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Racial Stereotypes and Gender in Context:
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In this study, relationships among stereotype expectations, gender, and academic self-concept
and performance of African American students in predominantly White and predominantly
Black college contexts were examined. Stereotype expectations are students’ perceptions of
biased treatment and evaluation within their major classroom settings (SE). Findings indicated
that students’ majors were related to stereotype expectations, as well as to their academic
competence. Our results also provide evidence of gender and institutional interactions in the
relationships between stereotype expectations and academic outcomes. Results are discussed
in terms of the need to examine issues of race and gender in the academic experiences of
African Americans, as well as how their specific school and classroom contexts may influence
their experiences.
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This study constitutes an initial step in exploring
the complex ways in which race and gender interact in
the lives of African American students. Gender and
race may function interactively in protective or en-
hancing ways as well as in ways that relate to difficulty
in achieving academic success. Gender differences in
the ways students perceive, experience, and respond
to race-related academic experiences may help to ex-
plain differences in educational achievement and at-
tainment outcomes for African American men and
women in general and with regard to their outcomes
in specific institutional settings.

It has been suggested that the racial make-
up of a college environment influences African
American students’ academic experiences and
outcomes (Allen, 1987, 1988, 1992; Davis, 1995;
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Fleming, 1984; Nettles, 1988). However, there has
been an ongoing debate as to what type of school
environment is optimal for African American
students. It has been argued that environments
that require African Americans to interact with
European American students will result in more
positive educational experiences (e.g., Fordham,
1988) and that predominantly White college insti-
tutions (PWIs) provide superior academic resources
(Wenglinsky, 1995). On the other hand, others have
argued that only a race homogeneous institution
can fulfill the social and academic needs of African
American students (Baldwin, Duncan, & Bell, 1987;
Coleman, 1990).

Most empirical studies of African American
college students have focused on students from one
type of college environment—PWIs. Researchers
consistently have cited the importance of a positive
racial climate in the social and academic adjustment
of African American students at PWIs (e.g., Cabrera,
Nora, Terenzini, Pascarella, & Hagedorn, 1999;
Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Nora & Cabrera, 1996).
Relatively few researchers have examined issues of
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race in the experiences of students on predominantly
Black campuses. Some researchers assert that
African American students fare better socially and
academically at historically Black institutions (HBIs),
because they emphasize philosophies more similar to
those of the African American community than are
found in mainstream institutions (Baldwin et al., 1987;
Coleman & Hoffer, 1987). This notion is supported by
differences found in academic outcomes across stu-
dents from HBIs and PWIs; HBI students show equal
or higher levels of cognitive gains, persistence, and
postgraduate educational attainment (Allen, 1992;
Flowers & Pasceralla, 1999a; Nettles, 1988; Wenglin-
sky, 1995). It is unclear, however, how African Amer-
ican students experience HBI settings, in particular
the extent to which race and race-related experiences
play a role in their college integration. Thus, the
ways that the racial composition of HBIs functions
to result in these attainment differences is unclear.

In addition to racial group membership, in-
dividuals’ gender has implications for educational
development and functioning. Some research has
focused on gender differences in college attainment
among African Americans; results show women
attain higher education at higher rates than do men,
and the researchers attributed these differences to
social and educational barriers that affect men and
women differentially (e.g., Cohen & Nee, 2000).
Even among African Americans who enter college,
similar gender differences exist in both achievement
and attrition (Fleming, 1984; Hare & Hare, 1991;
McJamerson, 1991). Little current research, however,
has focused on how both gender and race relate to
the college experiences of African Americans.

In this study, we focused on African American
students from a PWI and an HBI. We examined
students’ perceptions of how race functioned for
them in their college environment by assessing their
racial stereotype expectations within academic class
settings. We expected that stereotype expectations
would be related to students’ sense of belonging
as well as to their academic self-concept and per-
formance. Furthermore, we expected that students’
stereotype perceptions would differ across gender
and institutional context. In the following sections, we
describe research related to African American stu-
dents’ college adjustment and incorporate research
that points to the influences of gender and context
within this population, and we discuss the importance
of future inquiry about or concerning issues of race
and gender in the educational experiences of African
Americans.

Racial Stereotypes and Academic Achievement

Conceptual and research models of African
Americans’ achievement are based largely on the
premise that African Americans are a stigmatized
and devalued group in American society and, specif-
ically, that this social status is a primary influence
on their academic beliefs systems and behaviors
(Chavous, Bernat, Schmeelke-Cone, Caldwell,
Kohn-Wood, & Zimmerman, 2003). Psychological
researchers have posited that individuals who iden-
tify with a group that is not valued by the larger
society may protect their self-concept by disengaging
from domains in which their group members are
expected to fare poorly (Crocker & Major, 1989;
Osbourne, 1997; Steele, 1992; Steele & Aronson,
1995). African Americans’ lower academic perfor-
mance and persistence, then, is viewed, at least in part,
as a function of the deleterious effects of negative
cultural views of African Americans, or group stereo-
types, on academic self-concept. Steele described this
process as “stereotype threat,” which occurs when
individuals perceive that negative stereotypes about
their group are salient in a particular situation or con-
text. Here, the “threat” is represented by individuals’
expectations that they may be viewed in ways that
are consistent with these stereotypes (Steele, 1997).
Subsequently, these expectations may result in pres-
sures that negatively influence individuals’ academic
self-perceptions as well as their academic perfor-
mance. Research has supported this perspective, as
studies indicate that lower performance was found
on academic diagnostic tasks for African American
college students for whom race was made salient in
experimental settings (e.g., Steele & Aronson, 1995).
Other researchers have concluded that perceiving
negative views of African Americans is related to
young peoples’ development of beliefs in limited
educational and social opportunities. Subsequently,
researchers asserted that African American students
may develop oppositional educational identities
(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986) and show lowered efficacy
and effort in academic domains (Mickelson, 1990).

Gender, Race, and Stereotypes

Researchers have demonstrated that race plays
an important role in the college experiences of
African American students at PWIs. Furthermore, a
great deal of research has been dedicated to the ex-
amination of the impact of gender on psychological
and educational development (e.g., Belenky, Clinchy,
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Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Beyer, 1999; Eccles, 1994;
Sandler, Silverberg, & Hall, 1996). There is a dearth
of research, however, on issues of gender and educa-
tion for African American populations. This omission
is problematic in that frameworks for the examina-
tion of gender in education that have been developed
and tested in predominantly European American stu-
dent populations may not describe African American
students accurately. For instance, research conducted
with European American young people has shown
that boys are viewed as having more social power than
girls, are responded to more positively in classroom
contexts, and have higher self-concept across social
and academic domains (Belenky et al., 1986). A re-
lated area of research involves gender stereotypes and
their relationship to classroom and school treatment,
which suggests that men and boys are more likely to
be viewed as intellectual compared to women and
girls (Beyer, 1999). When we consider the research
on African American college students, however, these
“facts” may be less clear-cut.

First, as the rates of African American girls’ and
women’s educational achievement and occupational
attainment continue to increase, whereas those of
African American boys’ and men’s decrease (Cohen
& Nee, 2000; Cross & Slater, 2000), African American
women might be viewed as having social power that
exceeds that of African American men. Therefore,
what is considered traditional gender status and
behavior may not be typical for a number of African
Americans. Furthermore, from an institutional
perspective, Fleming (1984), in her earlier study
of African American college students, and more
recently, Allen (1992), Davis (1995), and Cokley
(2000, 2001), suggested that PWI educational systems
respond more negatively to African American men
compared to African American women, and, as a
result, women have higher academic self-concept
(Allen, 1992). Fleming (1984) noted that women at
PWIs did report experiencing racial discrimination
and inequity but that, in contrast to men, they showed
better adjustment, developing independence and as-
sertiveness in response to aversive racial conditions.
She suggested that the PWI environments allow for
African American women’s expressions of assertive-
ness more than they do for African American men’s.
In fact, she concluded that PWI environments encour-
age conformity among African American men more
than among African American women, and, there-
fore, successful men also are less likely to be assertive
in response to negative race related experiences. More
recently, Chavous and colleagues compared African

American men and women at a PWI (Chavous,
Rivas, Green, Helaire, & Turner, 2002) and found that
women felt less belonging on campus due to their eth-
nicity than men, but this perception of ethnic fit was
more strongly predictive of academic adjustment out-
comes for men. Perceiving the college environment as
nonthreatening to one’s cultural background, there-
fore, may be particularly important in African Amer-
ican men’s adjustment at PWIs. Allen’s (1992) and
Davis’s (1995) studies also suggest that unwelcoming
PWI environments can be particularly detrimental
for African American men and can result in men’s
experience of higher levels of anxiety about their aca-
demic competence and, ultimately, less intellectual
growth.

In addition, the research on the impact of gender
stereotypes in educational settings may not be fully
applicable to African American students, as most
of such research does not account for the possible
interactions of gender and racial stereotypes. Con-
flicting perspectives exist on how these gender and
race interactions may occur for African Americans.
Some subscribe to the idea of the “double threat”
where being a member of more than one oppressed
social group results in cumulative risk outcomes
(e.g., Brown, 2000). From the perspective of social
identity frameworks, being a member of a group
about whom there are negative stereotypes should
be related to lower academic efficacy and aca-
demic disengagement (e.g., Crocker & Major, 1989;
Steele, 1992). It might be expected, then, that because
African American women represent two social minor-
ity groups that are associated with negative academic
stereotypes, they are most vulnerable for negative
academic outcomes (Brown, 2000). The aforemen-
tioned research showing African American women’s
positive academic outcomes relative to African
American men does not support this reasoning.

One possible explanation is that although
Steele’s paradigm of the deleterious effects of group
stereotypes is thought to be applicable in the domains
of race and gender independently (Steele, 1998), little
work has been done on how racial stereotypes may
function across gender. It is possible that the stereo-
types about aggression and lack of academic aptitude
that are associated specifically with African American
men may influence differential responses to men and
women. That is, stereotypes regarding gender and
academic ability that have favored European Amer-
ican men and boys in educational settings may be
replaced by “racialized” gender stereotypes. This can
readily be seen in the college domain, for example, in
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discussions of African American men in the context
of reform of academic standards for college athletes,
discussions that often focus on sports in which African
American men are highly represented or overrepre-
sented relative to their numbers on PWI campuses.
In these debates, it often is asserted that these
student-athletes value academics either less than
other students or not at all (Hare & Hare, 1991); this
results in a portrayal of African American men that
is based primarily in their physical abilities and that
is incongruent with academic success (Hall, 2001).

Furthermore, differential responses to African
American men may be exacerbated by their higher
visibility at PWIs, as African American men continue
to be underrepresented relative to African American
women in higher education (Cohen & Nee, 2000)
and overrepresented (relative to their numbers on
campus) in sports such as basketball and football
(Lederman, 1992). In her work on the effects of
tokenism for women in organizational settings,
Kanter (1977) suggested that members of a group
that is severely numerically underrepresented in a
given context are positioned in that context as repre-
sentatives of their entire group, and, thus, are subject
to others’ expectations and generalizations of that
group. Some negative consequences for “token” in-
dividuals include heightened performance pressures,
exclusion from social interactions with members of
the dominant group, and stereotyping along lines
that places them in inferior positions. Thus, although
African Americans as a whole are underrepresented
in higher education, African American men actually
may be more vulnerable to the effects of tokenism at
PWIs. Little current research, however, has focused
on gender differences in race-related experiences
and perceptions on campus, nor on their impact for
African American college students.

Institutional Racial Composition as Context

Although gender may relate to different aca-
demic experiences for African American students, the
results of the aforementioned research also suggest
the importance of considering specific college con-
texts in understanding students’ educational experi-
ences and development. Researchers who have com-
pared African American students at PWIs and HBIs
have noted differences in academic self-concept,
grade point average, and postgraduate attainment
(Allen, 1992; Cokley, 2000; Fleming, 1984; Sellers,
Chavous, & Cooke, 1998); HBI students showed
higher performance and attainment outcomes. Al-

though differences in outcomes suggest that students
at HBIs have a different educational experience than
do those at PWIs, little research has focused on race-
related student experiences at HBIs that may lead to
these outcomes. In fact, researchers who have exam-
ined race experiences for African American college
students have almost exclusively focused on PWIs. In
this research, PWIs are presented as environments
that are potentially threatening to the development
of African American students through the impact of
social isolation and institutional and person discrimi-
nation. Indeed, there is considerable evidence to sup-
port the idea that race-related experiences through
classroom interactions, peer and faculty interactions,
as well as perceived institutional climate greatly in-
fluence PWI minority students’ college development
(e.g., Allen, 1992; Cabrera et al., 1999; Hurtado,
1992).

HBIs, in contrast, often are represented as envi-
ronments that are the opposite of the PWI experience
as a function of their racial composition. Given that
not all African American students at PWIs have poor
adjustment, and, similarly, not every student at HBIs
excels academically or adjusts seamlessly, it is impor-
tant to understand how different students experience
both types of settings to inform psychological and edu-
cational models of student development. In studies of
college institutional effects, Pascarella and colleagues
found that in HBI environments African American
students not only were higher in objective measures
of cognitive gains, but also reported higher perceived
cognitive gains and increases in disciplinary under-
standing than did their counterparts at PWIs (Flowers
& Pascarella, 1999a; Pascarella, Smart, & Stoecker,
1989). With regard to why these institutional differ-
ences might exist, Flowers and Pascarella (1999b) also
found that HBI students were more likely to pursue
learning activities for reasons of self-development and
enhancement rather than for instrumental reasons
(e.g., grades, course credit, resume enhancement/
getting a job) than were African American PWI
students. These learning pursuits and outcomes may
be related to why African American students feel
a stronger sense of belonging at HBIs than those
at PWIs (Allen, 1992). It is unclear, however, how
or whether race functions in HBIs to result in such
differences beyond the idea that there is “comfort in
numbers.”

In fact, in much of the discussion and study
of HBI impact, one primary position about HBI
environments has been suggested, either explicitly or
implicitly. An assumption is made that discrimination
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does not exist in a predominantly African American
setting, that the racial homogeneity of the setting
protects students from racist experiences. Thus, the
negative impact of racial stereotypes is viewed as
less relevant or applicable in this type of environ-
ment. This assumption may not be fully tenable,
as HBIs are not isolated from the racial dynamics
of American society. HBIs have shown increasing
numbers of European American instructors and
non-American Black instructors, as well as non-
African American student peers (Foster, 2001).
For instance, African American faculty represented
only 59% of all faculty in HBI institutions in 1995,
European American faculty represented 25%, and
Asian or Asian Americans made up about 8% of all
HBI faculty members (News and Views, 1998; U.S.
Department of Education, 1996). On some campuses,
particularly those situated in or near urban areas,
the representation of European American faculty
exceeds 40%.4 European American students are not
represented in as high proportion at HBIs, but their
numbers have increased substantially over the last
two decades (Foster, 2001). Furthermore, intragroup
conflicts related to race (e.g., skin color, racial
ideologies, social class, and endorsement of group
stereotypes) may exist that could result in within-
group discrimination (Coard, Breland, & Raskin,
2001). Blalock’s early work (Blalock, 1956, 1958)
on racial neighborhood migration patterns suggests
that experiences of negative race-related experiences
or discrimination are not solely contingent on the
racial composition of the setting. To our knowledge,
however, no published studies have concerned the in-
fluence of group stereotypes or negative race-related
experiences on student academic outcomes in HBIs.

Further, little research including HBI students
has focused explicitly on how issues of race and gen-
der influence student experiences. In her 1984 study,
Fleming found that African American men fared

4Historically HBIs have always had a White presence in teaching
and administration, but initially, White participation had an under-
lying missionary objective of providing educational opportunity
for disenfranchised African Americans (e.g., newly freed slaves
and freedmen, those denied opportunity and rights in Jim Crow
society). Over the last few decades, European Americans’ entry
into HBIs has been more based on shrinking employment oppor-
tunities in PWIs as well as a policy mandating the increased deseg-
regation of HBIs (Gose & Hebel, 2001; Mills & Buckley, 1992).
Some have argued that this change has resulted in a context that
is less representative of HBIs’ mission of providing environments
for African American students that are caring and protective from
negative social/racial dynamics (Gose & Hebel, 2001).

better socially and academically at HBIs than did
African American women. Fleming concluded that
the social environment of the HBI setting favors men
in terms of both social (e.g., dating opportunities, peer
and organizational support) and academic domains.
As at PWIs, women at HBIs are disproportionately
represented compared to men (Allen, 1992), yet, as
noted previously, this gender imbalance functioned
differently in group-homogenous and group-minority
college settings. Cokley (2001), in a recent study of
African American students at an HBI, found that
strong racial group identification was associated with
higher academic self-concept for women but not for
men. His findings suggest that African American men
and women may have different types of race-related
experiences in this type of setting.

Academic Majors as Context

In trying to understand institutional level differ-
ences in African Americans’ race-related perceptions
and subsequent adjustment, one important area of
consideration is the more specific academic contexts
that may influence students’ views of race and
education. It is likely that individual students’ views
of their university results in large part from her or
his experiences and interactions within a number
of smaller, more proximal contexts that she or he
experiences on a regular or daily basis.

One way in which African American students’
academic experiences may differ across college
contexts and gender is within classroom settings. The
academic units (departments, schools) in which stu-
dents major represent a primary context of academic
experiences and socialization (McJamerson, 1992).
Research has shown gender differences in major
and occupational goals, with men more highly rep-
resented in business, physical sciences, and medical
fields, and women more highly represented in the hu-
manities and social sciences (American Association
of University Women, 1992; Bae & Smith, 1996; Lips,
1992; Stumpf & Stanley, 1996). Although most such
research has not included many African American
students, research that has included representa-
tive numbers of African American students (e.g.,
Simpson, 2001) indicates patterns of major choice
across gender similar to that of European American
students. Although African American students at
PWIs are more likely than European American stu-
dents and Asian students to choose disciplines that
explicitly focus on issues of race, ethnicity, or culture,
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women still are more represented among these
disciplines than men (Yancey, 1994). Furthermore,
although women at HBIs are more likely to enter
science, math, and other related professional majors
than are those at PWIs, men are still represented at
higher numbers than women are within these areas.

Although patterns of major choice may be
similar in some ways for African American men and
women relative to their European American coun-
terparts, gender and race may play a role in African
American students’ experiences within their major
areas in ways that differ from those of European
American students or other ethnic minority students
(Kim & Sedlacek, 1996), and these experiences may
differ across PWI and HBI environments. Research
certainly has indicated the existence of negative
racial stereotypes for African Americans concerning
academic ability (Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson,
1995) and gender stereotypes concerning particular
subject areas (e.g., girls are said to be more able in
reading and less able in math and science; Beyer,
1999). African American men are more likely than
African American women to be found in major areas
at PWIs such as physical sciences and engineering,
but African American men make up extremely small
numbers of students in these disciplines overall.
Consequently, African American men still may have
to contend with social and academic isolation and
treatment due to stereotypes based on their racial
group membership. In contrast, African American
women are highly underrepresented in those fields
and may be overrepresented in social science and
humanities relative to their numbers in the general
college population, which results in somewhat less hy-
pervisibility. Furthermore, these disciplines are more
likely to allow students to address issues of race and
diversity (e.g., within programs and course curricula)
than are the traditional male-dominated major disci-
plines. Thus, African American men and women may
have very different racial experiences as a function of
the types of classroom contexts which they are most
likely to enter and in which they usually interact.

Study Aims

In this study, we explored the roles of gender and
college contexts among African American students.
Specifically, we examined the role of gender in the
relationships among stereotype expectations and col-
lege integration and academic adjustment. Although
gender differences have been asserted in academic
attainment and persistence for African Americans in

higher education, less research has focused on factors
that underlie these differences. Thus, we explored: (1)
whether African American men and women differed
in their stereotype expectations within their academic
major class settings; (2) whether gender differences in
stereotype expectations related to students’ academic
major and institutional contexts (PWI or HBI); and
(3) the extent to which gender and institution moder-
ate the relationships between stereotype expectations
and academic outcomes (sense of belonging, aca-
demic competence, academic performance).

In our study of stereotype expectations, we
chose to examine students’ perceptions of their
expected treatment in courses within their major, as
these classes represent academic contexts that are
extremely relevant to students as well as contexts in
which they are likely to spend substantial periods of
academic time. Furthermore, although we can think
about contextual differences more broadly in terms
of the racial composition of the environment, in
understanding how students describe and interpret
their educational settings, we thought it necessary to
explore the types of experiences students may have in
specific contexts within each of these settings. In this
study, we expected gender differences in students’
majors. Furthermore, we expected that these majors
would be related to stereotype expectations, such
that students in more male-traditional, “technical”
majors (e.g., physical sciences, engineering) would
report more stereotype expectations than would
students in traditionally-female, “non-technical”
majors (e.g., humanities, social sciences). We also
hypothesized contextual and gender differences in
stereotype expectations, in that HBI students would
report lower stereotype expectations than would
PWI students. Within institutions, we expected that
men at PWI would experience more stereotype
expectations than would women at the PWI. In
contrast, women at HBI would experience more
racial stereotype expectations than would HBI
men. Finally, we hypothesized an interaction among
gender, school, and stereotype expectations such
that stereotype expectations would be more strongly
related to sense of belonging and academic outcomes
for men at the PWI and for women at the HBI.

METHOD

Participants

Participants consisted of 143 undergraduate stu-
dents from a large, midwestern, public PWI (50 men
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and 93 women) and 134 students from a large south-
ern, public HBI (43 men and 91 women). Both in-
stitution samples included students who represented
all class years. PWI participants averaged about a
sophomore level class year, and the HBI sample had
a mean class year indicating a little above sophomore
class level. For both institutional samples, the average
mother’s education level reported by students indi-
cated some college attendance, and the average re-
ported family income for both samples was between
$31,000 and $40,000.

Procedures

Data were collected through mail-out surveys
during Fall 1998. The survey questionnaire included
measures of students’ college experiences as well as
questions that assessed student family and high school
background. African American students’ names and
contact information were obtained from Registrar’s
lists, and school directories were used to obtain
names and campus contact information for African
American students at both institutions. At the PWI,
surveys were sent to all African American students
(15 students, however, could not be contacted due to
inaccurate mailing addresses). At the HBI, as it was
not possible to send surveys to all African American
students (over 6000 students), a systematic sample of
600 students was selected (selection of every seventh
student from a list of all African American students
attending the university). Surveys were mailed to
each of these students (minus 39 students with
missing or inaccurate contact information). For both
institution samples, follow-up surveys were mailed to
maximize response rate. The final samples obtained
(N = 147 at the PWI and N = 134 at the HBI) reflect
response rates of 37 and 27%, respectively.

Measures

Student Background

Survey items were used to create variables that
represented students’ socioeconomic and demo-
graphic background characteristics: family income,
mother’s education, high school grade point average,
current class year, and academic major. Students’
family income was represented by students’ re-
ported family income prior to their college entry
(responses were on an 8-point scale that ranged from
“$0-$10,000” to “$71,000 +”). A parental education
variable was created from students’ indication of

their mothers’ education level (a 5-point scale that
ranged from “less than high school” to “doctorate
or professional”). Individual items assessed students’
reported cumulative high school grade point average,
their current college class year, as well as their major.
(Note: Responses for freshmen in the sample primar-
ily indicated students’ officially declared majors. For
freshmen students from the PWI sample, however,
major also could reflect their intended majors).

Stereotype Expectations in Major

Three items were used to assess participants’
perceptions and expectations of biased evaluative
treatment within their academic major classes.
Responses were made on a 5-point likert scale that
ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”
All responses were coded such that higher scores
indicate more expectations of racial stereotyping and
biased evaluation. Items were taken from a stereo-
type threat measure by Steele and Aronson (1995)
used in experimental settings. Items were modified to
reflect students’ perceptions specifically within their
academic major classes. Example items are: “The
professors in this type of class expect me to do poorly
because of my race” and “My race does not affect
people’s perceptions of my ability in this type of class”
(reverse coded). In the present sample, Cronbach’s
alphas indicate high to moderately high internal con-
sistency (α = .83 at the PWI and α = .75 at the HBI).

Sense of Belonging in Major

Participants completed the Sense of Belonging
dimension of the Perceived Cohesion Scale (Bollen
& Hoyle, 1990). The scale was made up of three items
for which respondents indicated on a 5-point scale the
extent to which they felt themselves connected to and
part of their major classroom settings. Example items
include: “I feel a sense of belonging to my classmates”
and “I see myself as part of the classroom setting.”
Bollen and Hoyle’s (1990) tests of the measure in-
dicate good scale reliability with college students. In
the present study, the scale showed high internal con-
sistency at both institutions (α = .83 at the PWI and
α = .86 at the HBI).

Academic Competence in Major

The academic subscale of the Perceived Com-
petence Scale (Harter, 1982) was used to assess
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students’ self-evaluations of their ability and skill
within their major areas. The scale has been used
in numerous studies with children, older adolescents,
and young adults and has shown good reliability with
youth from multiple ethnic backgrounds (e.g., Alva
& Reyes, 1999; Cairns, McWhirter, & Duffy, 1990;
Smith & Brody, 2000). Items were based on a 5-
point likert scale that ranged from “strongly disagree”
to “strongly agree.” The scale items were modified
for the present study to reflect college students’ self-
perceptions within their academic major classes, e.g.,
“I can figure out answers to assignments in this type
of class” and “I am just as smart as others in this
type of class.” The scale yielded good internal con-
sistency at both the PWI and HBI (α’s = .94 and .88,
respectively).

Academic Performance

Respondents’ academic performance was as-
sessed through their self-reported cumulative grade
point average (GPA).

RESULTS

Participants were compared across background
variables (family income, mother’s education, and
high school GPA) across gender and institution us-
ing Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs). No institutional
differences were found for family income or mother’s
education, but the institutions differed significantly
for high school GPA (at the PWI, M = 3.30, SD = .47,
and at the HBI, M = 3.01, SD = .49). No gender dif-
ferences or gender × institutional relationships were
found across the background variables.

To address the idea that gender differences
in academic experiences may relate to the types
of academic settings that men and women select,
we examined gender and institutional differences

Table I. Summary of Major Choices Across Gender and Institution

Social Natural Engineering/Computer
sciences Education sciences science/Business Other

PWI (N = 143)
% of men in major 20.4 8.2 0 65.3 6.1
% of women in major 35.5 11.8 20.4 30.1 2.2

HBI (N = 134)
% of men in major 46.5 18.6 2.3 32.6 0
% of women in major 56.0 15.4 11 17.6 0

in the majors students selected. Students’ reported
academic majors were coded to represent four
main categories: (1) Social Sciences, (2) Education,
(3) Natural Sciences (which included Pre-Med),
(4) Engineering/Computer Technology/or Business
(this category represented majors that heavily relied
on technological resources). All other responses
were coded as (5) “Other.” Chi-square analyses were
used to examine the proportions of men and women
represented in different major areas for each school.
For the PWI sample, findings indicated significant
differences in numbers of men and women across
major types compared to what would be expected by
chance, χ2(4, N = 143) = 23.68, p < .001. With the
exception of natural sciences, men were represented
in higher proportions in traditionally-male dominated
(“technical”) majors, whereas women predominated
in traditionally female-dominated (“nontechnical”)
majors. No significant gender differences in students
within particular majors were found for the HBI,
χ2(3, N = 134) = 6.29 p < .10. Table I displays stu-
dents’ major choices across gender and college type.

Because of small numbers of individuals within
particular major areas, for subsequent analyses,
a dichotomous variable was created for major to
indicate the traditionally male-dominated, “techni-
cal” majors and the traditionally female-dominated,
“nontechnical” majors (chi-square analyses of this
dichotomous variable yielded identical patterns for
gender and school). To explore whether men and
women have different racial experiences within their
academic majors, we conducted Analysis of Covari-
ance (ANCOVA), examining gender, institution, and
major as predictors of stereotype expectations (SE),
with class year, family income, and high school GPA
included as control variables. A significant model
resulted, F(10, 277) = 3.81, p < .001, and school
differences were found in stereotype expectations;
PWI students had higher score SE scores than did
HBI students (M = 2.7, SD = .90 and M = 2.2,
SD = .82). A significant effect for major type also
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Table II. Means and Standard Deviations of Stereotype Expecta-
tions by Gender, Institution, and Major

Stereotype expectations

M SD

Gender
Men 2.39 0.76
Women 2.42 0.88

Institution
PWI 2.70∗∗∗ 0.90
HBI 2.20 0.82

Major
Traditionally male-dominated 2.60∗∗∗ 1.01

“Technical” majors
Traditionally female-dominated 2.30 0.78

“Non-technical” majors

∗∗∗ p < .01.

was found, and it showed a higher SE mean for
traditionally male-dominated majors (M = 2.6,
SD = 1.01) than for traditionally female-dominated
majors (M = 2.3, SD = .78). No significant effects
were found for gender or for any interactions among
gender, institution, and major. (See Table II for
summary information for this analysis).

Next, we conducted hierarchical regression anal-
yses to test predictive models for sense of be-
longing, academic competence and GPA (Aiken
& West, 1991). Table III summarizes the re-
sults of these analyses. For each model, stu-
dent background (family income, mother’s educa-

Table III. Hierarchical Regression of Sense of Belonging, Academic Competence, and Grade Point Average on Student Background,
Stereotype Expectations (SE), and Gender, Institution, SE Interaction Variables

b

Sense of belonging Academic competence Grade point average

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

Class year .14∗∗∗ .15∗∗∗ .10∗∗ .11∗∗∗ .01 .01∗∗
Family income −.01 −.02 .01 .01 −.01 −.01
Mother’s education −.05 −.05 −.03 −.03 −.01 −.01
High school GPA .13 .15 .09 .09 .33∗∗∗∗ .34∗∗∗∗
Major (1 = trad. men, 2 = trad. women) −.32∗∗∗ −.32∗∗∗ −.15 −.16 .04 .05
Gender (1 = men, 2 = women) −.02 −.13+ −.02 −.42∗∗ .07 .12
Institution (1 = PWI, 2 = HBI) .51∗∗∗∗ −.19 −.02 −.57∗∗∗ .24∗∗∗ .32
Stereotype expectations (SE) −.39∗∗∗∗ −.37 −.21∗∗∗ .09 −.48∗∗∗ −.09

Adj R2 = .33 Adj R2 = .07 Adj R2 = .09
1R2 = .33 1R2 = .07 1R2 = .09

Gender × Institution .43∗ .50∗∗∗ −.05
Institution × SE .07 −.72∗∗ .19
Gender × SE −.19 −.44 .39∗∗
Gender × Institution × SE .08 .42∗∗ −.16

Adj R2 = .35 Adj R2 = .11 Adj R2 = .12
1R2 = .02 1R2 = .04 1R2 = .03

∗ p < .06. ∗∗ p < .05. ∗∗∗ p < .01. ∗∗∗∗ p < .001.

tion, high school GPA), and class year were en-
tered in a first step. Dichotomous variables that
represent gender (men = 1 and women = 2),
institution (PWI= 1 and HBI= 2), and major (tradi-
tionally male-dominated, “technical” majors= 1, tra-
ditionally female-dominated, “nontechnical” majors
= 2), as well as the centered stereotype expectations
variable were included in Step 1. Variables represent-
ing multiplicative interactions (calculated based on
Aiken & West, 1991) among gender, institution, and
stereotype expectations were included in Step 2 (i.e.,
gender × institution, gender × stereotype expecta-
tions, institution × stereotype expectations, and gen-
der × institution × stereotype expectations).

First, we examined whether gender, institution,
and stereotype expectations were predictive of stu-
dents’ sense of belonging in major. Results indicated
a significant predictive model, F(7, 277) = 14.30, p <
.001, Adjusted R2 = .35. Significant relationships with
class year, b = .14, p < .01, institution, b = .51, p <
.001, major, b = −.32, p < .01, and stereotype expec-
tations, b = −.39, p < .001, were found in Step 1, but
only class year and major remained significant when
the interaction terms were added in Step 2. None of
the interaction terms showed significant relationships
with sense of belonging.

For the academic competence model F(7, 277) =
4.02, p < .001, significant relationships with class
year, b = .10, p < .05, and stereotype expectations,
b = −.21, p < .01, were found when these variables
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Fig. 1. Summary of interaction of SE and institution in predicting academic competence.

were entered in Step 1. The beta coefficients for class
year remained significant when the interaction terms
were entered in Step 2. In the final model, which
accounted for 11% of variation in academic com-
petence, significant coefficients also resulted for the
gender × institution interaction, b = .50, p < .01, in-
stitution× SE, b = −.72, p < .05, and gender× insti-
tution × SE, b = .42, p < .05. Figures 1 and 2 display
the institution× SE interaction and the three-way in-
teraction of institution, gender, and SE on academic
competence.

To examine the gender × institution interaction,
we performed post hoc ANCOVAs, which indicated
that women at the HBI (M = 4.33, SD = .53) had
significantly higher academic competence than did

Fig. 2. Summary of three-way interaction (gender × institution × SE) predicting academic competence.

women at the PWI (M = 4.11, SD = .84). In Fig. 1,
the effect for the interaction of institution × SE on
academic competence is plotted. In post hoc analyses,
we tested separate regression models for each institu-
tion and conducted simple slope tests (Aiken & West,
1991) to determine whether the simple slopes for the
regression lines for the HBI and PWI differed signif-
icantly from zero as well as from each other. These
analyses allowed us to determine whether the predic-
tion of academic competence from SE differed signif-
icantly across institution. In each regression model,
we included student background variables and major
as control variables. Results from the regression mod-
els confirmed the regression of academic competence
on SE for the PWI sample, F(6, 143) = 3.41, p < .01,
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and the HBI sample, F(6, 134) = 3.28, p < .01, which
showed negative relationships between SE and aca-
demic competence, b = −.15, p < .05 and b = −.17,
p < .01 respectively. Our t tests of differences be-
tween slopes showed a significant difference between
the simple slopes for the PWI and the HBI, which in-
dicated that the regression of academic competence
on SE varies across institution.

For the three-way interaction gender × institu-
tion × SE (see Fig. 2), post hoc regression analyses
first were conducted for men and women attending
the PWI, after controlling for student background
and major. Results indicated a significant predictive
model, F(5, 50) = 2.11, p < .05, for the regression of
academic competence on stereotype expectations for
PWI men only, b = −.25, p < .05. In contrast, regres-
sion analyses for women and men at the HBI showed
a significant predictive model only for women,
F(5, 91) = 2.54, p < .05, where SE was negatively
related to academic competence, b = −.13, p < .05.
Further, t tests of slopes for gender within each insti-
tution demonstrated significant differences between
the slopes for men and women at both institutions.

Finally, the predictive model for GPA was
significant, F(7, 277) = 4.44, p < .001. Stereotype
expectations showed a significant, negative rela-
tionship with GPA in Step 1, b = −.48, p < .05, but
the SE coefficient became nonsignificant when the
interaction terms were added in Step 2. In the overall
model, a significant gender× SE interaction resulted,
b = .39, p < .05. (See Fig. 3). Post hoc regression
analyses indicated that SE was negatively related
to GPA for men, Model F(6, 93) = 2.10, b = −.15,

Fig. 3. Summary of Gender × SE interaction predicting grade point average.

p < .05, but a significant relationship was not found
for women. Post hoc t tests of differences between
slopes also confirmed that the prediction of GPA by
SE differed significantly for men and women.

DISCUSSION

The persistent gender achievement gap among
African American students within higher education
warrants attention to the ways both race and gender
may influence their experiences on college campuses.
A primary objective of this study was to begin to ex-
plore how race, gender, and institutional context may
interact to influence academic experiences, academic
self-evaluations, and achievement among African
American students in higher education. A strength
of our study was the focus on both institution and
academic major areas as contexts of investigation.
Overall, our findings suggest that racial stereotypes
may function in different ways for African American
men and women, depending on their institutional
and academic contexts.

Gender and Institutional Differences
in Stereotype Expectations

As expected, HBI students perceived less racially
stereotyped treatment in their classes than did PWI
students. Our results also demonstrate, however, that
race does play a salient role for students at both
types of institutions, as students in both settings
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reported perceiving racially biased evaluation or
treatment in major classes. Thus, although HBIs may
foster stronger sense of belonging and connection
than PWIs (found in this study as well as in past noted
research, e.g., Allen, 1992), HBI students are not insu-
lated from issues of race and discrimination (Phelps,
Tranakos-Howe, Dagley, 2001; Sellers, Chavous, &
Cooke, 1998).

It is interesting that, within each institution
and within academic majors, women and men did
not differ in their stereotype expectations. The
findings do not support the “double threat” (e.g.,
Brown, 2000) or the social identity perspectives (e.g.,
Crocker & Major, 1989, Steele, 1997) from which
we would reason that women would perceive more
negative treatment in traditionally male-dominated
fields. Instead, being in particular types of academic
disciplines, regardless of gender, seemed to be related
to racial stereotype perceptions. In this case, the
more traditionally male-dominated fields may lend
themselves more to ability stereotypes based on race
(e.g., in math and science where African Americans
are extremely underrepresented) than traditionally
female-dominated disciplines. The differences in
men’s and women’s race-related perceptions in this
study seem to be related more to their representation
in particular disciplines than to differential race
perceptions within their academic settings.

Stereotype Expectations and PWI
Academic Adjustment

Our findings indicate that having fewer expec-
tations of racial stereotypes in major classes was re-
lated to higher academic competence self-perceptions
for men at the PWI. The findings are consistent with
past researchers’ positions that African American
men and women have different experiences at PWIs
(Allen, 1992; Davis, 1995; Fleming, 1984) and that
the academic self-concept of women at PWIs are less
negatively affected by perceptions of discrimination
(Fleming, 1984). The lack of significant relationships
between stereotype expectations and competence for
PWI women is particularly striking given that men
and women at this institution did not differ in their
expectations, nor in their precollege background char-
acteristics.

Despite these findings, we would not conclude
that issues of racial climate and discrimination in
their college environments do not affect the college
experiences of African American women at PWIs.

The findings do suggest, however, that gender
differences exist in terms of how African American
students experience and respond to their college
campus. Given that African American men are
less prevalent on PWI campuses than are African
American women, they may be more vulnerable to
the effects of having stereotype expectations, as there
are fewer men like themselves to whom to look for
social support when these expectations occur. Fur-
thermore, gender differences in help seeking or social
support behaviors (Fleming, 1984; Robertson, 2001)
may play a role in the different relationships between
SE and adjustment outcomes for PWI men and
women.

Another possibility for further inquiry is that
men and women at PWIs may experience different
types of racial discrimination or race-related treat-
ment on campus. Researchers on gender and edu-
cation (e.g., Sandler et al., 1996) have characterized
the experiences of women by feelings of invisibil-
ity, in that women are noticed and called upon less
than men are. Although this research did not focus
on African American students, it is plausible that for
African American women in PWI settings, being both
female and an ethnic minority group member may be
related to more subtle forms of discrimination, such
as being ignored in academic settings. This type of
treatment may not be related to the academic com-
petence and performance outcomes assessed in this
study; however, women’s negative race-related expe-
riences may relate to other outcomes not assessed in
our study, such as psychological well-being or even
students’ decisions to enter specific majors or fields of
study.

Educational research with European American
men suggests that men receive more attention from
instructors. African American men, however, may
receive negative attention relative to European
American men, as they are hypervisible, and racial
stereotypes concerning academic ability may influ-
ence how they are responded to in academic set-
tings. Furthermore, it is possible that the types of
discrimination that men experience have a stronger
impact on self-concept and positive academic be-
haviors (e.g., engaging in study groups, seeking help
from faculty), and, subsequently, on performance.
Our finding that, across PWI and HBI settings, stereo-
type expectations were a stronger predictor of GPA
for men than for women also shows the necessity
of further exploring the different ways that gen-
der relates to how African Americans experience
college.
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Stereotype Expectations and HBI
Academic Adjustment

SE was related more strongly to men’s than
women’s academic outcomes at the PWI, whereas
the opposite pattern was found at the HBI, where
stereotype expectations related to lower academic
competence for women than for men at the HBI.
Bowman, Kite, Branscombe, and William (1999)
contended that African American women at PWIs
and HBIs experience their educational environments
differently (Bowman, Cureton, Mellum, Alarcon,
Altareb, & Valtinson (1995). They suggested that
because African Americans are numerical and social
minorities at PWIs, they may experience the environ-
ment primarily in terms of race. In contrast, at HBIs
race is less salient, thus, women may be more likely to
experience and interpret their environment in terms
of race as well as in ways that are more consistent with
societal gender hierarchies (e.g., attributing discrim-
ination or bias in a science major to being an African
American woman). In their study of women from
an HBI and a PWI, students were presented with vi-
gnettes in which an instructor made negative remarks
to a female student regarding her performance.
Women attending the HBI were more likely to at-
tribute the remark to both racial and gender discrim-
ination, whereas those at the PWI were more likely
to attribute the remark to racial discrimination only.

Regarding the findings of this study, it is
possible that some women at the HBI may be
experiencing their classroom contexts in “gendered”
ways. Although race hypervisibility may be a lesser
concern at HBIs, women at these institutions may
experience more hypervisiblity within traditionally
male-dominated majors due to their gender, and
traditional stereotypical beliefs about gender and
math/science ability may influence their classroom
treatment and evaluation more than at PWIs. Fur-
thermore, African American women at HBIs may be
more likely than those at PWIs to attribute discrim-
inatory treatment or perceive being stereotyped by
instructors as a function of being an African American
woman rather than to being a woman or to being an
African American. Subsequently, their competence
self-perceptions in academic settings may be more
negatively affected by experiences of discrimination
than is the case for their male counterparts at HBIs.

Clearly, our findings suggest a number of pos-
sibilities worthy of future inquiry by psychological
and educational researchers. Because we have infor-
mation from only one period in time, we did not ask

respondents exactly how they came to expect racially
biased treatment in their class settings. Thus, we
cannot determine how or whether African American
men are experiencing different types of responses
and reactions from their college institution than are
African American women (e.g., teachers, peers, com-
munity members, local media portrayals), or whether
the men are more likely to enter PWI environments
with more apprehension about race and stereotypes.
As gender has been linked with attributional style in
relation to performance (Campbell & Henry, 1999;
Wiley & Crittenden, 1992), another potential area
of inquiry involves whether men and women engage
in different strategies to deal with discrimination, for
instance, whether men are more likely than women
to respond to negative academic performance or
experiences with attributions about race and dis-
crimination and the effect of these strategies on
performance and perceptions. Also, as we did not
assess students’ perceptions of gender stereotypes,
future researchers also could explore how African
American men and women integrate gender and race
in the ways they experience their academic settings.

Finally, the results suggest the need to gain a bet-
ter understanding of how race and gender functions
for African Americans in race-homogenous environ-
ments. We assert that racial stereotypes are related
to student experiences at both PWI and HBI institu-
tions; however, they may occur and affect students in
different ways. It is unclear, for instance, whether HBI
students are perceiving stereotypes from European
Americans, from members of other ethnic groups, or
from other African Americans. (In the case of the HBI
institution in this study, although African American
professors predominated, it also had a number of Eu-
ropean American faculty and non-African American
faculty of Color.) Most stereotype threat research
frameworks (e.g., Steele, 1997, and other research
based on this paradigm) address African American
students’ academic experiences in majority White
settings. This research suggests that perceiving racial
stereotypes in group-predominant settings also may
impact student academic development and in ways
that vary across gender.

Overall, our findings suggest a need to examine
both individual perceptions of institutions as well
as institutional structures, instructional practices,
policies, and other sources that may convey messages
about belonging and fit to African American students.
In interpreting our study’s findings and generalizing to
other students at other universities, it is important to
note that the selective samples of African American



P1: JQX

Sex Roles [sers] pp1245-sers-488657 June 10, 2004 16:54 Style file version June 3rd, 2002

14 Chavous, Harris, Rivas, Helaire, and Green

students who chose to attend these particular
institutions may not be representative of the broader
African American population or even to all African
American college students. Because of our response
rates for the two institutions, we cannot conclude that
students who chose to respond to the survey are sim-
ilar in terms of their racial experiences to those who
did not respond. Second, colleges differ in the types
of students they select, as well as in the types of envi-
ronments they provide. Finally, issues of design and
methodology may influence what can be concluded
from the study’s findings. Class year was controlled for
in study analyses, therefore, statements could be made
regarding intergroup class year differences in study
outcomes. The cross-sectional nature of the study,
however, does not allow the examination of intraindi-
vidual change, or the extent to which students’ expec-
tations of stereotypes increase or decrease in response
to their college environment as well as the influence
of performance on beliefs and perceptions. Longitu-
dinal research on multiple samples of students across
their educational experience could help clarify these
issues.

Conclusions

Despite the above limitations, our study find-
ings have several important implications. Most
important, the findings indicate the heterogeneity
of African American students, that their academic
adjustment processes may differ according to gen-
der and institutional contexts. An implication of
our findings is that the continued examination of
multiple indicators of academic progress is nec-
essary. Thinking about “successful integration” in
terms of self-concept, sense of connectedness and
belonging, and performance, as well as how students’
experiences lead to these different outcomes, seems
to be especially important, given that our findings
indicate different relationships between classroom
perceptions and each of these adjustment outcomes
for men and women and across institutional contexts.
Furthermore, research on college students has shown
noncognitive indicators (such as self-concept and
satisfaction) to be as important predictors of reten-
tion for African American students as are cognitive
factors (Murguia, Padilla, & Pavel, 1991). Clearly
there is a need for researchers to engage in research
that challenges and explicitly tests current psycholog-
ical and educational theory and models for African
American men and women. Doing so will allow us to
develop culturally accurate theoretical frameworks

that do not assume that all African Americans view
and experience race and gender similarly to men and
women in other ethnic or cultural groups. Nor should
our frameworks assume that all African Americans
fare similarly within specific academic settings.
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