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Identity is often studied as a motivational construct within research on adolescent development and educa-
tion. However, differential dimensions of identity, as a set of internal values versus external perceptions of
social belonging, may relate to motivation in distinct ways. Utilizing a sample of 600 African American and
Latino adolescents (43% female; mean age = 13.9), the present study examines whether self-regulated learning
(SRL) mediates two distinct dimensions of academic identity (i.e., value and belonging) and mastery orienta-
tion. This study also examines whether self-efficacy moderates the mediating role of SRL between identity
and mastery. Results show evidence for moderated mediation between SRL and academic self-efficacy. Self-
regulated learning played its strongest mediating role between belonging and mastery and for low-efficacy
students specifically.

Identity can be a pathway toward understanding
achievement motivation during adolescence. Con-
ceptualizing identity formation as the individual’s
attempt to define one’s self through personal values
as well as perceived social interconnectedness
(Osborne & Jones, 2011; Schachter & Rich, 2011),
adolescence researchers have engaged in the study
of identity as a catalyst for motivated action, partic-
ularly within the context of schools (Eccles, 2009;
Faircloth, 2012; Kaplan & Flum, 2012). Moreover,
for historically marginalized populations such as
African American and Latino youth, identity-based
explanations have dominated the research literature
in an attempt to explain persistent underachieve-
ment trends.

Adolescence, particularly around sixth grade
through the transition into high school, presents
itself as a unique developmental stage for under-
standing emergent identity for two main reasons.
First, neurological development in adolescent cogni-
tion as well as changes in social consciousness play
an important role in adolescents’ propensity toward
identity construction and meaning making (Erikson,
1968; Harter, 2006). Essentially, this is when youth

begin to actively manage and think critically about
who they are and their place in the world. Second,
perceptions of the self and identity formed during
adolescence have powerful implications for long-
term educational and career-related outcomes (Bar-
ber, Eccles, & Stone, 2001). However, African Amer-
ican and Latino adolescents in urban schools often
contend with unique social challenges and cultural
stigma that can influence their self-perceptions and
academic motivation (Smalls, White, Chavous, &
Sellers, 2007; Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003). Such
issues may amplify the significance of this develop-
mental period for socially marginalized youth and
indicate a need to unpack the processes supporting
their academic motivation.

Focusing specifically on African American and
Latino adolescents in urban schools, we establish
the relation of two distinct dimensions of academic
identity (value and belonging) for achievement moti-
vation. Moreover, we seek to understand how
“self” mechanisms, namely self-regulated learning
(SRL) and academic self-efficacy, explain this rela-
tion. Achievement motivation is operationalized by
mastery goal orientation, which reflects a learning
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orientation that emphasizes persistent effort, contin-
ual self-improvement, mastery of learning content,
and adaptive responses to failure (Midgley et al.,
1998). First, we model the mediating role of SRL,
illustrating how identity relates to mastery. Second,
we propose that academic self-efficacy moderates
the mediational pathway via SRL, elucidating for
whom academic identity is related to mastery.
Neither academic self-efficacy, the belief in one’s
capabilities to execute and perform well on aca-
demic tasks, nor SRL, the self-directed planning
and monitoring of strategies to meet academic
goals, is a novel concept (Pintrich, 2000). However,
nuanced understanding is still lacking with regard
to how SRL and academic self-efficacy work
together to support motivational processes among
minority groups such as African American and
Latino adolescents. Furthermore, singular or narrow
conceptions of identity (e.g., value or self-concept)
have perpetuated persistent disidentification claims
for marginalized adolescents, failing to consider the
multiple dimensions of identity concurrently.

To address these concerns, this study considers
diverse facets of identity, as well as how SRL and
self-efficacy interact to inform motivation, all during
the sensitive period of early to middle adolescence.
This study aims to illustrate how the propensity for
African American and Latino adolescents to engage
in effortful learning behaviors differs across different
perceptions of identity (i.e., value and belonging)
and interacts with self-efficacy beliefs simulta-
neously. We expect struggling students’ perceptions
of school belonging, beyond their value of education,
to be a preeminent predictor of the effortful regula-
tory strategies that support a mastery orientation for
learning. We examine these issues within the context
of urban schools, which tend to serve high percent-
ages of African American and Latino students and
historically have struggled with engagement and
achievement among these populations.

Conceptualizing Academic Identity

A domain identification approach to academic
identity describes how identities are dynamically
formed through social interaction as well as the
negotiation of values and competencies for con-
structing an identity that is consistent and harmoni-
ous (Blumer, 1969; Osborne & Jones, 2011). Based
on this perspective, when a person receives perfor-
mance-related feedback from his or her environ-
ment, that information—if perceived as valid—can
be internalized, allowing the person to identify with
a domain that he or she values. Whereas positive

feedback is rewarding, negative feedback about a
valued domain can lead to psychological vulnera-
bility and perceived threat (Steele, 1997). As a
result, adolescents may separate their sense of
worth from a threatening domain, which can nega-
tively impact their motivation in that domain.

Two noteworthy literatures have emerged from
this framework that attempt to describe the identity
formation and motivation of ethnic minority youth
specifically. The first frames identity as internally
negotiated (e.g., “Being a good student is important
to me”), while the second depicts identity as exter-
nally supported (e.g., “My relationships at school
make me feel like I belong there”). The first body of
work has predominantly consisted of comparative
studies by racial group, focusing on the internally
negotiated components of academic identity (e.g.,
value of education, academic centrality, self-
concept). This literature typically finds African
American and Latino youth to be in deficit on these
internal values compared to White American youth,
which may explain academic underperformance
among these populations (Griffin, 2002; Morgan &
Mehta, 2004; Ogbu, 1991; Taylor & Graham, 2007).
However, these findings have confronted ample
criticism, which we summarize below, indicating a
need for a more balanced identity framework that
considers varied aspects of identity, beyond values,
as well as their interactive role in informing adoles-
cent motivation (Harris, 2006; O’Connor, 1997;
Tyson, Darity, & Castellino, 2005).

The second body of literature focuses on the
external attributes that scaffold academic identity
(e.g., school belonging, social interconnectedness),
and generally has found that marginalized and
underachieving adolescents tend to rely on socio-
ecological supports within schools for negotiating
academic identities and scaffolding achievement
motivation (Faircloth, 2009; Faircloth & Hamm,
2005; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Honora, 2003;
Nasir, Jones, & McLaughlin, 2011; Walton & Cohen,
2011). Although the domain identification approach
situates identity formation at the intersection of
both the individual and the social world, much of
its empirical outgrowth has predominantly focused
on one to the exclusion of the other. As Ashmore,
Deaux, and McLaughlin-Volpe (2004) point out,
however, a multidimensional conceptualization of
identity that includes not only internal attributes
(i.e., value) but also ecological interactions such as
social belonging more adequately captures identity-
based processes. Hence, in this study we evaluate
two dimensions of identity simultaneously, value
and belonging, which align with the aforementioned
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internal versus external frames of identification with
academics.

Identity as Internal Perceptions of Value

The value dimension (coined as importance by
Ashmore et al., 2004) of identity formation is an
internally negotiated dimension of identity. It
reflects the degree of value or importance a person
attaches to an aspect of his or her self-concept. In
this study, we assess a value of education through
intrinsic achievement values, which is the perceived
importance, interest, or enjoyment of engaging in
academic tasks. These values are integral to the
identification process, reinforcing self-understand-
ing and scaffolding academic identity formation
(Eccles, 2009; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Develop-
mental research suggests that intrinsic values
develop in specificity over the adolescent years,
ultimately reflecting enduring qualities that are con-
strued as self-defining (Eccles, 2009; Wigfield &
Cambria, 2010). Research has also shown that
intrinsic values tend to decline with age during
adolescence as academic responsibilities, rigor, and
evaluation increase (Wigfield & Eccles, 2002).

This downward trend is particularly evident
among African American and Latino adolescents.
For example, compared to White American and
Asian adolescents, research reveals that academic
performance plays a less important role in shaping
the academic behaviors and decisions of African
American and Latino adolescents (Griffin, 2002).
Others have demonstrated that African American
and Latino males, compared to their female and
White American counterparts, were most likely to
nominate low-achieving and poorly behaved peers
as someone they admire and respect, suggesting a
devaluing of achievement (Taylor & Graham, 2007).
Furthermore, the widely discussed yet ardently con-
tested work of John Ogbu (1978, 1991, 2003)
describes “cultural inversion” as the inability of
involuntary minority youth to value the ideals of a
culture in which they are marginalized.

Despite such discouraging trends, two important
caveats must be considered. First, a growing body of
studies within the value literature directly challenges
the notion that ethnic minority adolescents under-
value academic success. This research has shown
that many African American and Latino youth have
positive perceptions of school for upward mobility,
possess greater affect toward school than White
American youth, embrace the struggle toward
becoming achievement oriented, and are not pre-
dominantly oppositional toward achievement values

(Harris, 2006; O’Connor, 1997; Tyson et al., 2005;
Wright, 2011). Second, several scholars have noted
that the value literature reflects a failure to under-
stand the complexity of social identities as they
relate to achievement and motivation, particularly
for marginalized youth (O’Connor, 1997; Spencer,
Noll, Stoltzfus, & Harpalani, 2001). This implies that
other aspects of self-perceptions beyond achieve-
ment values, such as feelings of belonging, may
explain learning and engagement processes for
minority youth. Thus, due to its focus on a narrow
dimension of academic identity, the value literature
may inappropriately reinforce a deficiency paradigm
for African American and Latino adolescents.

Identity as External Perceptions of Belonging

Alternatively, the literature on belonging (also
coined attachment and interconnectedness, Ashmore
et al., 2004) describes an ecologically sensitive com-
ponent of identity that reflects wanting to belong to
a group that is viewed as part of the individual’s
self-concept. The need to belong is particularly sali-
ent during the transition to adolescence and feelings
of social connectedness during adolescence are well
recognized as a key protective factor for positive
youth development (Lerner et al., 2005). The desire
to develop identity and agency outside of the fam-
ily context leaves youth hungry for social interac-
tions in other arenas (e.g., school) that can provide
information about who they are and their place in
society. Similar to intrinsic values, empirical data
indicate that, with age, school belonging declines
for adolescents, at least as early as sixth grade
(Anderman, 2003; Witherspoon & Ennett, 2011).
Unfortunately, feelings of school belonging are chal-
lenged most during middle and high school (i.e.,
early to middle adolescence), when institutions
become more impersonal, more discipline oriented,
competitive, and overcrowded (Eccles & Roeser,
2011). This problem is particularly incisive for
urban institutions that serve predominantly minor-
ity adolescents (Anderman, 2002).

Although school belonging is important for all
adolescents, some evidence suggests that it may
have unique function for marginalized and under-
achieving adolescents (Faircloth & Hamm, 2005;
Sanchez, Colon, & Esparza, 2005; Singh, Chang, &
Dika, 2010; Walton & Cohen, 2011). For example,
Faircloth and Hamm (2005) found school belonging
played a stronger role (full mediation) between self-
efficacy and performance for African American and
Latino youth compared to White American and
Asian youth (partial mediation). Furthermore, one
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intervention aimed at increasing belonging revealed
enduring achievement and mental health benefits
for African American adolescents, but not their
White American counterparts (Walton & Cohen,
2011). Finally, a high school study found school
belonging predicted academic engagement for Afri-
can American youth, while internal perceptions of
self-concept was a stronger predictor of engagement
for White American youth (Singh et al., 2010).

There are various reasons why belonging may be
especially important for the social development of
African American and Latino youth. For example,
due to the marginalized existence of African Ameri-
cans and Latinos throughout American educational
history (e.g., school segregation, the civil rights move-
ment, and current issues of educational inequity), a
strong sense of school belonging may be more diffi-
cult to facilitate. Indeed, African American adoles-
cents in urban secondary schools, particularly males,
are most likely to experience declines in support and
quality relationships and are also disproportionately
placed in remedial and low-rigor classes (Thomas &
Stevenson, 2009). Considering that such social chal-
lenges coincide with a sensitive developmental per-
iod when the need for belonging is especially salient,
it is not surprising that studies show African Ameri-
can and Latino youth display more mistrust of school
personnel and have difficulties buying into school
roles and expectations (Honora, 2003; Roderick, 2003;
Sanchez et al., 2005). Hence, the belonging literature
intimates that motivation and performance trends for
historically marginalized youth can be at least par-
tially attributed to the perceived relational quality of
their school environments.

Thus, given their importance for successful scho-
lastic functioning, especially among African Ameri-
can and Latino youth, the present study examines
perceptions of both internal and external (i.e., value
and belonging) aspects of identity concurrently. In
the following section, we focus on “self” mecha-
nisms, such as SRL and self-efficacy, which may
explain how and for whom identity—defined as value
and belonging—relates to achievement motivation.

The Role of the “Self” Within Identity Formation: SRL
and Self-Efficacy

Beyond value and belonging, various scholars
(e.g., Bandura, 2001; Eccles, 2009; Oyserman, 2007;
Paris & Paris, 2001) discuss how strategies of behav-
ioral enactment (i.e., self-regulation) and perceptions
of academic tasks as doable (i.e., self-efficacy) help
consolidate identity as well as support achievement
motivation. SRL has generally been described as the

planning, monitoring, and evaluating of one’s self in
order to attain an academic goal (Pintrich, 2000).
However, pursuing an academic goal may not be the
only reason an individual decides to regulate his or
her behavior. One’s perceived identity, along with
the desire to reinforce and express that identity, can
also move an individual to regulate his or her behav-
ior in ways that are consistent with that identity
(Oyserman, 2007; Paris, Byrnes, & Paris, 2001). Fur-
thermore, SRL may not only be an outcome of iden-
tity strivings, but simultaneously a means to scaffold
one’s orientation around learning, for example, one’s
mastery orientation (Paris & Paris, 2001). Accord-
ingly, SRL is one likely mechanism by which identity
is translated into a mastery orientation for learning,
and may mediate the relation between identity and
mastery.

Self-efficacy—the belief to be able to accomplish
designated tasks (Bandura, 2001)—should also be
considered, since it has been identified as an impor-
tant facilitator of SRL (Schunk & Ertmer, 2000;
Zimmerman, Bandura, & Martinez-Pons, 1992) and
academic motivation (Eccles, 2009). Adolescents with
low academic self-efficacy are most likely to psycho-
logically disengage from academic activities, become
susceptible to feelings of futility, cope less well under
stress, and be less likely to regulate their own learn-
ing (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli,
1996; Caprara et al., 2008). However, when adoles-
cents are confident about their academic abilities
(i.e., self-efficacy) they act volitionally to satisfy their
needs (i.e., self-regulatory behaviors), which in turn
consolidates identity, enhances mastery orientation
for learning, and ultimately reinforces self-efficacy,
creating a self-empowerment cycle (Zimmerman &
Kitsantas, 2005). Thus, the relation between identity
and SRL may depend on students’ self-efficacy beliefs.

Nonetheless, maintaining a high sense of efficacy
during transitions into middle and high school can
be difficult. Beginning in early adolescence, self-effi-
cacy and efficacy to self-regulate are both in decline
(Caprara et al., 2008; Eccles & Roeser, 2011). Though
the capacity for regulatory control increases during
adolescence (Luna, Padmanabhan, & O’Hearn, 2010),
learning how to manage new biological, educational,
and social transitions simultaneously can frustrate
efficacy and overburden regulation, making adoles-
cents feel unable to establish personal control. Many
urban minority youth also confront cultural stigma
and low teacher expectations that further hamper
self-efficacy (Lynn, Bacon, Totten, Bridges, &
Jennings, 2010).

Despite these difficulties, we believe that belong-
ing may be a unique predictor of academic effort,

2358 Matthews, Banerjee, and Lauermann



even during a sensitive period where efficacy may
be in decline. In fact, feelings of belonging may help
students navigate the pervasive effects of low effi-
cacy. Though some work suggests such buffering
effects (Honora, 2003), none directly tests whether
the relation between belonging, SRL, and motivation
differs for high- versus low-efficacy youth. Further-
more, of the available studies that examine the inter-
active effects of self-efficacy and SRL for academic
outcomes, hardly any consider these processes pri-
marily among African American and Latino adoles-
cents. Hence, the present study assesses this
interplay between SRL and self-efficacy across the
value and belonging dimensions of identity to
understand whether these distinct frames of self-per-
ception relate to SRL and mastery differently for
high-efficacy versus low-efficacy students. We
ground this analysis within the context of adolescent
identity formation for urban minority youth, as our
hope is to strengthen the empirical literature on
achievement motivation among historically margin-
alized populations.

Present Study

In light of the growing literature on academic
identity formation among marginalized youth, as
well as the limitations embodied within, the present
study examines two research questions. First, does
SRL mediate the relation between academic identity
(i.e., value of education and school belonging) and
mastery orientation? Mediation implies that a third
variable gives an account for why the relation
between the independent and dependent variables
exists (Baron & Kenny, 1986). In other words, do
adolescents’ effortful regulatory strategies explain
how identity predicts motivation?

Hypothesis 1a: We expect value and belonging
will have a direct positive relation to mastery
orientation.

Hypothesis 1b: We also expect SRL to be posi-
tively related to mastery.

Hypothesis 1c: When SRL is included as a
mediator working in tandem with identity, the
direct effect of identity on mastery will diminish
in significance, suggesting the positive effect of
identity on mastery unfolds (partially or fully)
via SRL.

In our second question, assuming there is evi-
dence for mediation, we examine moderated media-
tion where the mediational role of SRL for identity

and mastery is moderated by academic self-efficacy
(see Figure 1). Moderated mediation is evident
when the mediation between the independent and
dependent variables is contingent upon a fourth
moderating variable (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes,
2007). In other words, does SRL play a different
role in the association between identity and mastery
for more efficacious compared to less efficacious
students?

Hypothesis 2a: We propose self-efficacy will
moderate the path between identity and SRL,
such that value and belonging will relate to
SRL differentially based on one’s level of self-
efficacy.

Hypothesis 2b: We also expect efficacy to moder-
ate the relation between SRL and mastery. For
both hypotheses, we expect the mediational role
of SRL between belonging and mastery to be
strongest for low-efficacy adolescents and weak-
est for high-efficacy adolescents. This implies
that, controlling for value, a sense of belonging
would be most predictive of self-regulation and
motivation for students who lack academic effi-
cacy (Figure 1b).

Student gender, ethnicity, grade level, and
mother’s level of education all have the potential to
predict considerable variation in the hypothesized
constructs and models. Thus, all inferential analyses
controlled for these constructs.

Method

Sample

The sample consisted of 600 African American
and Latino adolescents in the 6th (27%), 8th (35%),
and 10th grades (37%) in a cross-sectional survey
design (Mage = 14 years). There were 339 (56.5%)
male and 258 (43%) female participants. Youth were
recruited across seven middle and high schools in
Harlem and the South Bronx, New York City.
These included three middle schools (Grades 6–8),
three high schools (Grades 9–12), and one second-
ary school with Grades 6–12, all Title I funded. The
self-identified ethnicity of the participants was Afri-
can American or Black (38%), Dominican (26%),
Puerto Rican (18%), Latino without ethnic delinea-
tion (9%), Mexican (5%), biracial (1%), other (< 1%),
or missing (2%).

Information pertaining to family background
was provided by 64% of the participants’ parents.
Of those, 25% of mothers had less than a high
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school education, 34% had a high school diploma
or equivalent degree, 22% had a high school
diploma and some additional schooling, 11% had
an associate degree, 6% had a bachelor degree,
and 2% had an advanced or professional degree.
As shown in Table 1, students with available back-
ground information were less likely to be male
(r = �.117, p < .01), and reported somewhat lower
value (r = �.087, p < .05) and belonging
(r = �.080, p < .05). No other differences emerged.
Whether background information was provided by
the participants’ parents (yes vs. no) was utilized
as a control variable in subsequent analyses. How-
ever, the relations of background information to
value and belonging were not significant once the
mediation and moderation models were tested.
Therefore, this binary variable was removed from
the list of control variables and is not discussed
further. Gathered background information such
as mother’s education was retained as a control
variable.

Procedure

Adolescents who participated in this study were
recruited from their respective schools with the per-
mission of administrators and teachers, as well as
personal assent from each participant. Family back-
ground questionnaires were distributed with the
parental consent forms. The response rate for con-
sent was 73%.

Measures

Value

The intrinsic value subscale from the adolescent
version of the Motivated Strategies for Learning
Questionnaire (MSLQ; Pintrich & De Groot, 1990)
was used. The MSLQ has been validated for popula-
tions ranging from fourth grade to the postcollegiate
level. The intrinsic value subscale consisted of seven
items concerning the perceived importance of course
work (e.g., “It is important for me to learn what is

(a)

(b)

SRL
@ High Efficacy

Mastery 
Orientation

Value

Belonging

SRL
@ Average Efficacy

SRL
@ Low Efficacy

SRL

Mastery
Orientation

Value
(as Identity)

Belonging
(as Identity)

Self-efficacy

Figure 1. Conceptual model. (a) The conceptual pathways of mediation and moderated mediation that we examine in this study. (b)
Our Hypotheses 2a and 2b that self-regulated learning has a stronger mediating role between belonging and mastery for low efficacy
students compared to those who have high efficacy. We do not propose a hypothesis for the direction of self-efficacy’s moderation
effect on value.
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being taught in class”), intrinsic interest (e.g., “I think
what we are learning in class is interesting”), and
perceived utility (e.g., “I think that what I am learn-
ing in class is useful for me to know”). Thus,
although the measure is entitled “intrinsic value,” it
captures the multiple components of achievement
values as defined by Eccles and her colleagues (i.e.,
intrinsic, attainment, and utility values). Participants
rated all scale items from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). The scale had satisfactory internal
consistency (a = .82). This domain-level measure
was used to assess the perceived importance, inter-
est, and usefulness of engaging in academic activities
across multiple academic subjects.

Belonging

Fifteen items in the Identification with School
Questionnaire (ISQ; Voelkl, 1996) assess school
belonging (e.g., “I feel proud of being part of my

school,” “People at school are interested in what
I have to say”) and an internalization of commitment
to school (“School is one of the most important things
in my life”). Participants rated all items on a scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The
original assessment contained 16 items; one item (“I
can get a good job even if my grades are bad”) was
dropped due to its low loading on the construct in
the present sample. This scale had good internal con-
sistency (a = .81). The ISQ has been validated as a
measure of emotional-affective attachment to one’s
school or school bonding (Voelkl, 1997).

Academic Self-Efficacy

The self-efficacy scale was also derived from the
MSLQ and consists of seven items regarding per-
ceived competence in performance of class work
(e.g., “I am sure I can do an excellent job on the
problems and tasks assigned for class”). Partici-

Table 1
Correlation Matrix and Descriptive Statistics

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Male (vs. female) —

2. Latino (vs. African-
American)

�.117** —

3. Grade .139** �.027 —

4. Mother education �.019 �.188** .064 —

5. Background information
available (vs. not
available)

�.118** .065 .030 —a —

6. Mastery orientation �.094* �.068 �.064 .001 �.036 —

7. Value �.054 �.029 �.143** .008 �.087* .531** —

8. School belonging .059 �.131** �.103* .029 �.080* .459** .534** —

9. Academic self-efficacy �.112** �.005 �.073 .010 �.026 .475** .642** .363** —

10. SRL �.113** �.053 �.200** .078 �.035 .594** .541** .545** .455** —

Mean/proportion .57 .61 8.20 2.69 .64 5.09 3.75 3.70 3.79 2.89
Range 0–1 0–1 6–10 1–6 0–1 1–6 1–5 1–5 1–5 1–4
SD .496 .489 1.597 1.452 .482 .751 .691 .555 .633 .462
N 600 580 600 381 600 596 595 597 595 600
Cronbach’s a — — — — — .83 .82 .81 .81 .95

6th grade 8th grade 10th grade Afr. American Latino Male Female

Mastery orientation 5.21 5.03 5.07 5.15 5.05 5.03 5.17
Value 3.88 3.77 3.63 3.78 3.74 3.71 3.79
School belonging 3.79 3.68 3.65 3.79 3.64 3.72 3.65
Academic self-efficacy 3.86 3.80 3.74 3.80 3.79 3.73 3.88
SRL 3.06 2.87 2.81 2.93 2.87 2.85 2.96

Note. SRL = self-regulated learning.
aMother’s education was available only for those students whose parents provided background information. Accordingly, the correla-
tion coefficient is not meaningful.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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pants rated all items on this scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale had good
internal consistency (a = .81). This measure cap-
tures a domain-level (e.g., general classwork), as
opposed to a task-specific, conceptualization of self-
efficacy (e.g., algebraic word problems). Although
self-efficacy is often described as task specific,
Schunk and Parajes (2004) note how task-specific
self-efficacy develops over time into a general per-
ception of academic self-efficacy.

Self-Regulated Learning

To assess SRL, we used Strategies for the Regula-
tion of Academic Cognition, Motivation, and Behav-
ior (Wolters, Pintrich, & Karabenick, 2003), which is
adapted from the MSLQ. Three subscales within this
measure were cognitive, motivation, and behavioral reg-
ulation. The cognitive subscale contained 22 items
measuring students’ rehearsal, elaboration, organiza-
tional, and metacognitive strategies (e.g., “Whenever
I read for class, I try to make a mental image of what
is being discussed”). The motivation regulation sub-
scale had 28 items measuring self-talk, interest
enhancement, self-consequating, and environmental
structuring (e.g., “I try to connect the material with
something I like doing or find interesting”). The
behavioral regulation subscale used four items to
measure intention to seek help and persistence regu-
lation (e.g., “Even when course materials are dull
and uninteresting, I manage to keep working until I
finish”). The scores of each subscale showed ade-
quate internal consistency (cognitive a = .89, motiva-
tion a = .93, behavioral regulation a = .65). A
confirmatory factor analysis in which SRL was oper-
ationalized as a second-order factor had satisfactory
model fit (v2 = 129.80, df = 32, comparative fit index
[CFI] = .96, Tucker-Lewis index [TLI] = .94, root
mean square error of approximation [RMSEA] = .07,
90% CI [.06, .08], standardized root mean square resi-
dual [SRMR] = .03). Here, cognitive, motivational,
and behavioral strategies were modeled as first-order
factors, and specific strategies (e.g., elaboration) as
observed indicators. Thus, only one SRL score indi-
cating students’ tendency to regulate their learning
using cognitive, motivational, and behavioral regula-
tory strategies was included in subsequent analyses.
This overall factor had very good internal consis-
tency (a = .95).

Mastery Orientation

The revised achievement goal orientation mea-
sure (Midgley et al., 1998) assessed achievement

motivation as conceptualized by goal theory, which
highlights the epistemological beliefs that direct
motivation and learning. The mastery orientation
scale comprised four items and measured the desire
for mastery goals in the achievement setting (e.g.,
“One of my goals in class is to learn as much as I
can”). Items were scaled from 1 (strongly disagree) to
6 (strongly agree). The scale had good internal con-
sistency (a = .83).

Control Variables

Gender (male vs. female), ethnicity (African
American vs. Latino American), grade level (6th,
8th, or 10th grade), and mother’s level of education
(1 = less than high school degree to 6 = graduate or
professional degree) were included in the subsequent
analyses as control variables.

Data Analysis Plan

Initially, correlational patterns and descriptive
data were examined to assess the relation among
the study variables as well as gender, ethnicity,
grade level, and background differences (see
Table 1). Due to the nested structure of the data, a
fully unconditional multilevel model was run with
mastery orientation as the dependent variable to
assess the partition of variance at the student level
and the school level. The classroom level was not a
functional structure for these data, as secondary
students rotate and separate among several differ-
ent classes daily. The intraclass correlation coeffi-
cient revealed approximately 3% of the variance
was explained between schools, negating the need
for further multilevel analyses (Bryk & Rauden-
bush, 1992).

The hypothesized mediation and moderated
mediation were assessed with path analyses via
Mplus (Muth�en & Muth�en, 2010), using full infor-
mation maximum likelihood estimation to account
for missing data. The first research hypothesis
modeled SRL as a mediator in the relation
between both value and belonging and mastery
orientation. Following Baron and Kenny (1986), we
examined whether: (a) the independent variables
and dependent variable are significantly related,
(b) the independent variables and mediator were
significantly related, and (c) the mediator and
dependent variable were significantly related; (d)
the relation between the independent variables
and dependent variable becomes weaker (partial
mediation) or nonsignificant (full mediation) when
the mediator is added to the model.
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Second, to address moderated mediation
(Preacher et al., 2007) with self-efficacy (moderator)
and SRL (mediator) for the relation between
identity and mastery, we assessed three additional
conditions, assuming the existence of mediation as
outlined above: (a) a significant identity by self-effi-
cacy interaction effect on SRL, (b) a significant SRL
by self-efficacy interaction effect on mastery, and (c)
a possible variation in the indirect effects of aca-
demic identity (value and belonging) on mastery,
via SRL, at different levels of self-efficacy. These
analyses allow us to determine if the paths between
identity and SRL, and between SRL and mastery
change as a function of high versus low self-effi-
cacy. Ethnicity, gender, grade level, and mother’s
level of education were included as control vari-
ables in all inferential analyses.

Results

Initial descriptive analyses (Table 1) indicated that
males reported somewhat lower mastery orientation
(r = �.09), self-efficacy (r = �.11), and self-regula-
tion (r = �.11) than females; Latino adolescents
reported somewhat lower sense of school belonging
relative to African American adolescents (r = �.13);
and adolescents in higher grades reported some-
what lower value (r = �.14), belonging (r = �.10),
and self-regulation (r = �.20), all ps < .05.

As expected, significant positive correlations
emerged between value and belonging (r = .53; see
Table 1), self-efficacy and SRL (r = .46), self-efficacy
and mastery orientation (r = .48), and SRL and
mastery orientation (r = .59, all ps < .05). Thus, all
conditions for the proposed mediation analyses
were fulfilled. Furthermore, self-efficacy was posi-
tively related to intrinsic value (r = .64) and school
belonging (r = .36), suggesting that students with a
higher sense of self-efficacy valued school more and
had a greater sense of belonging (p < .05). The asso-
ciation between self-efficacy and value was substan-
tially stronger compared to the relation between
self-efficacy and belonging (about 41% vs. 13%
shared variance, respectively).

Mediation

Mediation was tested via path analyses. The nota-
tion used for the paths in Figure 2 is referenced
throughout the manuscript. The final mediation
model is illustrated in Figure 3, and relevant coeffi-
cients are reported in Table 2. Following Preacher
et al.’s (2007) recommendations, significance was

determined using bias-corrected bootstrap confidence
intervals with 5,000 iterations (see Table 2). Boot-
strapping does not require any assumptions about
the shape of the sampling distribution of estimated
effects or about the standard errors. Therefore, it is
preferable to normal-theory tests of mediation.

SRL partially mediated the relation between the
two identity dimensions and mastery orientation.
Specifically, value (c1 = .40, p < .001) and belonging
(c2 = .25, p < .001) had a direct positive relation to
mastery, accounting for 33% of its variance and con-
firming Hypothesis 1a. SRL was also positively
related to mastery (b = .40, p < .001; Hypothesis 1b).
Finally, allowing SRL to mediate value, belonging
and mastery led to a decrease in these direct effects
for both value (c01 = .26) and belonging (c02 = .10).
Both coefficients remained significant, however, sug-
gesting partial mediation and satisfying Hypothesis
1c. Significant indirect effects confirmed that SRL
functions as a mediator of the effects of value
(h1 = .14, p < .001) and belonging (h2 = .14, p < .001)
on mastery orientation. Overall, the three predictors
explained 42% of the variance in mastery orientation.
The estimated path coefficients suggest that 1 SD
increase in value corresponds to .14 SD increase in
mastery through the mediating effect of SRL, and
.26 SD increase in mastery through the direct (non-
mediated) effect of value. Analogously, 1 SD increase
in belonging corresponds to .14 SD increase in mas-
tery orientation through the mediation of SRL, and
.10 SD increase through the direct (nonmediated)
effect of belonging. Including gender, ethnicity, grade
level, and mother’s education as control variables did
not change the results and contributed only 1% and
2.8% additional explained variance in mastery and
SRL, respectively. Accordingly, these variables were
not retained in our final model presented in Figure 3.

The model presented in Figure 3 is just identified
(i.e., the number of estimated parameters equals the
available degrees of freedom); therefore, it is not
possible to evaluate model fit. However, since the
estimated path coefficients between value and SRL,
and between belonging and SRL were approxi-
mately the same (.35 and .36, respectively), we were
able to impose an equivalence constraint and thus
estimate just one coefficient for both paths. This
constraint reduced the number of estimated
parameters by one and allowed us to confirm
that the model fit the data very well (v2 = 1.69,
df = 1, CFI = .99, TLI = .99, RMSEA = .03,
SRMR = .01). Using this model as a baseline, we
further tested the assumption of full versus partial
mediation by fixing the direct paths between value
and mastery, and belonging and mastery to zero. In
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both cases, the zero constraints led to a significant
decrease in model fit (p < .01), providing further
support for partial as opposed to full mediation.

Moderated Mediation

With SRL established as a mediator, the second
hypothesis tested moderated mediation, which

examined whether the mediation pattern described
in the previous section varies as a function of hav-
ing high versus low self-efficacy. Analogous to
work by Preacher et al. (2007, Model 5), the path
analysis consisted of the two identity dimensions
(value and belonging) as independent variables,
SRL as a mediator, self-efficacy as a moderator of
both mediation paths (a and b), and mastery as the

(a) 

(b)

SRL

Mastery 
Orientation

Self-efficacy x 
SRL

Value 
(vs. Belonging)

Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy x 
Value/Belonging

b1

c’2

c’1

a3

a2

a1

Belonging 
(vs. Value)

a4

c’4

b2

c’3

SRL

Mastery 
Orientation

Value

Belonging

b

c’2

c’1a2

a1

Figure 2. Analytical model for hypothesized mediation (a) and moderated mediation (b), following procedures described by Preacher,
Rucker, and Hayes (2007). Residual variances for self-regulated learning and mastery orientation were estimated but are not included
in the figure for simplicity. Amount of explained variance is reported in the analyses. When value was modeled as an independent var-
iable, school belonging functioned as a control variable, and vice versa.
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dependent construct. When value was modeled as
the independent variable, belonging was considered
a control variable (Model A in Table 3 and
Figure 4), and vice versa when belonging was mod-
eled as the independent variable (Model B in
Table 3 and Figure 4). Thus, only variance that is
unique for each of these constructs was examined.
Standard errors were derived from a bias-corrected
bootstrap sampling distribution with 5,000 itera-
tions, and the significance of modeled effects was
evaluated using bias-corrected bootstrap confidence
intervals. All predictors were mean-centered so that

estimated path coefficients indicate effects at aver-
age self-efficacy. For significant interaction effects
between self-efficacy and SRL, value, or belonging,
the direct and indirect effects in Figure 4 and
Table 3 were also examined at high (1 SD above
the mean) and low (1 SD below the mean) self-effi-
cacy.

Overall, the analyses indicate that self-efficacy
was a significant moderator for belonging, but not
value, although some marginally significant effects
emerged for value. These findings support our sec-
ond Hypothesis (2a) for belonging, but not for

SRL

Mastery 
Orientation

Value

Belonging

.40***

.26***.36***

.35***

.10*

.54***

R2 = .39

R2 = .42

Figure 3. Mediation analysis. Standardized coefficients shown. Confidence intervals and standard errors were determined via bias-cor-
rected bootstrap with 5,000 iterations. SRL = self-regulated learning.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.

Table 2
Mediation Analyses

Tested effects
Unstandardized

coefficient
95% bias-corrected

bootstrap CI
Standardized
coefficient

Direct effects without mediator
Value ? Mastery (c1) .435 [.328, .542] .400***
Belonging ? Mastery (c2) .333 [.200, .461] .246***

Direct effects with mediator
Value ? SRL (a1) .233 [.179, .288] .349***
Belonging ? SRL (a2) .299 [.233, .364] .360***
Value ? Mastery (c01) .285 [.180, .385] .263***
Belonging ? Mastery (c02) .139 [.016, .262] .103*
SRL ? Mastery (b) .644 [.510, .781] .396***

Indirect effects
Value ? SRL ? Mastery (controlling
for belonging)

.150 [.107, .201] .138***

Belonging ? SRL ? Mastery (controlling
for value)

.192 [.139, .259] .142***

Note. Amount of explained variance in mediation model for mastery orientation R2 = .42 and for SRL R2 = .39. SRL = self-regulated
learning.
*p < .05. ***p < .001.
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value. Specifically, the interaction between self-effi-
cacy and value had no significant effects on SRL
(a3 = �.02, ns) or mastery orientation (c03 = �.03,
ns), which suggests that despite being positively
related to each of these constructs, self-efficacy did
not function as a moderator (see Model A in
Table 3 and Figure 4). The interaction between self-
efficacy and SRL was only marginally significant

for mastery (b2 = �.07, p = .089), which does not
provide adequate support for Hypothesis 2b. Thus,
no evidence was found that self-efficacy functions
as a moderator of the identified mediation when
identity is defined as value.

Because of the marginally significant interaction
between self-efficacy and SRL (b2 = �.07, p = .089),
and for the sake of completeness, we examined

Table 3
Moderated Mediation Analyses for Value (Model A) and Belonging (Model B) as Independent Variables

Tested effects
Unstandardized

coefficient
95% bias-corrected

bootstrap CI
Standardized
coefficient

Model A: Value as an independent variable
Value ? SRL (a1) .161 [.095, .229] .241***
Self-efficacy ? SRL (a2) .123 [.055, .192] .169***
Self-Efficacy 9 Value ? SRL (a3) �.017 [�.074, .048] �.016
Belonging ? SRL (a4) .294 [.231, .358] .354***
SRL ? Mastery (b1) .598 [.470, .739] .368***
Self-Efficacy 9 SRL ? Mastery (b2) �.190 [�.419, .019] �.074†

Value ? Mastery (c01) .193 [.095, .302] .178***
Self-efficacy ? Mastery (c02) .169 [.070, .267] .143**
Self-Efficacy 9 Value ? Mastery (c03) �.059 [�.201, .083] �.034
Belonging ? Mastery (c04) .135 [.014, .253] .100*

Mediation at different values of self-efficacy a1 b1 c01 a1 b1 c01

Low self-efficacy (1 SD below mean) .172 .719 .230 .257*** .442*** .212**
High self-efficacy (1 SD above mean) .151 .478 .156 .226*** .294*** .143*
Conditional indirect effect at low efficacy .124 [.059, .200] .114**
Conditional indirect effect at the average .097 [.054, .149] .089***
Conditional indirect effect at high efficacy .072 [.033, .134] .066**

Model B: Belonging as an independent variable
Belonging ? SRL (a1) .288 [.223, .351] .347***
Self-efficacy ? SRL (a2) .122 [.056, .189] .167***
Self-Efficacy 9 Belonging ? SRL (a3) �.109 [�.208, �.022] �.083*
Value ? SRL (a4) .163 [.096, .229] .245***
SRL ? Mastery (b1) .596 [.463, .744] .366***
Self-Efficacy 9 SRL ? Mastery (b2) �.225 [�.432, .002] �.088†,a

Belonging ? Mastery (c01) .129 [.007, .245] .096*
Self-efficacy ? Mastery (c02) .170 [.073, .271] .144**
Self-Efficacy 9 Belonging ? Mastery (c03) �.036 [�.211, .157] �.017
Value ? Mastery (c04) .198 [.096, .305] .182***

Mediation at different values of self-efficacy a1 b1 c01 a1 b1 c01

Low self-efficacy (1 SD below mean) .357 .738 .152 .430*** .454*** .113
High self-efficacy (1 SD above mean) .219 .453 .106 .264*** .279*** .079
Conditional indirect effect at low efficacy .264 [.180, .375] .195***
Conditional indirect effect at the average .172 [.123, .235] .127***
Conditional indirect effect at high efficacy .099 [.049, .175] .073**

Note. Tested models are illustrated in Figure 2. In Model A: Mastery R2 = .45, SRL R2 = .40; in Model B: Mastery R2 = .45, SRL
R2 = .41. Note that there is only marginal moderation effect in Model A for Self-Efficacy 9 SRL (moderation of path b). Mediation at
different values of self-efficacy for this marginal effect in Model A is reported for completeness. SRL = self-regulated learning.
ap = .044; however, the 95% confidence interval includes the zero point, and the coefficient became only marginally significant at
p = .054 after including gender, ethnicity, grade level, and mother’s education as control variables.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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whether the indirect effect of value on mastery via
SRL, and the direct paths between value, SRL, and
mastery (paths a1, b1, and c01 in Figure 2, and in
Table 3) vary at different levels of self-efficacy.

Conditional indirect and direct effects were com-
puted for low (1 SD below the mean), average, and
high (1 SD above the mean) self-efficacy. The condi-
tional indirect effect for our model is computed as,

Model A

Model B

.62***

SRL

Mastery 
Orientation

Self-efficacy x 
SRL

Self-efficacy x 
Belonging

.37***

Value

R
2

= .41

R
2

= .45

-.09†

.04

.14***

-.08*

.10*

-.02 .18***

.35***

.17***

-.08

.54***

-.12

.64***

-.05

-.14*

.37***

-.04

-.09

.25***

Self-efficacy

Belonging

.78***

SRL

Mastery 
Orientation

Self-efficacy x 
SRL

Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy x 
Value

.37***

Belonging

R
2

= .40

R
2

= .45

-.07†

-.002

.14***

.18***

-.03 .10*

-.02

.35***

.24***

.17***

-.14*

.54***
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.37***

-.12
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Value

Figure 4. Moderated mediation with value (Model A) and belonging (Model B) as independent (vs. control) variables, self-regulated
learning (SRL) as a mediator, self-efficacy as a moderator, and mastery orientation as a dependent variable. Residual variances for SRL
and mastery orientation were estimated but are not included in the figure. Amount of explained variance is reported instead. Standard-
ized coefficients are reported.
†p < .10. *p < .05. ***p < .001.
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f ðĥjSEÞ ¼ ðâ1 þ â3SEÞ þ ðb̂1 þ b̂2SEÞ

where SE is a value representing high, average, or
low self-efficacy, and the a and b coefficients corre-
spond to the ones illustrated in Figure 2b (see also
Preacher et al., 2007, p. 198).

As shown in Table 3, Model A, the mediated
effects of value on mastery were significant at all
three levels of self-efficacy. The estimated coeffi-
cients suggest that for students with low, average,
and high self-efficacy, respectively, 1 SD increase
in value corresponds to .11, .09, and .07 SD
increase in mastery, mediated through SRL, and
.21, .18, and .14 SD (see c01, Model A in Table 3)
increase in mastery through the direct (nonmedi-
ated) effect of value (and controlling for SRL).
Thus, the direct and indirect effects of value on
mastery were somewhat larger at lower levels of
self-efficacy; however, the absence of significant
interaction effects suggests self-efficacy does not
function as a significant moderator in this model.
Overall, Model A (value as independent variable)
explained 45% of the variance in mastery and
40% of the variance in SRL. Gender, ethnicity,
grade level, and mother’s education did not
affect the results and contributed only 0.8% and
2.6% additional explained variance in mastery
and SRL, respectively. Therefore, these variables
were not retained in the final model illustrated in
Figure 4.

In the model with belonging as the independent
variable (Model B in Table 3 and Figure 4), self-effi-
cacy emerged as a significant moderator of the path
between belonging and SRL (a3 = �.08, p < .05),
was not a significant moderator of the direct effect
of belonging on mastery (c03 = �.02, ns), and was a
marginally significant moderator of the link
between SRL and mastery (b2 = �.08, p = .054). We
proceeded with testing conditional indirect effects
at low (1 SD below the mean), average, and high
(1 SD above the mean) levels of self-efficacy. The
estimated coefficients shown in Table 3, Model B,
and illustrated in Figure 4, suggest that for students
with low, average, and high self-efficacy, respec-
tively, 1 SD increase in belonging corresponds to
.20, .13, and .07 SD increase in mastery, mediated
through SRL, and .11, .10, and .08 SD (see c01,
Model B in Table 3) increase in mastery through
the direct (nonmediated) effect of belonging. These
estimates suggest that both the mediated and non-
mediated effects of belonging on mastery are
strongest for students with low self-efficacy. Con-
trolling for SRL, the direct path between belonging

and mastery was relatively small and reached sig-
nificance only for average self-efficacy (c01 = .10,
p < .05), but not for high or low levels of self-effi-
cacy (c01 = .08 and .11, respectively). This model
thus suggests that belonging is less likely to be
related to mastery directly, but rather indirectly
through its positive association with SRL, especially
for students with a low sense of academic self-effi-
cacy.

Overall, the variables in Model B (belonging as
independent variable) explained 45% of the vari-
ance in mastery, and 41% of the variance in SRL.
Gender, ethnicity, grade level, and mother’s educa-
tion were included as control variables, but did not
affect the results and contributed only 0.7% and
2.7% additional explained variance in mastery and
SRL, respectively. Similar to the previous analyses,
they were not retained in our final model illustrated
in Figure 4.

Similar to the mediation model, the moderated
mediation analyses in Model A and Model B were
just identified and did not allow assessments of
model fit. However, fixing the nonsignificant path
coefficients to zero across both models reduced the
number of estimated parameters and allowed tests
of fit to the data. The fit was very good in both
models (path c03 was fixed to zero in both models,
Model A: v2 = 1.08, df = 1, CFI = 1.00, TLI = .99,
RMSEA = .01, SRMR < .01; Model B: v2 = 0.25,
df = 1, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA < .01,
SRMR < .01).

Discussion

The current study examines the motivational signif-
icance of two dimensions of emergent identity
(value and belonging) within a sample of African
American and Latino adolescents. A study of this
scope is important as much of the research litera-
ture on academic identity development among Afri-
can American and Latino youth operationalize
identity as one dimension. Furthermore, the pro-
cesses that translate identity into motivated engage-
ment have not received sufficient attention,
particularly within these populations. The present
findings begin to address these limitations in a few
important ways.

First, the mediation results suggest that SRL
may be one essential pathway by which academic
identity predicts achievement motivation. Adoles-
cents who are highly identified with academics are
more likely to enact the cognitive, volitional, and
behavioral strategies that also scaffold their
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mastery orientation (see also Paris & Paris, 2001).
Traditionally, SRL studies have demonstrated that
students are likely to regulate their learning as a
result of specific learning goals or tasks (Pintrich,
2000); however, an identity-based approach to
motivation is important to acknowledge as well.
Here, adolescents are willing to enact strategic and
effortful behaviors that validate how they see
themselves. As they do so, this effortful engage-
ment seems to also scaffold their mastery learning
orientation.

This study also advances the achievement litera-
ture on African American and Latino adolescents
by coalescing two key concepts into one integrated
framework. These data illustrate value and belong-
ing as distinct but cohabitating dimensions of aca-
demic identity (Ashmore et al., 2004; Osborne &
Jones, 2011). While both dimensions have meaning-
ful implications for achievement motivation (Eccles,
2009; Faircloth, 2012), our findings indicate that
their effects are partially mediated through their
links to SRL. Thus, identity seems to be important
for mastery in a way that supports active participa-
tion and effortful engagement among African
American and Latino adolescents.

The results add further nuance. Identification
may not relate to SRL and mastery equally across
all students. The willingness to engage in effortful
self-regulated behaviors differs across internal (i.e.,
value) versus external (i.e., belonging) perceptions
of identity and is moderated by academic self-effi-
cacy, supporting our second hypothesis. Condi-
tional indirect effects for low, average, and high
levels of self-efficacy demonstrate that SRL holds
differential weight as a mediator for students with
different levels of academic self-efficacy, specifi-
cally for the relation between belonging and mas-
tery. For low-efficacy students, SRL mediates
belonging and mastery, whereas for high-efficacy
students belonging is a weaker predictor of mas-
tery via SRL.

Altogether, the mediation model may recom-
mend the importance of assessing both value and
belonging collectively (Finn, 1989) for a comprehen-
sive framework for understanding motivation in
African American and Latino adolescents. How-
ever, the moderated mediation models illustrate not
only how identity is related to mastery, but for
whom this process is most meaningful. For students
with low academic self-efficacy, the externally
focused perceptions of school belonging are quite
essential for predicting mastery through SRL
(Honora, 2003; Nasir et al., 2011). Value is still
related to mastery for low-efficacy students; how-

ever, these data suggest less so through the path-
way of SRL, relative to its direct effects. On the
other hand, feelings of belonging may be a distinc-
tive form of encouragement for struggling students,
specifically, scaffolding effort and motivation.
Although belonging is important for motivation
generally, students who are marginalized may lack
confidence in their academic capabilities, thereby
drawing upon the relational resources of the school
community may be particularly beneficial for their
self-regulatory skills. School personnel could sup-
port such relational resources, for instance, through
strong teacher–student relationships, positive peer
support, ideational and emotional encouragement,
or extracurricular events (e.g., programs, clubs, and
teams). This may help these students garner
support for regulated learning behaviors and
consequently mastery (Faircloth, 2009; Nasir &
Cooks, 2009), even when they lack self-efficacy.

The implications of these findings have relevance
for historically marginalized adolescents for whom
perpetual feelings of alienation and disconnected-
ness within schools (Thomas & Stevenson, 2009)
can be uniquely caustic for motivation and in turn
academic performance (Honora, 2003; Singh et al.,
2010). This study corroborates claims that marginal-
ized adolescents who struggle to achieve well can
still become motivated and self-regulated in aca-
demic contexts if they perceive themselves as inte-
grated and appreciated members of the academic
community (Honora, 2003; Nasir et al., 2011).
Whereas external sources of academic identity—a
sense of school belonging—had only weak associa-
tions with self-regulation and motivation for high-
efficacy students, this relation was stronger for
struggling students, who may rely more on the
emotional-affective support of people and resources
within their school community. Ultimately, this
work challenges the literature that solely focuses on
value and contributes to a growing body of
research that advances belonging as an area where
adults can support adolescent development with
youth who often face academic challenges.

The Emergence of “Belonging” in Research on
Adolescent Development in Urban Schools

Given the present findings, it is imperative to
consider the significance of belonging during ado-
lescence as a fundamental developmental issue. To
date, there has been ample research on the impor-
tance of school belonging broadly (Anderman &
Freeman, 2004; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Juvonen,
2006). However, the acute relevance of belonging
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for historically marginalized populations is still
emerging (Faircloth & Hamm, 2005; Nasir et al.,
2011; Sanchez et al., 2005; Walton & Cohen, 2011).
The current study is well positioned within this
growing literature, illustrating that belonging
among African American and Latino adolescents in
urban schools is not only an essential motivational
construct, but a unique scaffold for struggling ado-
lescents in particular, keeping them effortful aca-
demically and buffering against disengagement
despite feelings of low efficacy.

Doubts about academic abilities or declining effi-
cacy are quite normal during early adolescence,
which may stem from increased academic rigor in
middle school as well as stage–environment misfit
(see Eccles & Roeser, 2011). However, African
American and Latino adolescents are also learning
to navigate unique social and cultural tensions that
can further challenge feelings of efficacy. For exam-
ple, urban schools that serve these populations tend
to have more teachers with low expectations for
students, higher negative affect and frustration
surrounding instructional interactions, and greater
cultural misconceptions and biases (Baker, 1999;
Lynn et al., 2010). The newly emerging capacity for
adolescent recursive thinking and social perspective
taking now allow marginalized youth to be able to
perceive these biases that their teachers hold against
them. In addition, urban adolescents can begin to
interpret the deeper social messages behind issues
such as unsafe or ill-maintained school conditions,
or outdated learning resources. These adolescents
must also begin to manage broader societal mes-
sages regarding cultural stereotypes and negotiate
what this means for their personal academic lives.

By the first 2 years of high school, these aca-
demic, social, and cultural pressures may have
begun to take a toll on marginalized adolescents’
efficacy beliefs. Moreover, in the 9th–10th grades,
the stakes for achievement become dire and per-
formance feedback more threatening, ultimately
resulting in a dropout epidemic in urban schools
among African American and Latino adolescents
(Roderick, 2003; Stearns & Glennie, 2006).
Although value of education is important through-
out this process, one can also understand how
value alone may not support persistent academic
effort in the face of declining efficacy and increas-
ing academic pressures.

However, intentionally affirming urban minority
adolescents as valued members of the school com-
munity, making them feel cared for, and giving
them open access to articulate their social and aca-
demic difficulties is a critical opportunity for inter-

vention, particularly for adolescents who may be
struggling academically, as the this study would
suggest. Teachers can offer opportunities for adoles-
cents to engage in identity construction through
both relational resources (e.g., interpersonal connec-
tions) and ideational resources (e.g., negotiated
ideas about oneself and one’s place in the world;
Faircloth, 2009; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Honora,
2003; Nasir & Cooks, 2009). For example, one study
demonstrated an increase in feelings of school
belonging among urban ninth graders when teach-
ers utilized scaffolding in their lessons in ways that
encouraged students to make connections between
their culture, personal identity, and the literary
themes of the texts they read in a ninth-grade
English course, (e.g., Romeo & Juliet, The Odyssey;
Faircloth, 2009). Thus, students were encouraged to
write and discuss their own identity issues, while
relating it to themes of identity within the texts for
the course. This is significant because adolescent
changes in social cognition naturally make discus-
sions around identity and interpersonal connections
a topic of interest. Other work shows that not fram-
ing academic adversity and challenges as an indict-
ment against one’s belonging, but as natural to the
school adjustment process, can be effective for Afri-
can American adolescents (Walton & Cohen, 2011).
Also, it is unclear whether a strong connection with
one’s ethnic group has been associated with school
belonging specifically; however, it has been shown
to buffer the negative effects of school-based racial
discrimination (Smalls et al., 2007; Wong et al.,
2003).

Although most studies on belonging cannot
determine directionality in the input–output pro-
cess, some theorize that through school belonging,
the school’s ideation of values can become internal-
ized over time, ultimately manifesting as the values
of the individual (Finn, 1989; Voelkl, 1997). Hence,
these two dimensions of identity may represent dif-
ferent phases along a developmental continuum of
identity formation. From this we may conjecture
that low-efficacy adolescents may initially rely on
belongingness to support SRL and mastery until
efficacy increases. At such a point, these once low-
efficacy students may begin to develop more per-
sonal value for the content due to their increasing
successes eventually relying less on belongingness
support, which reflects the tendencies of higher effi-
cacy students in these data specifically. The present
study provides the foundation for answering this
question in future research.

Gender differences and age-related changes are
two important covariates that have been discussed
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broadly regarding achievement and adolescent
transitions into secondary school. In the present
data, controlling for gender did not influence
observed relations between the study variables.
This is consistent with prior research; for instance,
Sanchez et al. (2005) also found that the effects of
belonging on various motivational outcomes did
not vary by gender. Our results were also robust
after controlling for age differences (i.e., grade
level), even though the data corroborate develop-
mental declines (Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Wigfield &
Eccles, 2002) across academic self-perceptions for
older adolescents compared to early adolescents.
This suggests that the relations examined in our
analyses are applicable throughout early and mid-
dle adolescence.

A few important limitations should be
addressed. First, mediation models often imply cau-
sality between independent and dependent con-
structs. However, our cross-sectional design does
not allow us to substantiate the temporality of the
variables in the order we propose. Thus, we
describe our models in terms of relationships and
prediction but do not assume causality. However, it
is also important to note that for the constructs
assessed in this study, even a longitudinal design
would not be completely convincing of the tempo-
ral order of the variables due to the reciprocal nat-
ure of these relationships and that many of these
constructs exist prior to sixth grade. Theory (Bandu-
ra, 2001; Paris & Paris, 2001) has aided us in the
construction of our models, presaging SRL as a
mechanism for understanding the relation between
sociostructural perceptions and one’s learning orien-
tation, as well as self-efficacy as an enabler of SRL.

Second, academic identity is often studied at the
domain level, which we ascribe to in this article.
However, notions of value, self-efficacy, and SRL
have been shown to have task specificity (Wigfield
& Eccles, 2000). Future work should consider exam-
ining the multiple dimensions of identity for specific
subject areas (e.g., math, science), as these constructs
may show informative variability across academic
subjects. Last, given that the data were collected via
survey self-report, social desirability concerns must
be considered. However, it is important to note that
a construct such as identity is abstract and inter-
nally negotiated according to the perceptions of the
individual. Hence, perceptions of identity are diffi-
cult to operationalize for an objective assessment,
and thus psychologists have traditionally relied on
self-report measures when measuring identity.

While the link between academic identity and
motivation has been broadly discussed in theory,

continued empirical research is needed to explicate
such a link. Adolescents are multifaceted and
complex; thus, our study of identity and motivation
should mirror this complexity when possible.
Here, we demonstrate how considering SRL and
academic self-efficacy within a multidimensional
conceptualization of academic identity adds
informative complexity toward understanding the
psychological processes of marginalized youth.
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