development of my personal and racial 

identity.  The proverb “Know Thyself” essentially translates into the idea that you don’t know 

where you are going unless you know where you come from.  This principle has resonated so 

powerfully with me that it has become a critical reference point for all facets of my personal, 

professional, and scholarly life and provides the lens through which I professionally view the 

pursuit of educational attainment and academic motivation among students who are members of 

historically oppressed groups.  My belief is that children and youth of color who have a deep 

understanding about the struggles and accomplishments of their ancestors will strive to do their 

best and live with a profound sense of pride and freedom to accomplish their aspirations.   

The American educational system relentlessly uses European American middle class 

culture as the reference point for its practices, curriculum, and expectations.  I believe that this 

excessive reliance on one culture interferes with the quality of education afforded to students of 
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color.  I entered the doctoral program at Indiana State University knowing that I wanted my 

research to focus on some of the particular issues that face African American students within the 

public school systems in the United States of America.  This is a topic that I feel passionate 

about.  As I started to conceptualize my dissertation, I began to wonder how racial/ethnic identity 

affected the academic success of ethnic minority students, particularly African American 

students.  I began to reflect on my school experiences and tried to understand why I did not feel a 

sense of racial pride or understand my ethnic identity prior to my undergraduate experience at a 

historically Black university.  I thought about the covert and overt racism that I have experienced 

and the implicit negative messages I received from administrators and teachers.  I am interested 

in the experiences of African American students and other students who come from historically 

oppressed groups within the school systems in this country because I see the need to advocate for 

this population and ensure that they are receiving an appropriate education as outlined in the 

educational laws.   

Multiple factors that interact in complex ways are identified in the literature on African 

American student success.  However, African American female adolescents are not as well 

represented in the educational literature as African American male adolescents.  My particular 

interest is in the factors that influence the academic motivation and success of African American 

female teenage students, particularly those factors relevant to racial identity. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Context of the Problem 

For ethnic minorities, educational attainment grants access to increased opportunities and 

a better overall quality of life (DuBois, 1903/1994).  Yet, despite minor gains, African American 

students are struggling academically and are not performing at levels of achievement comparable 

with other students.  One reason for this is that the foundation of the United States public 

education system is based on European American and middle class culture (Delpit, 1988, 2006; 

Tatum, 1997).  Furthermore, it has been proposed that children who come from middle-class 

homes perform better in school because their school culture is congruent with middle-class 

culture (Delpit, 1988).  The incongruence between African American culture and the culture of 

the school is an unfortunate reality for students who come from cultural backgrounds that differ 

from the culture of the school (Delpit, 1988).   

The American story that is taught in the schools contains historical misrepresentations 

and distortions (Spencer, 2011).  Spencer (2011) recommended that forums should be available 

to people who share similar social experiences in order to provide a safe place for those who 

have different experiences than the mainstream society to address such historical distortions.  

This would be particularly beneficial for African American youth and give them a better sense of 

self than they may receive from accepting the American story as fact (Spencer, 2011).  It might 
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further assist African American youth with developing the critical race consciousness that was 

proposed by Carter (2008b).  As Spencer (2011) argued, “From an identity perspective, too few 

of these young people are taught to truly appreciate themselves and the unique strengths, 

capacities, and potential which they have as contributing members of society” (p. 65).    

 There is evidence in the literature that cultural barriers result in the academic 

underachievement of African American students (Delpit, 1988; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Ogbu, 

1991).  The literature on cultural factors that impact the schooling of African American students 

offers several different perspectives.  In particular, the ideas of a lack of continuity between the 

cultures of home and school (Delpit, 1988) and the devastating negative impact of this cultural 

discontinuity on educational achievement have been used as a starting point for solution-focused 

thinking to assist African American students in their schooling.  Other areas of focus include the 

level to which students identify with their racial or ethnic group membership (Chavous et al., 

2003; Parham & Helms, 1985b), self-efficacy (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 

1998), academic efficacy (Carter, 2008a; Sellers et al., 1998), and gender stereotypes (Steele, 

2009).  However, African American female adolescents are not as well represented within this 

extensive literature as African American male adolescents (Rollock, 2007).   

Despite the unique obstacles faced by this sub group of students, there are few studies on 

academic achievement and psychosocial functioning among African American young women.  

Scholars posit that African American adolescent girls are dealing with more issues at a greater 

intensity than prior generations, including feelings of low self-efficacy, teenage pregnancy, peer 

relationship issues, substance abuse, risky sexual behavior, and resisting gang or criminal 

involvement (Rozie-Battle, 2002).  As members of a historically under represented group, these 
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girls are also dealing with negative stereotype threats (Steele, 2009), which affect their 

intellectual development, performance, and identity during their secondary school experiences. 

In the present study, I adopted the well-known perspective that school systems in the 

United States implement instructional methods that are middle-class and European American in 

their origins and, hence, incongruent with the culture of African American students.  The school 

culture puts African American students at a disadvantage and should be considered a 

predominant contributing factor to the academic underachievement in this population (Delpit, 

1988; Ladson-Billings, 2009).  The problem is compounded for African American girls within 

the public school system due to their double minority status and the fact that they are largely 

invisible and understudied. 

Critical Race Theory in Education and Significance of the Study 

Within the context of school systems, critical race theory (CRT) can be used in attempts 

to understand common issues and occurrences such as breaches in school discipline, 

performance-based hierarchies, tracking, conflicts over the content of the curriculum, and 

standardized testing (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Zamudio, Russell, Rios, & Bridgeman, 2011).  

Broadly, proponents of CRT seek to understand the relationship between race, racism, and power 

in the status quo in order to ignite social change (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).  In the field of 

education, as in other fields of study, CRT offers the theoretical tools and strategies to 

deconstruct structures of oppression, reconstruct human agency, and create equitable power 

relations (Ladson-Billings, 2009).  Critical race theorists assert that in order to resolve issues that 

occur at the school level, one must engage in intense research and careful investigation of the 

issues at the intersection of race, education (Ladson-Billings, 2009), and in this case, gender.  
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Researchers and practitioners with this theoretical orientation stand against the “norm” and seek 

answers through radical yet intentional methods.   

Using the lens of CRT, I investigated racial identity, self-esteem, and academic 

achievement among African American female students.  Prior researchers have encouraged 

investigation of the complexities of African American academic achievement (Saunders, Davis, 

Williams, & Williams, 2004) and suggested that the racial identity of African American youth 

and their academic beliefs must be considered within the context of their experiences (Chavous 

et al., 2003).  The present study contributes broadly to the understanding of academic 

achievement among African American youth (Saunders et al., 2004), particularly among 

adolescent girls.  The findings of this study will help deepen understanding of how racial identity 

interacts with self-esteem and academic achievement within this specific sub group of students 

and assist in making decisions about school policy and practices that will foster academic growth 

and promote positive achievement outcomes for African American students.   

Statement of the Problem 

Overall, the number of African American students who are succeeding in the public 

school system is low (U.S. Department of Education, 2008, 2010).  During the 2007-2008 

academic year, male African American high school students had a graduation rate of 47%, and 

only 9% of this sub population’s reading scores were considered proficient as reported in the 

National Report Card (Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2011).  Unfortunately, data for 

female African American students were not reported and continue to be commonly ignored when 

the underachievement of African American students is discussed.  Critical race theorists propose 

that many years after Brown v.  Board of Education, students of color continuously lag behind 

their White counterparts in various measures of school achievement (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
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1995; Zamudio et al., 2011).  High-achieving African American students have become the 

exception rather than the norm. 

Navigating the processes of educational attainment is even more complex for female 

African American students, who are developing a sense of self-esteem and balancing their 

double race and gender minority status while striving to succeed academically.  Nevertheless, 

African American female adolescents have been found to respect their peers who work hard in 

school and succeed (Graham, 1997).  In this study, I investigated the self-esteem and academic 

achievement of African American young women in relation to specific facets of their racial 

identity as outlined in the Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Teen (Scottham, Sellers, 

& Nguyen, 2008).  Adopting a CRT perspective, I analyzed various dimensions of racial identity 

and self-esteem as they related to levels of academic achievement among African American 

female adolescents.  This study is intentionally designed to be non-comparative in the areas of 

race or gender in order to avoid losing sight of the issues that directly relate to this sub 

population (Graham, 1997).  This research is needed to assist educators and professionals in 

order to better meet the educational and developmental needs of African American female 

students, who are at a critical time during the adolescent developmental stage.  The implications 

of this research study are solution-focused and contributory to the body of literature that is 

focused on the development and educational success of African American female students.   

Operational Definitions 

For the purposes of this study, the term African American is used to indicate participants 

who are of African descent and identify as Black or African American.  This included bi-racial 

and multi-racial female adolescents who identify with their African American heritage fully or 

even partially.   
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Racial identity of African Americans is defined as outlined by the Multidimensional 

Model of Racial Identity (MMRI): “the significance and qualitative meaning that individuals 

attribute to their membership within the Black racial group within their self-concepts” (Sellers et 

al., 1998, p. 23).   

Self-esteem is defined as a positive or negative attitude toward the self (Rosenberg, 

1989).   

Academic achievement is represented by the grade point average of the participants in the 

study.   

Conceptual Definitions 

The term critical consciousness is used in this study.  Carter (2008b) defined critical race 

consciousness as the understanding of unbalanced power relationships that exist between Blacks 

and Whites in America: 

Embodying a critical consciousness about racial inequality in schools and society allows 

Black students to situate their academic and life goals in realities of social inequity.  This 

type of consciousness does not have to result in students internalizing a victim mentality; 

rather it can ignite academic motivation and perseverance.  (p. 24)   

The conceptual framework of racial identity is used in this study as outlined by the 

MMRI (Sellers et al., 1998).  The Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Teen (MIBI-T) 

is a measure of racial identity that has been specifically developed for African American 

teenagers (Scottham et al., 2008).  It measures three cross-situational stable dimensions of racial 

identity (racial centrality, racial regard, and racial ideology) and several sub dimensions of the 

MMRI.  The dimensions of the MMRI (Sellers et al., 1998) are defined as follows:   
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1. Racial salience is the extent to which race is relevant to a person’s self-concept at a 

particular point in time.  Salience is likely to change depending on the context of various 

situations, so this aspect of one’s racial identity cannot accurately be captured with a 

single measure due to its fluctuating nature.   

2. Racial centrality is defined as the extent to which an individual emphasizes racial group 

membership as a part of her overall general self-esteem.   

3. Racial regard refers to whether an individual feels positively or negatively about her 

racial group membership as an African American.  Racial regard is split into two 

categories: public regard and private regard.   

a. Private regard is the extent to which an individual feels positively or negatively 

toward African Americans and also how positively or negatively she feels about 

being African American. 

b. Public regard refers to an individual’s perception of how others view African 

Americans positively or negatively.   

4. Racial ideology is one’s beliefs about the way members of the African American 

community should act.  The dimension of racial ideology has four different sub-

dimensions: nationalist, oppressed minority, assimilationist, and humanist. 

a. The nationalist ideology emphasizes the uniqueness of being African American and 

the level of support for African American organizations. 

b. The oppressed minority sub dimension emphasizes the similarities between the 

experiences of African Americans and other oppressed minority groups. 

c. The assimilationist ideology emphasizes similarities between African Americans and 

mainstream American society. 



8 

d. The humanist ideology emphasizes the similarities among all humans. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Race, Racism, and Racial Identity 

Race and racism are unavoidable concepts in the United States of America.  W. E. B. 

DuBois (1903/1994) contended that “the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the 

color line” (p. v).  Indeed, the problem of the 21st century continues to be layered in issues of 

racism and social injustice.  When Erik Erikson wrote about racial identity and attachment 

among African American youth in 1964, he described a four-year-old girl’s participation in self-

denial as it related to her African American racial group identity.  Frustrated with a brown and 

black picture she had made and calling it “bad,” the child painted a piece of paper completely 

white before declaring herself satisfied.  Erikson noted that the child made a distinct emotional 

inference regarding the “good” versus the “bad” picture, with “good” being white and “bad” 

being black and brown.  Erikson proposed that such dis associations and self-hatred grow out of 

a system that emphasizes racial differences at the expense of one of the groups.  He believed that 

it would take more than merely desegregating the schools to overcome the resulting damage but 

saw desegregation as a beginning of recovery. 

Oyserman, Gant, and Ager (1995) purported that “racism involves a sense of being 

excluded or negatively judged and a sense that because of one’s group membership one’s 

chances are limited” (p. 1219).  Experiences of racism are an everyday reality for members of 
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oppressed groups, particularly for people of color who live in the United States; it is “the usual 

way society does business, the common, everyday experience of most people of color in this 

country” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 7).  CRT purports that race is more than a mere 

ideological concept in the midst of this racialized society (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) and 

must not be disregarded in research and practice.  African American youth are aware early on of 

their racial group membership and the stereotypes that are attached to their group (Somers, 

Owens, & Piliawsky, 2008).  Ladson-Billings (2009) posited that racial identity is undeniably 

established prior to school enrollment.  As stressors, experiences of racism affect psychological 

wellness, economic stability, and educational attainment (Belgrave & Allison, 2010; Decuir-

Gunby, 2009).  The practice of ignoring acts of racism has been tied to lower levels of mental 

health and stability (Carter, 2008a), while awareness of racism is viewed as a self-preservation 

method for navigating the world in relation to the self (Oyserman et al., 1995).  As people go 

through painful experiences of racial discrimination, they begin to develop racial and ethnic 

identity (Quintana, 2007), possibly the most important facet of one’s social identity (Helms, 

1990).  A body of literature indicates that a healthy racial and ethnic identity promotes 

psychological wellness and effective coping strategies for daily functioning (Byrd & Chavous, 

2009; Mandara, Gaylord-Harden, Richards, & Ragsdale, 2009; Parham & Helms, 1985b; 

Quintana, 2007; Street, Harris-Britt, & Walker-Barnes, 2009).  Possessing a higher level of 

ethnic identity has also been shown to reduce problem behaviors such as drug use, risky sexual 

behavior, juvenile delinquency, and violence (Belgrave, 2000).  Oyserman et al. (1995) tied a 

positive African American identity to goal attainment, such as school achievement. 

School attainment is of special concern because it is well known that higher levels of 

educational attainment result in more opportunities for access to a better quality of life (Carter, 
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2008b).  In particular, higher academic achievement at the secondary level is likely to result in a 

greater chance of admission into institutions of higher education.  This is important considering 

that education beyond high school has become a necessity for economic and social stability and 

mobility (Saunders et al., 2004), as well as being the gateway to a better quality of life.  Carter 

(2008b) referred to this concept as the “utility of schooling” (p. 20).  In recognition of this, 

African American parents typically encourage their children to pursue an education and achieve 

academically (Somers et al., 2008).   

Within the educational system, most African American students must overcome 

pervasive forms of racism in order to obtain an education and attain high levels of achievement 

that can ultimately offer them the possibility of access to a better quality of life.  The degree to 

which racism and discrimination may hinder the educational process is dependent upon one’s 

racial socialization, racial identity, and feelings of belonging to a particular group.  According to 

Chavous et al. (2003), poor racial identity during adolescence can lead to a maladaptive social 

identity as well as a negative self-image.  A similar argument was made much earlier by Parham 

and Helms (1985a), who found that students who do not possess positive attitudes about being 

Black have lower levels of self-esteem.  The link between racial attitudes and self-esteem 

becomes particularly significant during adolescence, when youth tend to adapt by forming 

cliques and relying on stereotypical categorizations of themselves and others (Erikson, 1964; 

Mandara et al., 2009).  Seaton, Neblett, Upton, Hammond, and Sellers (2011) found that racial 

identity curbs the psychological effects of racial discrimination on a short-term basis, rather than 

for the long term, but concluded that racial identity could serve as a protective factor when 

facing adversities due to the color of one’s skin.  Carter (2008b) and Oyserman et al. (1995) 

emphasized that simply being aware of the existence of racism acts as a protective factor for 
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ethnic minority students as they navigate daily stressors and strive to obtain an education.  

Furthermore, being connected to their racial group and having a positive perception about being 

a successful member of one’s racial group will lead to high academic achievement (Carter, 

2008a) and is likely to affect persistence in academic settings (Oyserman et al., 1995).  African 

American youth who embody pride in their racial group membership and hold positive beliefs 

regarding society’s view of African Americans (i.e., public regard) are more likely to have 

positive academic beliefs and aspirations (Chavous et al., 2003; Stevenson & Arrington, 2009).  

Carter (2008b) further suggests that three factors must be present in order for African American 

students to persist in school: a positive racial identity, a critical race consciousness, and sensible 

attitudes regarding the utility of schooling.  She also contended that possessing one of the above-

mentioned factors without the others will not suffice, but a combination of such factors will drive 

academic persistence.   

Models of Racial Identity Development 

It is commonly accepted that racial and ethnic identity exploration occurs during 

adolescence (Erikson, 1964; Lipford-Sanders & Bradley, 2005; Quintana, 2007).  Several models 

of racial and ethnic identity have been described in the literature (Cross, 1991; Phinney, 1995; 

Sellers et al., 1998). Some view the process of racial and ethnic identity as developmental and 

stage sequenced (Cross, 1991; Phinney, 1995), others have asserted that it is a multidimensional 

and hierarchical process that does not necessarily proceed in stages (Sellers et al., 1998; Thomas, 

Witherspoon, & Speight, 2008), and still others hold that the process is quite individualized 

(Quintana, 2007).   

A widely referenced model of racial identity for Blacks is Cross’s nigrescence theory.  

Based on research done in the 1960s and 1970s, nigrescence was defined as the process of 
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becoming Black (Cross, 1991).  The model outlines a five-stage process that moves from a 

European American (White) to a Black frame of reference; these stages are pre-encounter, 

dissonance, immersion/emersion, internalization, and internalization/commitment.  In the pre-

encounter stage, Blacks accept the dominant worldview and desire to assimilate into the 

mainstream culture.  During the encounter stage, an event occurs that challenges the person’s 

previous mindset and changes her or his perception of the Black experience in America.  In this 

stage, an individual begins to accept and understand that Blacks face racism and discrimination 

in America.  The third stage of immersion-emersion is described as one full of emotions as the 

person deals with and embraces newfound knowledge regarding his or her history.  This stage is 

experienced in two parts.  In the beginning the person is immersed in Black culture and resents 

the mainstream culture and all other things that are representative of White culture.  At the close 

of this stage, hatred for Whites tapers off and a sense of pride in one’s Blackness is formed.  

Next is the internalization phase, when individuals secure their ethnic identities in a healthy 

manner.  The fifth and final stage of this model is internalization-commitment, when the 

individual begins to stand against oppressive acts targeting not only Blacks, but also all 

oppressed groups.  This is accepted as a classic theory that attempts to explain Black identity 

development.  However, the Black experience has evolved since the time when the nigrescence 

identity stage model was proposed (Quintana, 2007).  The nigrescence model is based on the 

notion that racial identity progresses through sequential stages, suggesting that the higher stages 

are indicative of a person with a healthy racial identity and are better than the previous stages 

(Quintana, 2007).  Thus, the nigrescence model is often interpreted as implying a “bad” versus 

“good” level of racial identity.  It is often regarded as exclusionary because it attempts to 

simplify Black identity (Decuir-Gunby, 2009).   
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In contrast to this universalized, linear, hierarchical view of racial identity, the MMRI 

proposes that there is no single definition of what it means to be African American; thus, 

individuals can subjectively describe their African American identity in personalized and unique 

ways (Scottham et al., 2008; Sellers et al., 1998).  “The MMRI proposes a conceptual framework 

for understanding the heterogeneity in African Americans’ attitudes regarding the importance 

and meaning that they attach to race” (Scottham et al., 2008, p. 297).  It makes use of four 

dimensions in its conception of racial identity: salience, centrality, regard, and ideology.  

Salience refers to how relevant race is to a person in a particular moment in time.  Centrality 

refers to the extent to which a person defines herself or himself in terms of race.  Regard refers to 

the evaluative judgment of a person’s racial group and encompasses both private and public 

regard.  The ideology dimension refers to an individual’s beliefs about how Blacks should act.  

The MMRI is not based on the assumption that racial identity evolves in sequential stages 

(Quintana, 2007).   

The MMRI was used in this study to conceptualize and interpret the racial identity of 

African American female youth.  This model posits that racial identity consists of stable 

properties and is also influenced by the individual’s situation (Sellers et al., 1998).  Furthermore, 

it proposes that individuals have hierarchical identities, such as a gender identity and racial 

identity, that make up the whole person and that one identity can be more important than another.  

Individuals are multidimensional and thus process their various social identities in different ways 

(Thomas et al., 2008).  In addition, the MMRI purports that self-perceptions are a valid indicator 

of racial identity.  Importance is placed on how individuals construct their identity within the 

context of their societal environment.  The MMRI provides a more textured view of how an 

individual makes meaning of Blackness and speaks more to the heterogeneity that exists within 
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the African American population (Sellers et al., 1998), making it more useful in discriminating 

between the racial identity beliefs of various individuals than other existing models, such as the 

Nigrescence model.  Sellers et al. (1998) provided an example of two well-known leaders, 

Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X.  Both leaders had high centrality, high private regard, 

and low public regard, but they differed in their ideological beliefs regarding their racial identity.  

Malcolm X held a nationalist philosophy, whereas Dr. King held an assimilationist philosophy.  

Malcolm X was known for his belief in racial separatism and nationalism as a way to 

economically support the African American community and instill racial pride.  Diverging from 

these beliefs, Dr. King advocated assimilation into the mainstream culture and for African 

Americans to receive equal rights and equal opportunities.  Such a difference would not be 

captured with other models of racial identity.  This feature supports use of the MMRI model in 

the present study.  Lastly, the MMRI “makes no value judgment as to what constitutes a healthy 

versus an unhealthy racial identity” (Sellers et al., 1998, p. 23).  As such, no stage in this model 

is viewed as being more positive or negative than another (Quintana, 2007).  Racial identity 

among adolescents should be assessed as a person-centered, unique profile as opposed to static 

stages because adolescents rarely endorse only one dimension of racial identity (Seaton et al., 

2011). 

The Notions of Self-Esteem and Self-Concept  

Historically, the field of social psychology has emphasized the concept of self-esteem, 

and the field of educational psychology mainly focuses on the notion of academic self-concept 

(Köller & Baumert, 2006).  Self-esteem is defined as a person’s overall positive or negative self- 

evaluation (Hatcher, 2007; Köller & Baumert, 2006; Rosenberg, 1989).  Self-concept is how an 
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individual defines herself or himself and is thus separate from self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1989; 

University of Maryland Department of Sociology, 2011).   

Self-esteem is a critical component in the development and mental health of adolescents 

(Mandara et al., 2009).  Rosenberg (1989), renowned for his research in the area of self-esteem, 

proposed that individuals experience heightened awareness and attend to their self-image more 

during the adolescent developmental stage.  He asserted that it is during late adolescence that 

individuals encounter the need to make major life decisions (e.g., college, career path choice).  

Rosenberg defined the term self-esteem as the positive or negative attitudes that a person carries 

regarding himself or herself.  He denoted a difference between individuals who have high self-

esteem and demonstrate attitudes of superiority and individuals who adaptively believe they are 

good enough.  The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) captures high self-esteem that is 

characteristic of people who believe that they are good enough and possess feelings of self-

acceptance rather than superiority.  Low self-esteem is assessed by the RSE as indicative of 

individuals who embody feelings of self-dissatisfaction.  Researchers have concurred with 

Rosenberg’s overall descriptions of individuals who embody high self-esteem versus low self-

esteem (Köller & Baumert, 2006).  Factors proposed in the literature which influence the self-

esteem of African American females include body image (Townsend, Jones Thomas, Neilands, 

& Jackson, 2010; Turnage, 2004), ethnic identity or racial identity (Parham & Helms, 1985a; 

Phinney, Cantu, & Kurtz, 1997; Rosenberg, 1989; Turnage, 2004), gender roles (Buckley & 

Carter, 2005), and supportive community as well as extended family networks (Hurd, Sanchez, 

Zimmerman, & Caldwell, 2012; Rollock, 2007; Rosenberg, 1989).  Higher levels of self-esteem 

are also associated with internalization of Black racial identity concepts (Buckley & Carter, 

2005).   
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Rosenberg (1989) considered how factors such as race and ethnicity relate to self-esteem.  

In his 1989 study, he found that African Americans are subjected to intense discrimination in 

various aspects of their lives, but this did not necessarily result in low levels of self-esteem.  He 

concluded that although African Americans demonstrated below average levels of self-esteem 

when compared to other groups, the difference between their self-esteem and others’ was not of 

statistical significance.  In a review of the measurement of self-esteem in African American 

women, Hatcher (2007) proposed that an accurate measure of this construct is critical to this 

population due to experiences of racism and sexism.  Hatcher reviewed three commonly used 

measurements of self-esteem, the RSE, the Tennessee Self Concept Scale, and the Coppersmith 

Self-Esteem Inventory, and supported the use of the RSE: “Although Rosenberg’s assessment 

took place more than 20 years ago, it holds true today, and especially for diverse cultures” (p. 

225).  Furthermore, the effects of self-esteem in the African American female subpopulation 

have been discussed with little resolution.  African American female adolescents experience 

battling against two separate isms (i.e., racism and sexism) within mainstream society while still 

maintaining a healthy self-esteem is recognized and commendable yet mysterious within the 

literature (Hatcher, 2007; Rosenberg, 1989; Street et al., 2009).  Furthermore, research on the 

self-esteem of African American women without consideration for their dual minority status and 

the effects of such experience could be considered incomplete (Hatcher, 2007). 

Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, and Vohs (2003) opposed the popular belief that higher 

self-esteem leads to higher achievement, proposing that the research on the correspondence 

between self-esteem and school performance has only resulted in mild correlations and thus does 

not support the widely accepted belief.  They concluded that schools should discontinue efforts 

to improve the self-esteem of students because it does not contribute to academic performance.  
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However, they agreed with the body of literature that proposes that depression is a likely 

consequence of low self-esteem (Belgrave, 2000; Constantine, Donnelly, & Myers, 2002; 

Hatcher, 2007; Martinez & Dukes, 1991; Rosenberg, 1989; Townsend et al., 2010).  Köller and 

Baumert (2006) also argued that factors of self-esteem, academic self-concept, and achievement 

do not interact in any particular direction.  They reported that any effect is more dependent on 

the context and climate of the learning environment than on the relationship between self-esteem 

and one’s academic self-concept.  Results from their study conducted in East and West Germany 

with middle school students supported Baumeister et al.’s stance and led them to conclude that 

high self-esteem is not a predictor of high achievement.  One must keep in mind that this study 

was not inclusive of students in the United States of America.   

Within African American culture, a warm and supportive extended family network is 

conjectured to be a contributing factor to high levels of self-esteem (Hurd et al., 2012).  There is 

a substantial amount of research showing that, contrary to expectations, African American 

students demonstrate higher levels of self-esteem when compared to European American 

students (Constantine et al., 2002; Hatcher, 2007; Martinez & Dukes, 1991; Parham & Helms, 

1985a; Rosenberg, 1989; Turnage, 2004).  This is believed to be a result of the influence on self-

esteem of interactions and experiences beyond factors that merely focus on physical 

attractiveness or academic achievement.  For example, self-esteem is also affected by factors 

related to cultural standards of beauty, body image, self-worth, and value in relationships 

(Belgrave & Allison, 2010; Constantine et al., 2002; Hatcher, 2007; Mandara et al., 2009; 

Osborne, 1995; Parham & Helms, 1985a; Phinney et al., 1997; Turnage, 2004).  In sum, the 

psychological literature offers substantial evidence regarding the influence of self-esteem on 

academic achievement.   



19 

Racial Identity, Ethnic Identity, and Academic Achievement 

Thus far, the term racial identity has been used to refer to how individuals identify with 

their racial group.  Another term that is often employed in the context of racism and the study of 

minority groups is ethnic identity.  In the literature on identity development, racial identity is 

distinguished from ethnic identity, although the distinction is ambiguous (Carter, 2008b; Phinney 

& Ong, 2007; Quintana, 2007).  Ethnic identity is defined as the involvement in cultural 

practices of a specific group and a feeling of belonging to that group (Phinney, 1995).  Some 

researchers have suggested that ethnic identity differs from racial identity because it deals with 

personal and group aspects of one’s identity (Belgrave & Allison, 2010).  Other authors have 

suggested that there are no major developmental differences between racial and ethnic identity 

and have considered them together as racial/ethnic identity (Carter, 2008b).  Ethnic and racial 

identity have both been attached to developmental theories which adopt the notion that such 

identification changes over time, with stages that are considered to be fluid as opposed to static 

(Phinney & Ong, 2007).  For instance, Phinney and Ong (2007) proposed that ethnic identity is a 

developmental process and is an aspect of social identity.  They also posited that ethnic identity 

is different than racial identity but shares some conceptual aspects.  Both concepts relate to one’s 

sense of belonging to a group and involvement in learning more about the group in which she or 

he holds membership.  The level of exploration of one’s ethnic identity and the level of 

commitment to particular elements of ethnic identity are two constructs that theoretically 

influence one another.  Phinney and Ong asserted that there must be some form of commitment 

in order for exploration to occur, but that during the exploration stage, one’s level of 

commitment increases.   
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A positive racial identity may play a significant role in academic outcomes and attitudes 

toward school among students who attend racially and economically diverse schools (Chavous et 

al., 2003; Saunders et al., 2004; Stevenson & Arrington, 2009).  Despite the theoretical confusion 

regarding the concepts of racial and ethnic identity, it can be reasonably concluded that African 

American youth who possess positive regard about being a member of their racial group are 

more likely to hold positive academic beliefs (Chavous et al., 2003).  Students who experience 

racism have lower levels of public regard and higher levels of private regard (Stevenson & 

Arrington, 2009).  Oyserman and colleagues (1995) posited that 

youths who conceptualize themselves in terms of achievement as an African American 

and are also personally aware of the existence of racism and its implications for one’s 

own life will be better equipped to deflect doubts about the possibility of success and 

continue to work on an academic task even when it is difficult.  (p. 1223) 

Similarly, Quintana (2007) suggested that an overall positive racial identity is associated 

with positive personal adjustment.  A higher level of nationalist ideology has been associated 

with parental messages regarding cultural legacy and minimizing discussions surrounding fitting 

in to mainstream society (Stevenson & Arrington, 2009).  Moreover, African American students 

who have various support systems (parents, peers, school administrators, etc.) have been found 

to have higher grade point averages (Somers et al., 2008) and higher levels of private regard 

(Hurd et al., 2012).  Research indicates that youth who have connected relationships with natural 

mentors (e.g., extended family, adults in neighborhood) had more positive long-term educational 

attainment and increased levels of private regard (Hurd et al., 2012).   

In contrast to the limited research on positive aspects of academic achievement among 

African American students, there is abundant literature in which a deficit perspective is adopted 
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to explain the lack of academic achievement.  Foremost among these is the oppositional culture 

perspective explained by Ogbu (1991).  Those who hold this perspective believe that African 

American students view their racial/ethnic identity as being opposed to the mainstream 

expectation of academic success, with the school culture being distinctly different from the 

African American culture and the homes of students of color.  Ogbu proposed that the underlying 

reason why African Americans do not perform well in school is that they actively choose not to 

identify with school culture and the expectation of doing well academically.  He further asserted 

that African American students do not want to be considered by their peers to be “acting White” 

and therefore disengage from the curriculum and intentionally become oppositional to academic 

success (i.e., oppositional culture theory).   

Other theorists have rejected the oppositional culture theory and investigated other 

factors that may explain the low level of academic achievement, such as the cultural 

incongruence between home and the public school system for children who come from 

historically underrepresented groups (Delpit, 1988; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Quintana, 2007).  

Delpit (1988) proposed that the culture imposed within the school systems is White and middle-

class, the culture of power and privilege within the United States, and explained that students 

who do not have access to or knowledge of the implicit rules of the school system remain at an 

academic and social disadvantage.  To compound matters, teachers and administrators have an 

inadequate understanding of the cultural backgrounds of African American students.  According 

to Delpit, unless explicit attempts are made to teach African American students about the rules in 

schools on which their education is based, these students are at risk of failure.   

A different theoretical perspective on the performance of African Americans is stereotype 

threat.  Steele and Aronson (1995) proposed that the performance of African Americans is 
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impacted when there is a threat of confirming a negative stereotype about the group to which 

they belong.  Stereotype threat is disruptive enough to impact and even impair intellectual 

performance because stereotypes that contribute to low expectations may lead to disidentification 

in various domains, particularly intellectual performance.  As a result of stereotype threat, 

African American students may detach their self-worth from the academic domain altogether.  

Indeed, Graham (1997) reported that African American boys were least likely to value high-

achieving peers.  However, other data in Graham’s study indicated that members of this same 

group wanted to be the “hypothetical individual” (p. 32) who worked hard despite the 

stereotypical perception of others in society that their academic ability is lower than other 

groups.  Steele and Aronson (1995) found that African Americans performed significantly better 

in the no-threat condition than African Americans in the stereotype threat condition; however, 

this should not be misinterpreted to mean that one can perform well under “normal” conditions.  

Because life in America for African Americans is equivalent to the stereotype threat condition, 

Steele and Aronson (1995) asserted that it is unrealistic to assume that the no threat condition is 

their usual experience.  In 2004, Steele and Aronson responded to a criticism that their study 

mischaracterized the impact of stereotype threat by emphasizing that they had not proclaimed 

that stereotype threat was the sole cause of the achievement gap, but that it was among the 

underlying factors in the underperformance of African American students.   

Overall, the literature offers ample information about the reasons for academic 

underachievement among African American students (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Graham, 1997; 

Ogbu, 1991; Steele, 2009).  Although a negative view on the topic is nearly universal, there is a 

body of literature that takes a difference-oriented perspective and speaks to the issue of cultural 

discontinuity between the culture of the home and the school, holding this discontinuity 
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responsible for academic underachievement among African American students.  There are also a 

few researchers who have chosen to speak to the positive variables that can have a valuable 

impact on academic achievement among African American students, though this is a very 

understudied area in the field of psychology.  The present study is focused on the positive 

explanations and factors that result in academic achievement as opposed to relying on student 

deficit models.   

In most frameworks employed to understand African American student achievement, 

self-perception has been left unexplored (Carter, 2008b).  Carter (2008b) found that Black 

students were aware that economic mobility is linked to and can be obtained through school 

persistence.  Such a pragmatic attitude along with critical consciousness buffers students against 

the negative environmental forces that can impede their academic motivation and success.  

Carter (2008a) proposed that African American students do not have to disown their racial group 

membership in order to be academically successful; in other words, “school and life success 

should not come at the expense of one’s racial identity” (p. 482).  Carter (2008a) posited that 

African American students’ chances of success in the school setting improve when they have an 

awareness of racism, understand systemic racism, see the purpose of achieving academically, 

and have a critical consciousness.  This perspective is referred to as critical race achievement 

ideology, which is defined as a “psychological and behavioral framework that considers the act 

of performing at high levels in school an act of resistance against the mainstream achievement 

ideology and notions of school success as a White character trait and act” (Carter, 2008a, p. 478).  

The racial identity of African American youth is impacted by the context of their school (Decuir-

Gunby, 2009).  Carter (2008b) contended that African American students who subscribe to a 

critical race achievement ideology will persist in school and achieve academic success, but all 



24 

tenets of the ideology must be adopted in order for students to benefit.  Contrary to Ogbu’s 

(1991) idea that an African American racial identity is incompatible with academic success, 

Carter argued that Black students can be secure in their racial identity and still achieve 

academically.  This perspective confirms Oyserman et al.’s (1995) findings.  In light of the 

information currently available, Quintana (2007) argued for research into the different 

dimensions of racial and ethnic identity development.  More research was warranted in regard to 

racial and ethnic attitudes of youth in order to give educators a better understanding of academic 

achievement among students of color (Quintana, 2007).  By taking into account the impact of 

racial identity on academic achievement, I intended to contribute to a relatively weak strand of 

scholarship in this area.  However, the factors that influence achievement are made more 

complex by gender differences in academic performance among African American students, a 

point that will be addressed in the next section.   

 The body of literature that addresses academic achievement among African American 

students tends to exclude insights into the world of African American adolescent girls in favor of 

an overwhelming preoccupation with the male population, which is viewed in a negative and 

threatening light (Rollock, 2007; Saunders et al., 2004).  Complex issues distinguish academic 

underachievement by African American female adolescents from that of their male counterparts 

(Graham, 1997; Saunders et al., 2004), but there are only brief mentions of these differential 

factors in the literature (Buckley & Carter, 2005; Carter, 2008a; Cokley, McClain, Jones, & 

Johnson, 2011; Graham, 1997; Oyserman et al., 1995).  The trend is to discuss the population of 

African American children or adolescents as a whole instead of noting the differences between 

the two subgroups within the population.  Although some researchers have highlighted a few 

differences that surfaced during analyses of their data (Carter, 2008a; Chavous, Rivas-Drake, 
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Smalls, Griffin, & Cogburn, 2008; Cokley et al., 2011; Oyserman et al., 1995) by highlighting 

gender differences, this does not appear to be a standard practice.  African American young 

women are commonly subjected to gendered racism due to their dual minority status (Thomas et 

al., 2008).  This is a unique form of oppression because it occurs at the intersection of race and 

gender.  Even with coping mechanisms in place, gendered racism can lead to psychological 

distress in African American women (Thomas et al., 2008).  For example, African American 

female students feel misunderstood and mistreated at school (Koonce, 2012).  Ladson-Billings 

and Tate (1995) contended that young women should have a space in the literature to shed light 

on the issues within the subgroup: 

Issues of gender bias also figure in inequitable schooling.  Females receive less attention 

from teachers, are counseled away from or out of advanced mathematics and science 

courses, and although they receive better grades than their male counterparts, their grades 

do not translate into advantages in college admission and/or the work place.  (p. 51)  

The obstacles and challenges that young African American women face have drastically 

changed over the past two generations (Lipford-Sanders & Bradley, 2005; Rozie-Battle, 2002; 

Stevens, 1997).  Although many navigate their worlds and developmental stages by utilizing 

effective coping strategies, states of vulnerability surround their identities as well as their 

interactions with their male peers (Stevens, 1997).  When African American female adolescents 

do not successfully maintain a healthy racial identity, they are at risk for delinquent behaviors 

(Stevens, 1997; Townsend et al., 2010). 

Although limited, research suggests that there are gender differences in racial identity, 

academic engagement, and academic performance.  For instance, African American girls 

outperform their male counterparts (Chavous et al., 2008; Cokley et al., 2011; Hubbard, 2005; 
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Saunders et al., 2004).  However, the appearance of higher performance and achievement among 

female students is deceptive because they still lag behind their female counterparts from other 

ethnic groups (Rollock, 2007).  Saunders and colleagues (2004) found that both male and female 

African American students had relatively low grade point averages, making college entrance 

problematic for both groups.  However, according to Rollock, school staff members tend to view 

African American female students as more motivated than African American male students.  As 

a result, male students undergo more surveillance and monitoring than their female counterparts 

in the school setting (Saunders et al., 2004), and female students receive less severe reprimands 

(Cokley et al., 2011).  This leaves the female students, who face the dual challenges of racism 

and sexism (i.e., gendered racism), in a category that is becoming increasingly invisible and 

remains almost completely neglected in research. 

Notably there is a heavy emphasis on factors such as poor achievement outcomes, 

delinquency, and high school dropout rates (Noguera, 2001).  In one of the few research articles 

of its kind, Saunders et al. (2004) investigated gender differences regarding self-perceptions, 

including academic self-efficacy, self-esteem, racial self-esteem, and the importance attached to 

school completion among African American male and female students.  Saunders and colleagues 

found that although there were no significant differences among males and females with regard 

to racial self-esteem or general self-esteem, female students reported higher levels of academic 

efficacy and attached a higher degree of importance to school completion.  Furthermore, Graham 

(1997) found that African American female students value their peers who work hard in school 

and perform well academically; this is another piece of evidence that contradicts Ogbu’s (1991) 

oppositional culture perspective.  These researchers proposed that young women and young men 
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develop a gendered identity schema as a part of their overall social identity development.1  

Young women are expected to establish and maintain a narrowly defined but widely accepted 

gender-based identity within the male-dominated society of the United States.  In the process of 

developing their gender identities, female adolescents might learn stereotypically feminine 

expressive traits such as adaptability and accommodation and develop the skills for building 

bridges between people.  Oyserman et al. (1995) proposed that because of the skills acquired in 

the development of a gender identity, the process of developing a social identity requires less 

effort for young women and that the gender differences found in racial identity and self-esteem 

are likely due to gender-specific processes of socialization.  Along the same lines, in her 

qualitative study of high-performing African American students, Carter (2008a) found that the 

female participants demonstrated evidence of cultural bridging and code-switching behaviors, 

which are factors linked to academic success and attainment.  Generally speaking, high racial 

centrality has been found to serve as a protective factor for African American girls against peer 

discrimination and developing a negative academic self-concept (Chavous et al., 2008).  

Historically, during slavery, Black women had to perform many of the roles of their male 

counterparts alongside them and thus internalized both masculine and feminine characteristics 

(Buckley & Carter, 2005).  The labor of Black women has remained a critical factor in the 

economic survival of Black families.  Thus, within the African American community the 

definition of womanhood has expanded beyond traditional mainstream gender roles (Buckley & 

                                                

1 Social identity refers to the part of an individual’s self-concept that comes from membership in various groups 

such as race, gender, and so forth (Oyserman et al., 1995). During the process of socialization, individuals are taught 

the behaviors and beliefs that are considered normative for these social groups. 
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Carter, 2005).  To highlight this, African American girls who adopt masculine and androgynous 

characteristics have reported higher levels of self-esteem (Buckley & Carter, 2005). 

In Rosenberg’s (1989) research, African Americans stood out as a puzzle because their 

self-esteem was slightly but not significantly lower than that of their European American 

counterparts.  Rosenberg anticipated that the overall self-esteem of African Americans would be 

significantly lower due to societal detriments caused by racism, discrimination, and inequities 

but found that both boys and girls rated things that they value in a similar manner.  However, he 

reported that girls valued their interpersonal relationships more highly when compared with their 

male counterparts.  Some have questioned whether the self-esteem of African American young 

women and girls can truly be captured by a single measure (Martinez & Dukes, 1991) due to the 

compound issues African American female adolescents face.  Nevertheless, the RSE measures 

global self-esteem and has high internal consistency and reliability (Hatcher, 2007).  It is 

reliable, timesaving, and has been a longstanding staple in the self-esteem and self-image 

literature.  African American girls and women are unique in the sense that they have to establish 

and maintain a healthy self-esteem in spite of racism and sexism in a predominantly White 

society (Hatcher, 2007).  Although the current study was not comparative in nature, the notion 

that African Americans girls’ level of self-esteem is not significantly lower than that of European 

American girls was taken into consideration.   

Through this study, I addressed this relative invisibility of African American female 

students in the psychological literature by arguing that there are unique and often overlooked 

factors that influence the academic achievement of this subgroup.  More specifically, I 

investigated the connections between racial identity, self-esteem, and academic achievement in 

female adolescents.  These three variables have been linked to one another in the literature but 
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have never been directly and systematically studied.  The following broad research questions 

were addressed through this study:   

1. What is the effect of racial identity on self-esteem and academic achievement? 

2. Do the profiles of racial identity differ in terms of self-esteem and academic 

achievement?  



30 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

In this study, the effects of racial identity on self-esteem and academic achievement were 

investigated among a sample of African American teenage girls.  This chapter contains further 

details regarding the methodology of the study.   

Participants 

The sample consisted of 100 African American young women residing in cities 

throughout the West Coast; a small percentage of the sample included girls who live in the East 

Coast and Midwest region.  The specific breakdown of the states in which the participants 

resided is as follows: California 94%, District of Columbia 4%, and Missouri 2%.  All 

participants were recruited based on their race, gender, and age.  Specifically, the participants 

were only selected if they were female, identified as being African American or Black, and were 

within the age range of 13 to 17 years old.  The specific percentage of participants by race 

included the following: African American/Black 74%, Biracial 16%, and Multiracial 10%.  

Although all participants were identified as African American, 74 participants self-identified as 

Black/African American, 16 participants indicated that they were of mixed heritage including 

one other racial group in addition to being African American, and 10 participants indicated that 

they were of mixed heritage with two or more racial groups in addition to being African 

American.  Participants ranged in age from 13 to 17 years, with a mean age of 14.8 years (SD = 
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1.41).  The girls who participated in this study were all enrolled in school in order to obtain 

information regarding their academic achievement.  The specific grade breakdown of the sample 

was as follows: 7th grade 5%, 8th grade 26%, 9th grade 18%, 10th grade 22%, 11th grade 15%, and 

12th grade 14%.  The participants’ grade point averages ranged from 1.55 to 4.00, with a mean of 

2.97 (SD = 0.62).  The current sample reported lunch statuses mainly in the free category, with 

the specific breakdown being as follows: fully pay 20%, free 67%, and reduced 12%; one 

participant did not respond to the question regarding lunch status.   

Procedure 

The informational flyer (Appendix A) was initially distributed among my personal 

contacts via electronic mail.  Next, I received phone calls or phone numbers of parents of girls 

who met the research criteria.  After contact was made, I met with the participants individually or 

in small groups at pre-arranged, mutually agreed-upon locations.  Prior to administering the 

survey, the participants were told that although their parents had consented to their participation 

in the study (Appendix B), they still had a choice of whether to participate.  I read aloud the child 

assent form (Appendix C) prior to administering the survey (Appendix D).  During the 

consent/assent process, participants were again notified that their participation was completely 

voluntary and that all of their responses would remain anonymous and confidential.  Participant 

recruitment also occurred by means of indirect contact via community organizations such as 

churches, community programs, and my own personal contacts.  Participants who were recruited 

through personal contact methods were asked if they knew other peers who might be interested 

in participating in the study after they completed the survey packet.  The sampling criteria 

mentioned above were upheld for referred participants. 
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The first page of the survey packet included the participant’s name, community of 

residence, and an identifying number.  All other pages had an identification number located in 

the top right hand corner on the subsequent pages of the survey packet.  The participants only 

wrote their names on the first page of the survey protocol in order to maintain their privacy and 

increase their comfort with the confidential nature of the survey.  This page was attached to the 

parent permission and assent forms and stored in a secured office.  No participants opted to 

withdraw from the study after the fact.   

Instrumentation 

Three instruments were used in this study:  

1. A survey packet that requested general demographic information and general 

attitudes regarding adolescent experiences of female youth (F. Z. Belgrave, 

personal communication, April 1, 2009; see Appendix D). 

2. The RSE (Rosenberg, 1989; see Appendix E). 

3. The MIBI-T (Scottham et al., 2008; see Appendix F). 

Survey Packet 

Participants received a packet that included questions about demographic and background 

information in addition to the specific measures of racial identity and self-esteem.  The 

questionnaire for demographic and background information was adapted from the work of 

Belgrave (2000; personal communication, April 1, 2009) and consisted of questions that address 

attitudes toward school, religious background, experiences unique to the adolescent stage of 

development, and family dynamics (see Appendix D).   
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Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale  

The RSE scale is a measure of global self-esteem that offers ease of administration, 

economy of time, unidimensionality, and face validity.  It consists of 10 items ranked with a 4-

point Likert scale format and is scored such that a higher score is indicative of higher self-esteem 

(Hatcher, 2007).  The RSE scale has been used to assess general level of self-esteem for many 

years and has been deemed a valid measure of self-esteem, especially among the adolescent 

population.  Although there are no specific studies on the validity of this measure with African 

American young women, it has acceptable reproducibility (92%) and reliability (.74-.87; 

Rosenberg, 1989).  The RSE scale has been described as a gold standard measure of self-esteem 

(Hatcher, 2007).   

Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Teen 

The MIBI-T is a measure of racial identity that is specifically designed for African 

American youth (Scottham et al., 2008).  It consists of 21 questions answered on a 5-point Likert 

scale that ranges from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).  Represented dimensions on 

this measure are aligned with the MMRI (Sellers et al., 1998), which is based on multiple and 

hierarchically ordered dimensions of identity.  This measure was developed specifically for the 

adolescent population in order to assess their levels and degree of racial identity according to the 

MMRI.  The MIBI-T demonstrated goodness of fit, construct validity, and external validity 

(Scottham et al., 2008).  The data from the study in which the MIBI-T was created were 

thoroughly analyzed and indicated overall goodness of fit with the MMRI model, with a non-

normed fit index of .93 and comparative fit index of .94 (Scottham et al., 2008).  This age-

appropriate measure was administered to assess levels of racial identity and generate racial 

identity profiles.   
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Data Analysis 

All analyses were conducted with the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

version 18.0 for Macintosh and are detailed in the following chapter.  A two-tiered approach was 

utilized to analyze the data.  First, a cluster analysis was performed to identify racial identity 

profiles of the female students based on the dimensions of the MIBI-T.  Once the profiles were 

clustered across the sample (N = 100), a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was 

conducted to determine if self-esteem and academic achievement differ among the resulting 

racial identity profiles.  This analysis addressed the following research questions: (a) What is the 

effect of racial identity on self-esteem and academic achievement? and (b) Do the different 

profiles of racial identity differ in terms of self-esteem and academic achievement?   
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

Clusters of adolescent females were formed based on their MIBI-T racial identity 

profiles.  The formed clusters were then compared against each other in regard to levels of 

overall self-esteem and grade point average using MANOVA.  Statistical analyses were 

performed using SPSS version 18.0 for Macintosh.   

Cluster Analysis 

Cluster analysis is an umbrella term that describes a variety of multivariate statistical 

classification procedures.  It is a class of statistical procedures used to find the natural structure 

within a sample and form homogenous groups (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2006).  

This particular statistical analysis is carried out by classifying undefined cases such that 

participants in the same cluster are more similar to one another than to participants in different 

clusters (Aldenderfer & Blashfield, 1984; Everitt, 1979; Hair et al., 2006; Hair & Black, 2000).  

Cluster analysis identifies groups of people who are most alike by identifying natural structure 

within the data based on a multivariate profile.  It investigates variables from a group perspective 

rather than an individual perspective and is expected to yield meaningful and firm findings (Hair 

et al., 2006).  Ultimately, cluster analysis forms groups that maximize intragroup similarities and 

intergroup dissimilarities (Campbell & Johnson, 1997).   



36 

Hierarchical Clustering Procedure 

Cluster analysis was conducted in order to identify profiles of racial identity based on 

responses on the MIBI-T.  The goal of performing this analysis was to determine a structure with 

a viable number of clusters.  Thus, the hierarchical clustering procedure, Ward’s method, was 

used to identify the number of clusters among the participants based on their scores resulting 

from the endorsed items on the MIBI-T (Scottham et al., 2008).  Seven different subscale scores 

were calculated from their responses on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree).  The responses on each subscale were summed and then divided by the number 

of items to arrive at a mean that served as a composite score for each subscale; this was the 

formula for computing the subscales score in prior research studies using the same scale 

(Scottham et al., 2008).  Information on the MIBI-T subscale definitions is shown in Table 1.   

In Monte Carlo studies of data with known cluster structures, Ward’s method was 

deemed to be most effective when a Euclidian distance measure is used (Milligan & Cooper, 

1985).  Thus, squared Euclidian distance was used as the measure of proximity.   

Within the sample (N = 100), 89 participants completed the MIBI-T in its entirety.  The 

three-cluster solution represented a clear and sensible structure across the sample’s responses and 

was the least ambiguous in regards to interpretation.  When examining the possible cluster 

solutions, the means for the subscales within the four- and five-cluster solutions were split and 

did not provide evidence of real differences on the centrality subscale between the different 

cluster groups.  Further, there were no real differences among the cluster groups in the four- and 

five-cluster options.  The resulting dendrogram in Figure 1 indicated a clear three-cluster 

solution.  Overall, the three-cluster solution was a more parsimonious solution when compared to 

the alternative four- or five-cluster solutions.  The goal was not to merely identify clusters of 
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girls based on their responses but to examine the relative importance of one racial identity 

subscale dimension to the other.  An analysis of cluster centroids was conducted to aid in the 

interpretation of clusters.  Table 2 contains the values of the cluster centroids for the three-, four-

, and five- cluster solutions.  Examination of the cluster coefficients provided further 

confirmation that the three-cluster solution was the optimum number of clusters.  As such, it was 

retained and carried forward to the non-hierarchical analysis to obtain the final cluster solution.   

Table 1 

Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-T Scale Definitions 

Subscales Scale Description 

Centrality Assesses the extent to which race is an important part of an 
individual’s identity.  

Private Regard Measures the extent to which an individual feels positive toward other 
African Americans and being African American. 

Public Regard Measures the extent to which the individual feels that other groups 
feel positively or negatively toward African Americans.  

Assimilation Emphasizes the similarities between African Americans and 
mainstream American society.  

Humanist Emphasizes the similarities among all people regardless of race. 

Oppressed 
Minority 

Emphasizes the similarities between African Americans’ experiences 
and those of other oppressed minority groups. 

Nationalist Emphasizes the uniqueness of being African American and is 
characterized by the support of African American organizations and 
preference for African American social environments. 
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Figure 1. The dendrogram graphical representation of the three-cluster solution. 
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Table 2  

Clustering Variable Mean Values From Ward’s Method 

Cluster 
Solution 

Centrality Private 
Regard 

Public 
Regard 

Assimilation Humanist Minority Nationalist 

Three-Cluster        
1 2.95 3.81 2.17 2.00 4.35 4.45 3.04 
2 4.21 4.65 2.88 1.73 3.40 4.07 3.95 
3 3.37 4.04 3.29 1.54 3.04 3.79 2.08 

Four-Cluster        
1 2.95 3.81 2.17 2.00 4.35 4.45 3.04 
2 4.21 4.65 2.88 1.73 3.40 4.07 3.95 
3 3.55 4.29 3.62 1.45 3.36 3.97 2.13 
4 2.71 3.10 2.10 1.86 1.86 3.10 1.90 

Five-Cluster        
1 2.95 3.81 2.17 2.00 4.35 4.45 3.04 
2 4.21 4.65 2.88 1.73 3.40 4.07 3.95 
3 4.13 4.80 3.23 1.13 2.37 4.10 2.00 
4 3.19 3.98 3.85 1.65 3.98 3.90 2.21 
5 2.71 3.10 2.10 1.86 1.86 3.10 1.90 
 

Non-Hierarchical Clustering Procedure 

A non-hierarchical K-means cluster analysis was conducted using the centroids derived 

from the Ward’s method three-cluster solution as the initial seed points.  The K-means procedure 

was used to check the stability of the clusters resulting from the Ward’s method and to optimize 

cluster membership.  The K-means analysis refined the clusters by allowing switching of cluster 

membership in an effort to maximize within-group homogeneity and between-group 

heterogeneity.   

An ANOVA was conducted to determine if the three clusters differed on the seven  

MIBI-T subscales.  All variables varied in a statistically significant manner in the K-means 

analysis.  The results provided in Table 3 indicate that it did indeed differ significantly in regard 

to the participants’ racial identity beliefs across all seven subscales that the MIBI-T assesses.  

The clusters were significantly different and thus provided further evidence of a viable cluster 
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solution.  The ANOVA results based on the K-means cluster analysis indicated that there was 

evidence of maximized between-group heterogeneity for the final cluster solution.  The centroid 

values, cluster sizes, univariate F ratios, and levels of significance comparing the differences 

between the three-cluster means based on the ANOVA are listed in Table 3.  In comparing the 

clustering variable means of the hierarchical and non-hierarchical methods, it is evident that the 

profiles match well and the cluster sizes are similar.   

Table 3 

ANOVA Results for K-means Three-Cluster Solution for MIBI-T Subscales  

Variable Cluster 
Mean 
Square 

Degrees of 
Freedom 

Error 
Mean 
Square 

Error 
Degrees of 
Freedom 

F Value Significance 

Centrality  11.38 2 .54 86 21.05 .000 

Private Regard 06.21 2 .64 86 09.75 .000 

Public Regard 09.65 2 .74 86 13.00 .000 

Assimilationist 02.30 2 .57 86 04.07 .021 

Humanist 15.83 2 .74 86 21.53 .000 

Minority 05.31 2 .48 86 11.15 .000 

Nationalist 26.90 2 .56 86 47.86 .000 

 

Interpreting the Final Cluster Solution 

The cluster centroids of the final three-cluster solution are provided in Table 4.  This 

further aided in the profiling and interpretation of the final cluster solution.  The participants’ 

responses on the MIBI-T resulted in relatively high scores on the oppressed minority and private 

regard subscales across all clusters.  This indicates that the participants in this study reported 

positive feelings about being African American and emphasized similarities between the 
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experiences of African Americans and other historically oppressed groups.  The assimilationist 

subscale was relatively low across all clusters, meaning that participants reported low levels of 

similarity between African Americans and mainstream society.  As a result, these particular 

subscales (i.e., private regard, oppressed minority, and assimilationist) were not included when 

naming the identified clusters.  The means and standard deviations for the final three-cluster 

solution across the seven subscales on the MIBI-T are located in Table 5.   

Table 4 

K-means Final Cluster Centroids for MIBI-T Scales 

Cluster Centrality  Private 
Regard 

Public 
Regard 

Assimilation Humanist  Minority Nationalist n 

1 2.94 3.78 2.15 2.03 4.45 4.49 2.93 29 

2 4.13 4.63 2.92 1.75 3.29 4.15 3.86 31 

3 3.26 3.94 3.28 1.47 3.08 3.64 1.97 29 

 

Table 5 

MIBI-T Means and Standard Deviations Across the Final Three-Cluster Solution 

MIBI-T subscale and Cluster Names M SD  n 
Centrality    

1. High Humanist/Low Public Regard  2.94 .91 29 

2. High Centrality/High Nationalist  4.13 .51 31 

3. High Public Regard/Low Nationalist  3.26 .75 29 

Private Regard    

1. High Humanist/Low Public Regard  3.78 .94 29 

2. High Centrality/High Nationalist  4.63 .42 31 
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MIBI-T subscale and Cluster Names M SD  n 
 

3. High Public Regard/Low Nationalist  

 

3.94 

 

.95 

 

29 

Public Regard    

1. High Humanist/Low Public Regard  2.15 .76 29 

2. High Centrality/High Nationalist  2.92 .71 31 

3. High Public Regard/Low Nationalist 3.28 1.07 29 

Assimilation     

1. High Humanist/Low Public Regard  2.03 .85 29 

2. High Centrality/High Nationalist  1.75 .77 31 

3. High Public Regard/Low Nationalist 1.47 .62 29 

Humanist     

1. High Humanist/Low Public Regard  4.45 .51 29 

2. High Centrality/High Nationalist  3.29 .79 31 

3. High Public Regard/Low Nationalist 3.08 1.15 29 

Minority     

1. High Humanist/Low Public Regard  4.49 .53 29 

2. High Centrality/High Nationalist  4.15 .55 31 

3. High Public Regard/Low Nationalist 3.64 .93 29 

Nationalist    

1. High Humanist/Low Public Regard  2.93 .87 29 

2. High Centrality/High Nationalist  3.86 .67 31 

3. High Public Regard/Low Nationalist 1.97 .71 29 
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Overall, the final cluster solutions are as follows: Cluster 1: High Humanist-Low Public 

Regard; Cluster 2: High Centrality-High Nationalist; and Cluster 3: High Public Regard-Low 

Nationalist.  In other words, Cluster 1 membership is composed of girls who scored relatively 

high on the humanist subscale and relatively low on the public regard subscale.  This suggests 

that participants in the first cluster tended to highlight the similarities among all people 

regardless of race.  They also believed that people from other racial groups have negative 

feelings towards African Americans.  Girls who scored high on the centrality and nationalist 

subscales mark Cluster 2 membership.  Participants in this second cluster viewed their racial 

group membership as a central part of their overall identity and emphasized the uniqueness of 

being African American while wanting to support African American organizations.  Girls in 

Cluster 3 scored higher on the public regard subscale and low on the nationalist subscale.  This 

final cluster represents female students who believe that others have positive feelings toward 

African Americans, and they have less of a preference for being a part of or supporting African 

American organizations.   

Racial Identity Clusters, Grade Point Averages, and Self-Esteem 

After the final cluster solution was obtained, the relationship between racial identity 

cluster membership, self-esteem, and academic achievement was assessed.  A MANOVA was 

conducted to investigate if the resulting cluster groups differed on the combination of grade point 

average (GPA) and self-esteem.  The assumption of homogeneity of the covariance matrix was 

met, Box’s M = 3.63, F(6, 151904.77) = .58, p < .744.   

The overall MANOVA was not significant, thus no real differences were revealed across 

the clusters in terms of GPA and level of self-esteem, Wilks’ λ = .94, F(4,160) = 1.31, p <  .267.  

Wilks’ lambda indicated that only 6% of the variance in GPA and self-esteem was explained by 
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cluster membership.  The levels of self-esteem were relatively high across all cluster groups.  

The means and standardizations for the self-reported GPAs and levels of overall self-esteem are 

listed in Table 6 and Table 7, respectively. 

Table 6 

Descriptives for Grade Point Average  

Cluster Minimum Maximum M SD n 
Cluster 1 1.94 4.00 3.14 .50 29 

Cluster 2 1.68 4.00 2.94 .62 30 

Cluster 3 1.55 4.00 2.87 .62 27 

 

Table 7 

Descriptives for Self-esteem  

Cluster Minimum Maximum M SD n 
Cluster 1 6 30 20.79 6.33 29 

Cluster 2 11 30 23.33 5.34 30 

Cluster 3 7 30 21.79 5.49 28 

 

Summary 

Overall, the cluster analysis using the combination of hierarchical and non-hierarchical 

methods resulted in a viable three-cluster solution.  The first cluster represented girls who held 

high humanist and low public regard beliefs (n = 29).  The second cluster group represented girls 

who scored higher on the centrality subscale and the nationalist sub-dimension (n = 31).  The 

third cluster consisted of girls who have high levels of public regard and low nationalist beliefs 
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(n = 29).  The MANOVA revealed no relationship between the participants’ racial identity 

clusters and grade point average and levels of self-esteem.   

  

5 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of Results 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between racial identity, self-

esteem, and academic achievement among African American female adolescents.  The results 

indicate that African American girls subscribe to racial identity beliefs in a multidimensional 

manner based on their MIBI-T generated profiles.  Three distinct clusters were revealed via the 

cluster analysis: high humanist-low public regard, high centrality-high nationalist, and high 

public regard-low nationalist.  The participants in the first cluster highlighted the similarities 

among all people regardless of race.  They also believed that people from other racial groups 

have negative feelings toward African Americans.  Participants in the second cluster viewed their 

racial group membership as a central part of their overall identity and emphasized the uniqueness 

of being African American while wanting to support African American organizations.  The third 

cluster is representative of female students who believe that other groups view African 

Americans positively and have less preference for being part of or supporting African American 

organizations.   

The first research question explored the effects of racial identity and self-esteem on 

academic achievement.  The results did not indicate real differences across the racial identity 

clusters related to participants’ self-reported levels of self-esteem or obtained grade point 
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averages.  The second research question investigated whether the identified clusters differed in 

overall levels of self-esteem and academic achievement.  There were no significant differences 

among the three cluster groups in these variables.   

Interpretation of Results 

The results indicated that African American teenage girls do identify with their racial 

heritage in a multidimensional fashion.  The overall sample had higher scores on the oppressed 

minority and private regard subscales, which means that the girls in the study reported positive 

feelings about being African American and emphasized similarities among African Americans 

and other historically oppressed groups.  The participants also indicated lower levels of 

assimilation beliefs, which means that the participants as a whole did not believe that African 

Americans should assimilate into mainstream society.  This finding is important because there 

was evidence of such racial awareness among this group of African American teenage girls.  

Based on their responses, the African American girls in the study seemed to understand the 

concept of race relations and its impacts on other ethnic minority groups while at the same time 

holding positive feelings about being African American.  They also did not have a desire to fit in 

to mainstream society.  It might be expected that in understanding the oppressive struggles they 

encounter due to their racial group membership, the participants would have more negative 

feelings about being African American, but this is not the case. 

There are mixed conclusions in the literature regarding self-esteem and racial identity.  

Some researchers concluded that racial identity is linked to self-esteem (Parham & Helms, 

1985a; Phinney et al., 1997; Turnage, 2004); others have opposed this notion (Köller & Baumert, 

2006).  On a related note, higher levels of self-esteem were associated with internalization of 

Black racial identity (Buckley & Carter, 2005).  Among participants in the current study, high 
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levels of self-esteem were reported across the overall sample, and there were no significant 

differences revealed across the three identified clusters.  The high levels of self-esteem that were 

self-reported in this study are consistent with Rosenberg’s (1989) findings that African American 

women had levels of self-esteem that were not commensurate with the levels of discrimination 

they are subjected to throughout their day-to-day experiences.  Despite the different racial 

identity profiles in the current study, the African American teenage girls in the current study 

reported relatively high levels of self-esteem.  Mandara et al. (2009) Indicated a correlation 

between racial identity and self-esteem among African American young men, yet these factors 

are not proxies for each other.  This may also be true for African American female adolescents, 

but Mandara et al. did not investigate this phenomenon in this commonly overlooked sub 

population.  However, the current findings suggest that as for the African American young men 

in Mandara et al.’s study, racial identity and self-esteem are not proxies for each other in the 

African American female sub-population either.  Due to the multidimensional measure used to 

assess the racial identity of the participants in the present study, direct connections could not be 

made to confirm or disconfirm previous findings regarding the specific correlation between 

racial identity and self-esteem.  Buckley and Carter (2005) concluded that higher levels of racial 

identity were linked to higher levels of self-esteem.  This could not be confirmed in this study 

due to the use of a measure of racial identity that does not yield a high or low score regarding 

overall racial identity, but rather offered a multidimensional and person-centered profile.   

Overall, the participants reported higher levels of private regard.  Their levels of 

academic achievement as indicated by self-reported grade point average did not differ to a 

significant degree across the three clusters.  This suggests that African American youth with 

higher levels of racial centrality and private regard have positive attitudes toward school and 
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higher levels of educational attainment (Hurd et al., 2012).  However, contrary to the literature, 

based on the current data, there was not a direct relationship between the participants’ academic 

achievement and racial identity profiles.  Although educational attainment and achievement are 

not synonymous, they are related concepts.  That is, in order to attain higher levels of education 

one must demonstrate the ability to achieve academically in school.   

Integration with Existing Literature 

I did not adopt the model of defining what determined a healthy or “good” racial identity 

(Byrd & Chavous, 2009; Mandara et al., 2009; Parham & Helms, 1985b; Quintana, 2007; Street 

et al., 2009).  Thus, the ability of this research to confirm or disconfirm positions in the literature 

is limited.  Previous literature has concluded that higher levels of self-esteem are associated with 

various factors such as racial identity or reducing problematic and risky behaviors (e.g., drug use, 

juvenile delinquency, etc.; Belgrave, 2000).  However, my research clearly does not align with 

the notion that students who do not feel positively about being Black have lower levels of self-

esteem (Parham & Helms, 1985a).  The results indicated that the overall sample had high levels 

of private regard despite cluster membership, and the average self-esteem score within the 

overall sample was high.  Thus, the data do not support the view that negative feelings regarding 

their racial group membership lead to lower levels of self-esteem among African American 

students.  Chavous et al. (2003) posited that students with higher levels of private regard had 

positive academic beliefs.  My sample reported a B grade average (M = 2.96), demonstrating 

higher levels of academic achievement despite their racial identity profiles.   

Adolescents rarely endorse only one dimension of racial identity.  For this reason, a 

profile and person-centered approach was encouraged in previous research (Seaton et al., 2011), 

and this suggestion was followed in the current study.  In hindsight, using a multidimensional 
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measure of racial identity limited the conclusions that could be made about self-esteem and 

academic achievement.  However, I wholeheartedly adopt the multidimensional model rather 

than the linear or staged models of assessing racial identity.  There is no single definition of what 

it means to be African American (Scottham et al., 2008; Sellers et al., 1998), and to imply that 

there is would be to minimize the spectrum of experiences and the diversity in the African 

American population  The use of a multidimensional measure of racial identity in this study is 

different from well-known research studies on the topic, which mainly used linear and stage-

sequenced measures of racial identity.  The measure used in the current study did not lead to 

surface results of simplified notions of racial identity, but it did yield three distinct clusters of 

racial identity among African American female teenagers.  This finding is an important 

contribution to existing literature as it provides more substance for assessing racial identity using 

various dimensions from a person-centered approach as posited by prior research (Scottham et 

al., 2008; Sellers et al., 1998).  Although the results did not indicate a relationship between the 

participants’ racial identity and academic achievement or self-esteem, the participants reported 

higher overall levels of the two variables.  That is, African American young women reported 

higher levels of self-esteem and higher grade point averages despite their racial identity cluster 

membership.  It is important to highlight this aspect of the results as a positive take on such 

protective (i.e., self-esteem) and prerequisite factors (i.e., higher GPAs in secondary schooling).   

Different theoretical underpinnings have been formulated to address the associations in 

relation to the racial identity of African American youth.  There is the oppositional culture 

perspective, which offers deficit models.  For instance, Ogbu (1991) posited that the reason 

African American students do not perform well in school is due to their purposeful decision to 

oppose academic achievement because they attribute such achievement to “acting White.”  This 
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theory assumes that all African American students place academic achievement outside of their 

culture and so look down upon it.  According to the oppositional culture perspective, it could be 

anticipated that the girls in my study would be against being successful in school and not take 

ownership for performing well academically.  However, that was not the case as the participants 

in my study reported a mean grade point average of 2.96.   

Others reject the acting White notion and offer other explanations for the 

underachievement of this student population.  There is the alternate notion that African American 

students do not perform as well academically due to the cultural incongruence between the home 

and school (Delpit, 1988; Ladson-Billings, 2009).  There is also the stereotype threat theory, 

which posits that the intellectual performance of African American students is negatively 

impacted because of their anxiety and fear that they might confirm negative stereotypes about 

their racial group (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  According to the stereotype threat research, the 

performance of African Americans improved slightly in a no-threat condition.  In the field of 

education, a no-threat condition can be considered as a learning environment in which there are 

no implicit assumptions or lower expectations for African American students.  It is possible that 

the students in the current study are learning within supportive and nurturing school 

environments, which would reflect the concept of the no-threat condition.  The reason for this 

conjecture is due to the self-reported grade point averages, which indicates higher academic 

achievement among African American female adolescents.  In the studies that include them, 

African American female students demonstrate positive characteristics that support academic 

success and attainment.  For example, Saunders et al. (2004) found that African American 

females reported higher levels of academic efficacy and held school completion in higher regard 

than their African American male counterparts.  Carter (2008a) concluded that African American 
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female students exhibited characteristics of cultural bridging and code-switching behaviors, 

which are associated with academic success.  The findings from the current study continue to 

support the trend of academic success based on the reported levels of overall grade point 

averages among this group of African American female students. 

Implications 

In this study, I adopted positive explanations and theories associated with the academic 

achievement of African American students rather than using a deficit perspective to speak about 

failure.  In the critical race achievement ideology, Carter (2008a) posited that African American 

students have a better chance at succeeding academically when they understand racism from a 

systemic perspective, have an awareness of racism, and see purpose in achieving at school.  

Carter proposed that African American students could have a positive racial identity and still be 

successful in the academic domain.  This theory and framework was adopted for the present 

study.  The sample of African American students in this study did have higher levels of academic 

achievement while also holding higher levels of private regard, which is a finding that the critical 

race ideology would support.  However, aspects of understanding racism and the purpose of 

achieving academically were not captured in the current study’s research design.  This topic can 

be explored more in future research endeavors.   

The range of responses regarding the participants’ racial identity from a multidimensional 

perspective provides sound reasons for educators to not assume that there are simplified and 

linear ways that this specific group identifies with their racial group.  Educators must be cautious 

and check their assumptions that certain racial identification characteristics apply to all African 

American girls with whom they work in educational settings.  It is evident that there are different 

profiles of how members of this particular sub population subscribe to their racial group and feel 
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about being African American.  Wakefield and Hudley (2007) proposed that schools should 

encourage same-race and cross-race peer relationships in efforts to promote positive racial/ethnic 

identity.  This will improve opportunities for students to learn about their heritage and the 

accomplishments of their ancestors as well as share their knowledge with each other.  It is also 

important for educators to create and maintain educational environments that support racial 

identity development.  Furthermore, it is imperative for educators to accept the complexities of 

racial identity development (Decuir-Gunby, 2009) and support this process by creating a safe 

place for youth to grow and not be ashamed of their racial group membership.  Issues regarding 

race and race relations do not become mute when students enter the school doors.  Pushing for 

silence regarding the realities of race relations will further exacerbate feelings of difference and 

the biased desire to lower expectations for students from historically oppressed groups.  For 

African American school-age youth, socialization into their racial identity happens in the context 

of their family and racial group (Stevenson & Arrington, 2009).  It would also be useful for 

psychologists and other educators to understand the impact that the educational context has on 

the racial identity development of African American youth (Decuir-Gunby, 2009).   

Understanding the need for supportive environments during the identity development 

stage that occurs during adolescence will enhance the process and likely end in positive results, 

especially for African American youth.  The development of racial identity for African 

Americans is a complex process and there are many protective components within it (e.g., self-

acceptance) that enable them to face adversity based on racial group membership (Seaton et al., 

2011).  As such, schools and learning institutions contribute to society by cultivating students 

who have a sense of awareness and who are able to freely develop their racial identity.  To 
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accomplish such cultivation of self-awareness requires schools to be intentional in their 

approaches, messages, and systematic acceptance of all cultures in the school setting.   

Limitations of the Study 

In this study, I sought to understand the relationship between racial identity, self-esteem, 

and academic achievement among a unique sub-population of students: African American 

teenage girls.  Limitations to this study include the small sample size, lack of generalizability due 

to the regional specific sample, and reliance on self-report data. 

Due to limited time and resources, the study sample consisted of only 100 African 

American female teenage students.  This number of participants was sufficient for the data 

analysis but not necessarily ideal for purposes of generalizability.  The participants in my study 

consisted of African American teenage girls who resided predominantly in California, which 

limits the generalizability of the results to other African American girls from different regions.  

African American adolescents in California may have different views regarding their racial 

heritage and identity.  For example, issues of overt racism may be less salient for teenagers in 

California than in the Southern regions of the United States due to regional differences and 

historically documented practices of racism.   

The self-report measures that were selected to capture self-esteem and racial identity may 

have had flaws.  Solely relying on self-reporting is not ideal and may have altered the results due 

to varying levels of honesty and understanding.  Although I was present during the 

administration of the survey, that by itself does not guarantee that every participant asked for 

clarification when needed.  Furthermore, the participants reported high levels of honesty and 

comfort levels with the survey, but that too was self-reported.  The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

was used, as it is a widely used and well-known instrument in the research literature.  It has been 



55 

argued that the measurement of self-esteem within the African American female population is 

critical due to the dual “isms” that this group faces (i.e., racism and sexism; Hatcher, 2007).  

There continues to be minimal reconciliation regarding the effects of self-esteem among African 

American women.  It has been posited that racial identity instruments have not kept pace with 

the evolving complexities of the theories in this area of research (Quintana, 2007).  I set out to 

use a measure that broadened the perspective of racial identity development from linear to 

multidimensional.  However, this measure is fairly new in the literature, with the teen version 

making its debut in 2008, and certain conclusions could not easily be linked to prior research, 

which used linear and developmental models to capture racial identity.   

Future Directions 

The present study represents promising initial results regarding racial identity profiles 

among African American female students.  More research is needed to replicate the present 

findings with a broader sample consisting of different regions throughout the United States of 

America.  With more resources, the survey used in this study could be implemented online, 

which would allow for quicker and broader administration of the research protocol used.  This 

will also make it easier to add a written response section that affords space to ask the participants 

about their schooling experiences and their unique thoughts regarding education (i.e., critical 

race achievement ideology).  It would also be important to examine further the racial identity 

profile cluster in conjunction with a qualitative component.  This will help further investigations 

regarding the presence or lack of critical race consciousness as well as the critical race 

achievement ideology as proposed in the literature (Carter, 2008a).  The qualitative data would 

enhance the present findings by giving voice to the school experiences of African American 

female students.   
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There is a definite need for further studies to address the racial identity of African 

American youth using measures that adopt multidimensional models of racial identity.  This will 

aid in teasing out different factors related to racial identity and self-esteem using different 

aspects other than merely high and low levels.  The predictions in this current study could not be 

distinctly formulated due to the various dimensions of racial identity that were captured.  The 

present study resulted in a viable three-cluster solution of racial identity.  To be certain, 

replication of this study should be carried out to further validate this three-cluster solution.  

Another follow-up study that would contribute to the body of literature in this area would be to 

replicate this study and include African American male students.  It would be important for 

future studies not to overshadow the female perspective when adding in this additional sub 

population component, but it would be helpful to highlight and determine the differences in these 

two groups’ racial identity profiles based on a multidimensional measure.   

Conclusion 

The present findings represent an important addition to the racial identity literature.  

Although a relationship between the racial identity profiles and self-esteem or academic 

achievement was not revealed, a viable three-cluster solution surfaced from the data analysis.  

The three clusters represented African American girls who identify and hold different beliefs 

about being African American.  Girls in the first cluster highlighted the similarities among all 

people regardless of race and believed that society held negative feelings toward African 

Americans in general.  The second cluster included girls who viewed their racial group 

membership as being a central part of their identity and emphasized the uniqueness of being 

African American.  Girls in the final cluster held beliefs that others view African Americans in a 

positive light and also place less emphasis on the uniqueness of being African American or 
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wanting to participate in African American organizations.  These clusters provided further 

evidence for the great degree of diversity within groups, offering a stepping-stone for future 

research from the viewpoint that racial identity has a more complex profile than the linear 

formulation that dominates the literature.  No human being is as rigid and linear as the past 

racial/ethnic identity measures would suggest.  The multidimensional model speaks more to the 

human experience and allows for different beliefs based on several sub dimensions.  Initial 

measures of racial/ethnic identity that were developed pioneered the study of this concept.  

However, as people evolve so does the understanding of the racial identity development process 

and racial identity beliefs.  Thus, future research studies should continue to use the new model of 

assessing the racial identity of African Americans in a less restrictive and multidimensional 

framework.   

Professions that serve African American students will undoubtedly benefit by continuing 

research efforts to confirm or disconfirm the importance and relevance of the experiences that 

African American youth face within the walls of learning institutions.  Researchers must 

continue to investigate different school-related phenomena and racial identity among African 

American students to deepen their understanding of how to work with, address, and assist them 

during the learning process.  It is undeniable that African American youth confront a greater 

challenge in reaching higher levels of educational attainment due to societal injustice they see 

and experience through acts of racism.  As educators, it is imperative that we create and maintain 

learning environments that support the academic achievement of African American youth and 

take into account the unique characteristics of this population.  The issues of racism and social 

injustice that W. E. B. DuBois raised in 1903 in his writings about “the color line” (p. 26) 

continue to be central to our current discussions of African Americans.  These persistent 
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obstacles remind professionals to work much harder to smooth the course so that African 

American youth can achieve higher levels of education in order to have a chance at an overall 

better quality of life.    
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September 23, 2012 
 
 

Dear Parent or Guardian: 
 

I am Ke’Shana Griddine, a Ph.D. student in the School Psychology program at Indiana State University. I am doing 
a research project on how racial identity and self-esteem affect academic achievement among African American 
teenage girls who are 13-17 years old. I am asking for your permission for your daughter to be a part of my study. 
Only group information will be analyzed and discussed, thus individual responses will not be available. 

 
If you allow, I will ask your daughter if she would like to be a part of the study. I will explain my study to her in a 
way that she can understand. If she agrees to participate, I will meet with your daughter for about one hour. I will 
ask her to fill out a survey that will include the following: Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Teen 
(MIBI-T), Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, demographic information, and general information regarding their teenage 
experiences. Within the survey packet, the girls will be asked to self-report their G.P.A. in addition to general 
attitudes regarding various areas (e.g., school, race, beauty, and goal setting). Some of the questions that are 
represented in the packet include: “I enjoy being at school”; “I feel that I have a number of good qualities”; “I am 
proud to be Black”; “I feel close to other Black people”; and, “My school work is important.” All information will 
be confidential. At the end of the study, all responses will be reported as group results only.  

 
Participation in this study is voluntary. The choice to allow or not allow your daughter to be involved will not affect 
any education or community services that she currently receives. If your daughter is a part of this study, it will not 
lead to the loss of any benefits. Even if you give your permission for your daughter to participate, she is free to 
refuse to participate. If your daughter agrees to participate, it will take about one hour of her time. The first page of 
the survey packet will include the participant’s name, with an identifying number. All other pages will have an 
identification number located in the top right hand corner on every page of the survey packet. The informed consent 
forms, child assent forms, and first sheet of the survey will be separated from the surveys and all will be locked in a 
secured office. This will assist with pulling surveys if your daughter chooses to withdraw from the study. All 
information will be kept confidential and stored securely throughout the duration of the research study. There will be 
no mention of names or identifying information in the reported findings.  

 
Please sign and return page two only, and keep page one for your records. Should you have any questions or desire 
further information, please feel free to contact my faculty advisor or me: 
 
Ke’Shana Griddine, M.Ed.   Hema Ganapathy-Coleman, Ph.D. 
Principal Investigator   Faculty Sponsor 
CDCSEP    CDCSEP 
College of Education    College of Education 
Indiana State University   Indiana State University 
Terre Haute, IN  47809   Terre Haute, IN  47809 
619-867-2207     812- 237-2883 
kgriddine@sycamores.indstate.edu   Hema.Ganapathy-Coleman@indstate.edu 

 
If you have any questions about your daughter’s rights as a research participant, you may contact the Indiana State 
University Institutional Review Board (IRB) by mail at Indiana State University, Office of Sponsored Programs, 
Terre Haute, IN 47809, by phone at (812) 237-8217, or e-mail the IRB at irb@indstate.edu. The IRB is an 
independent committee composed of members of the University community, as well as lay members of the 
community not connected with ISU. The IRB has reviewed and approved this study.  

 
Sincerely,  

 
 

Ke’Shana Griddine, M.Ed. 
Ph.D. Candidate in School Psychology  
Indiana State University 
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
Please indicate whether or not you wish to allow your daughter to participate in this project by checking one of the 
statements below, signing your name and have your daughter bring the letter to the survey session.  

 
 
_____ I grant permission for my daughter to participate in Ke’Shana’s study of racial identity, self-esteem, and 

academic achievement. 
 
_____ I do not grant permission for my daughter to participate in Ke’Shana’s study of racial identity, self-

esteem, and academic achievement. 
    
 

______________________________ _______________________________ 
Signature of Parent/Guardian  Printed Parent/Guardian Name  
 
 

 _______________________________ ______________________________ 
Printed Name of Daughter   Date 
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ASSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
The impact of racial identity and self-esteem on academic achievement among African American teenage girls. 

 
1. My name is Ke’Shana Griddine. I am from Indiana State University. 
 
2. I am asking you to take part in a research study because I am trying to learn more about African American 

teenage girls who are 13-17 years old. I am especially interested in learning more about how your feelings about 
yourself affect how you do in school.  

 
3. If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do a few things in a one-hour time period. I will ask you to 

complete a survey packet. In the survey packet: 
 

 I will ask you questions about how you feel as an African American girl and questions about your 
teenage years.  

 I will ask you how you feel about yourself. 
 I will also ask you how you feel about school and school success in general. 

 
4. All your answers to the question will remain private (confidential). Your answers will be kept completely 

private, which means no one in your family, school, or community will know how you answered the questions. 
Parents will not be able to view your requests and all information will be reported as group data. 

 
5.  I do not believe that you will be hurt or upset by being a part of this study. If you take part in the study and 

believe that you have been hurt or upset in any way, you may stop being in the study at any time.  
 
6. If you participate in this study, it will teach me (and other professionals) important ways to help other African 

American girls like you in the future to do their best.  
 
7. Please talk this over with your parent(s) before you decide whether or not to participate. Your parent/guardian 

gave permission for you to participate in this study. Even though your parent said “yes,” you can still decide not 
to participate.  

 
8. If you don’t want to be in this study, you don’t have to participate. Remember, being in this study is up to you 

and no one will be upset if you don’t want to participate or if you change your mind later. For example, as you 
complete the survey, you have the choice to stop at any time and withdraw from the study. The incomplete 
survey will be filed separately and not included in the study results. You may also skip questions in the packet if 
you feel as though you cannot answer it.  

 
9.  You can ask me any questions that you have about the study. If you have a question later that you did not think 

of now, you can call me at 619-867-2207.  
 

10. Signing your name at the bottom means that you agree to be in this study. You and your parent(s) will be given 
a copy of this form after you have signed it. 

 
 
_______________________________________  
Signature of Participant 

 
 

________________________________________  ____________________ 
Printed Name of Participant    Date 
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APPENDIX D: SURVEY PACKET 
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APPENDIX E: ROSENBERG SELF-ESTEEM SCALE 
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Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

1. I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. 

2. I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 

3. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. 

4. I am able to do things as well as most other people. 

5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 

6. I take a positive attitude toward myself. 

7. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 

8. I wish I could have more respect for myself. 

9. I certainly feel useless at times. 

10. At times I think I am no good at all. 

 
Likert Response Scale: (1) Strongly Agree; (2) Agree; (3) Disagree; (4) Strongly Disagree  
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APPENDIX F: MULTIDIMENSIONAL INVENTORY OF BLACK IDENTITY-TEEN 
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The Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Teen 

Centrality Scale 
1.  I feel close to other Black people. 
2.  I have a strong sense of belonging to other Black people. 
3.  If I were to describe myself to someone, one of the first things that I would say is that I’m 

Black. 
Regard Scale 

 
Private Regard Subscale 
1.  I am happy that I am Black. 
2.  I am proud to be Black. 
3.  I feel good about Black people. 

  
Public Regard Subscale 
1.  Most people think that Blacks are as smart as people of other races. 
2.  People think that Blacks are as good as people from other races. 
3.  People from other races think that Blacks have made important contributions. 

 
Ideology Scale 

Assimilation Subscale  
1.  It is important that Blacks go to White Schools so that they can learn how to act around 

Whites. 
2.  I think it is important for Blacks not to act Black around White people. 
3.  Blacks should act more like Whites to be successful in this society. 

  
Humanist Subscale 
1.  Being an individual is more important than identifying yourself as Black. 
2.  Blacks should think of themselves as individuals, not as Blacks. 
3.  Black people should not consider race when deciding what movies to go see. 

  
Minority Subscale 
1.  People of all minority groups should stick together and fight discrimination. 
2.  There are other people who experience discrimination similar to Blacks. 
3.  Blacks should spend less time focusing on how we differ from other minority groups and 

more time focusing on how we are similar to people from other minority groups. 
  

Nationalist Subscale 
1.  Black parents should surround their children with Black art and Black books. 
2.  Whenever possible, Blacks should buy from Black businesses. 
3.  Blacks should support Black entertainment by going to Black movies and watching Black 

TV shows. 
 
Likert Response Scale: (1) Really Disagree; (2) Kind of Disagree; (3) Neutral; (4) Kind of 
Agree; (5) Really Agree 


