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Schooling, critical to the transition to adulthood, is particularly problematic for urban and minority
youths. To explore predictors of school persistence the authors propose a socially contextualized
model of the self. Strategies to attain achievement-related possible selves were differentially predicted
for White and Black university students (Study 1, n = 105). For Whites, individualism, the Protes-
tant work ethic, and “balance” in possible selves predicted generation of more achievement-related
strategies. For Blacks, collectivism, ethnic identity, and low endorsement of individualism tended to
predict strategy generation. In middle school, performance was predicted by “gendered African
American identity schema,” particularly for females (Study 2, n = 146), and the effects of social
context appeared gendered (Study 3, » = 55). Balance in achievement-related possible selves pre-
dicted school achievement, especially for African American males (Study 4, n = 55).

Adolescence has sometimes been conceptualized as a time of
unfettered identity negotiation. Youths are said to “try on” var-
ious identities, convey various self-conceptions to others, and
receive moderating feedback on these conceptions (Cantor &
Zirkel, 1990; Stryker, 1987). In this way youths synthesize
childhood identities with what they know of their skills and abil-
ities and construct adult selves that are at once plausible and at
least reasonably satisfying (Cantor, Norem, Niedenthal, Langs-
ton, & Brower, 1987; Curry, Trew, Turner, & Hunter, 1994).
The self thus constructed functions to (a) lend meaning and
organization to experiences—thoughts, feelings, and actions—
and (b) motivate action by providing incentives, standards,
plans, strategies, and scripts for behavior (Cantor & Zirkel,
1990; Markus & Wurf, 1987; Oyserman & Markus, 1993, in
press).

These socially constructed selves rely heavily on the backing
of important others in the social environment, both as
models—what others are now, I can become—as purveyors of
messages about which characteristics of the self are valued and
important, and as resources, providing experiences of success
and competence in roles relevant to adult statuses and attain-
ments (Crane, 1991; Markﬁs, Cross, & Wurf, 1990; Ogbu,
1991; Oyserman & Markus, 1993, in press). Others in the social
environment provide information about how to be—a woman,
a family member, and so on (Oakes & Turner, 1990; Stryker,
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1987). They provide models for emulation and feedback about
the kind of self one might become (Oyserman & Markus, 1993,
in press; R. L. Taylor, 1989). The social environment is also the
context in which youths are provided with educational, eco-
nomic, and other resources, sometimes termed cultural capital,
which enable them to obtain the skills and characteristics nec-
essary to become the kind of adult valued in their sociocultural
niche (Lamont & Lareau, 1988; Ogbu, 1991).

For many youths, the self one could be as an adult is rapidly
bounded by an increasingly detailed array of plausible alterna-
tives given past and current attainments and resources available
in one’s sociocultural context (Anderson, 1991; Crane, 1991;
Oyserman & Markus, 1990b). Thus, though sometimes con-
ceptualized as a psychosocial moratorium in which a limitless
array of identities are “tried on,” adolescence seems to involve
a general restriction of alternatives for many youths. This
bounding process tends to involve a reduction in one’s belief in
one’s ability to succeed in school and a parallel decline in inter-
est and involvement in school (Freedman-Doan, Arbreton,
Harold, & Eccles, 1993), as well as a sharp increase in delin-
quent involvement, contraceptive risk taking, and increased
risk for depressive symptomatology ( Cernkovich & Giordano,
1992; Harter, 1990; Henggeler, 1991; Jessor, Donovan, & Costa,
1992). In the present studies, we used a socially contextualized
model of the self to formulate hypotheses about the selves
youths construct and the impact of these selves on school per-
sistence and attainment.

Increased Risk in the Adolescent Transition for Urban
African Americans

Young Black males are at increased risk for school failure and
dropout (Corley, Cernkovich, & Giordano, 1989; Solorzano,
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1992), arrest, and incarceration (Cernkovich & Giordano,
1992; Elliott, Huizinga, & Morse, 1988; Loeberet al., 1993). In
addition, being Black in America is likely to mean being an ur-
ban dweller (Jackson, 1991), and inner city youths must seek
out and sustain a sense of positive possibilities for the self within
a stark social context of ever-shrinking employment opportuni-
ties. For African Americans, a “job ceiling” has been described
such that movement out of entry-level jobs is less likely. In ad-
dition, the number of African Americans living in or near pov-
erty has increased more rapidly than those in the middle class.
More African American young men are in jail and prison set-
tings than in college or university settings (Tripp, 1991; Steele,
1988). African American women are clustered in jobs with low-
est pay and status (Herring & Wilson-Sadberry, 1993); and men
are overrepresented in low-status, unstable, and low-wage jobs,
are more likely to be unemployed, and may be overrepresented
in the population of individuals no longer counted in unem-
ployment statistics because, having given up on finding a job,
they no longer actively seek one (Allen & Farley, 1985; Bow-
man, 1991). Thus, African American adolescents are likely to
experience social contexts that do not afford construction of
plausible futures in which school success leads to occupational
suceess in adulthood. This means that construction and main-
tenance of possible selves in these domains will need to be espe-
cially effortful and that youths will need to take into account
problems and barriers in envisioning what is possible for them.
Therefore, as we explain below, we believe that the process of
identity construction for African American youths shows in
high relief the implications of a social constructed identity
model both for the content of the self and its behavioral
implications.

The Sociocultural Context of the Self

Most current models of the self are decidedly asocial (D. M.
Taylor & Dube, 1986; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wether-
ell, 1987). These models present a view of the self as an auton-
omous, bounded, independent entity created by the individual.
Such a view is well buttressed in Western, especially White mid-
dle-class, cultural assumptions about the nature of personhood
(Fiske, 1990; Oyserman, 1993; Shweder, 1991). Yet this asocial
view of the self has been increasingly criticized as giving short
shrift to the context within which identities are constructed
(e.g., Trew & Bensen, in press) and the impact of social context
on what is viewed as self-defining (Turner, Oakes, Haslam, &
McGarty, 1994). Far from independently crafting a self of one’s
own choosing, identities are negotiated within the framework
of one’s central social contexts (Oyserman & Markus, in press).
As depicted in Figure 1, identities are constructed from the
scaffolding of one’s social contexts and are specifically instanti-
ated in relationships with others. The scaffolding may be clearly
accessible to the individual (“My friends and I all want to be”)
or may have an invisible yet ever-present effect (e.g., the impact
of gender on all aspects of others’ responses to the self).

In the case of African American youths, identity negotiation
involves the dual task of assembling a positive sense of self while
discrediting negative identities attributed to African American
males and females (Brown, 1990; Crocker & Major, 1989;
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Kirschenman & Neckerman, 1991). These imputed negative
identities cannot simply be ignored or viewed as irrelevant to
the self, because they are woven into important life domains
(Showers, 1992a, 1992b). Failing to take these identities into
account would seriously impede basic functions of the self: its
ability to organize, interpret and integrate experience, and reg-
ulate affect. This stereotype vulnerability (Spencer & Steele,
1992; Steele, 1988), or need to consistently disavow group-
based negative feedback, is proposed to have important conse-
quences for identity construction, making self-protection an
important focus for African Americans.

Structure and Function of the Self

As depicted in Figure 1, and consistent with earlier work
coining the concept of ethgender—the social space created by
the interweaving of gender and ethnicity (Haw, 1991; Martinez
& Dukes, 1991)—we propose that African Americans develop
agendered African American identity schema to (a) make sense
of the self as a group member; (b) lend meaning and organiza-
tion to current and historical racism, limited opportunities, and
successes of African Americans; and (c) organize self-relevant
knowledge about personal effort and its meaning to an African
American male or female. Congruent with the cognitive devel-
opment that occurs during this period, adolescents are able to
conceive of themselves along multiple dimensions; can begin
to visualize various hypothetical, possible selves; and can take
multiple perspectives on the self (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson,
1984; Damon & Hart, 1986; Hart & Damon, 1986; Harter,
1990; Harter, Marold, & Whitesell, 1992; Moretti & Higgins,
1990; Strauman & Higgins, 1987). Derived from one’s experi-
ence in the social contexts of family, peer group, school, and
neighborhood, these knowledge structures or self-schemas are
not only generalizations of one’s past characteristics, actions,
and skills, but also claims of responsibility for current and fu-
ture characteristics, actions, and skills in a particular domain
(Cantor & Zirkel, 1990; Markus & Wurf, 1987).

Possible selves, the future-oriented components of the self-
schema, are viewed as the components critical for putting the
self into action (Oyserman & Markus, 1990a). These selves are
derived from past experience and from the positive and negative
prototypes and images individuals are urged to attain and
warned to avoid, respectively. The academic and occupational
possible selves of early adolescence function to organize and fo-
cus youths’ attention on what sorts of future selves are plausible
and how they might best obtain these selves, motivating goal-
focused behavior.

Balance in possible selves or construal of both positive, ex-
pected selves and to-be-avoided, negative possible selves in the
same content domain has been posited as an important tool
for behavior control. Youths with balanced possible selves in a
particular domain are assumed to have a positive self-relevant
goal for which to strive in that domain and also to be acutely
aware of the personally relevant negative consequences of failing
to attain that goal. This balance may preserve motivation to
attain the positive possible self and avoid the negative possible
self, leading to increased perseverance.

Balance in possible selves may also decrease the range of
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strategies deemed acceptable in attempting to attain positive
possible selves, as only strategies that both lead to increased
chances of attaining the positive and avoiding the negative will
be deemed acceptable. Non-normative or deviant strategies,
such as delinquency, which may simultaneously increase the
short-term plausibility of positive possible selves (€.g., me as
daring, independent) and make to-be-avoided selves (e.g., me
as in jail) more likely in the longer run, are more likely to be
eschewed by youths with balanced possible selves in a particular
domain (Oyserman & Markus, 1990a, 1990b; Oyserman &
Saltz, 1993).

Sociocultural Context of Adolescence for
Urban African Americans

Racism

When asked whether being Black makes a difference, middle
school youths make statements such as “Sometimes I catch peo-
ple staring.” Racism involves a sense of being excluded or neg-
atively judged and a sense that because of one’s group member-
ship one’s chances are limited. Awareness of racism allows one
to draw negative interactions away from the self and discount
negative self-attributions to be made as a result of setbacks or
failures.

In current American society, individuals are valued and value
themselves to the extent that they achieve success—academic,
occupational, or material (e.g., Giorgi & Marsh, 1990). When
success in academic and occupational domains is unlikely,
efficacy, one’s sense of competence, suffers (Gecas, 1989). Lack
of efficacy has been related to reduced sense of control, auton-
omy, self-determination, and task persistence (Bandura, 1986).
Therefore, past and current racism may make creation of an
identity that includes independence, success, and achievement
as they are normatively defined a daunting task (Bowman,
1990), particularly for African American males. Perhaps that
is why self-efficacy, not self-esteem, is lower among African
Americans, and neither self-efficacy nor school achievement is
related to self-esteem for African American youths as it is for
Whites (Hare, 1988; Hughes & Demo, 1989). Although it
seems possible to build a sense of esteem based on interpersonal
relationships and not on achievements in school or work, devel-
opment of self-efficacy in this country is strongly related to oc-
cupational prestige and academic achievement (Hughes &
Demo, 1989).

Gender

The effects of racism are subtle and complex (Kirschenman
& Neckerman, 1991; Tripp, 1991). Though systematic evi-
dence is sparse, it appears that the effects of racism may be gen-
dered. Outside the community, African American males are
likely to be viewed as violent, suspicious, and dangerous
(Hunter & Davis, 1992; Loring & Powell, 1988). In school, Af-
rican American males must negotiate their identities by discon-
firming the “four d’s: dangerous, deviant, dumb, and deprived”
(R. Taylor, 1991). In the context of employment, African
American men are stereotyped as lazy, poor workers ( Gibbs &
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Hines, 1989; Wilson, 1987). African American women, on the
other hand, are often stereotyped as either nurturing, patient,
and self-effacing “mammy” figures; as sexually promiscuous;
or as assertive to the point of aggression (Brown-Collins, 1993;
West, 1993). In addition to gendered patterns of racism, gender
appears to play an important role in socialization in the family.
Although African Americans tend to socialize their children in
terms of egalitarian gender roles (Littlejohn-Blake & Darling,
1993), parental expectations and behaviors appear to differ
somewhat for boys and girls (J. McAdoo, 1991; Bernstein,
1991). African American mothers have higher educational as-
pirations for their daughters than for their sons (Solorzano,
1992). They are more likely to supervise their daughters
(Simmons, Switzer, & Zhou, 1993 ) and to have a close, intimate
relationship with them and may also be more likely to provide
their daughters with the specific skills they believe they will need
to enter the workforce and provide for their children (Gibbs &
Hines, 1989; R. Taylor, 1991). A folk saying speaks to possible
socialization differences: “Black mothers love their sons but
raise their daughters.”

In thinking about their identity, African American women
remember their parents focusing on African American commu-
nity and heritage while men are more likely to report receiving
parental messages about individual initiative, action, and ability
to overcome difficulties (Bowman & Howard, 1985). A retro-
spective study of Black and White women who attained profes-
sional status found that African American women were more
likely to remember their parents, kin, and community as en-
couraging them to remain in school and succeed professionally.
Relatedly, Black women were more likely to believe that they
should contribute to their kin and community than did Whites
(Higginbotham & Weber, 1992).

Connectedness

High levels of familialism, including maintenance of fictive
kin networks, have been reported in the literature (e.g., Asante,
1987, 1988; H. P. McAdoo, 1988). Familialism involves view-
ing the family and family relationship as centrally self defining
and viewing social obligations to family as ongoing and norma-
tive. Kin networks are often the operationalization of famil-
ialism. African American women are reported to be at the cen-
ter of these kin networks, receiving and providing support and
maintaining communication across households and genera-
tions (Jackson, 1991). Family has also been described as the
first line of defense against a discriminating environment
(Giordano, Cernkovich, & DeMaris, 1993). Familialism and
discrimination may function to make parent-adolescent re-
lations closer and more intimate among African Americans
than among Whites ( Cernkovich & Giordano, 1987; Giordano
et al., 1993; Jackson, McCullough, & Gurin, 1988). Parent ori-
entation may be part of a larger focus on family and greater
continuity of family and kin contact and support over the life
span (H. P. McAdoo, 1988; Nobles, 1988).

The family context is likely to have an important impact on
content and structure of one’s African American identity
schema (Parham, 1989). Data from the national study of Black
Americans ( Thornton, Chatters, Taylor, & Allen, 1990) show
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that approximately two thirds of parents attempt to teach their
children about African American identity and that a similar
percentage of adolescents and young adults perceive their par-
ents as attempting to teach them African American identity
(Bowman & Howard, 1985). Youths who perceive their parents,
primarily their mother, as attempting to teach them African
American identity have a more positive attitude about school
and are more likely to feel efficacious about school and aspire
to further education (Bowman & Howard, 1985). Therefore, a
sense of self as part of kin and community, as giving and receiv-
ing from the group, is hypothesized as a second component of
African American identity, which provides a sense of meaning
and purpose and ties the self to normative strategies for goal
attainment, particularly school achievement.

African American Identity
Centrality and Implications

Though a complete review of the far-flung literature on Afri-
can American identity (e.g., Akbar, 1991; Asante, 1987, 1988;
Cross, 1991; Gibson & Ogbu, 1991; H. P. McAdoo, 1988; Par-
ham, 1989; Porter & Washington, 1989) cannot be presented, a
central theme is that this identity is a means of organizing and
interpreting social experiences, regulating affect, and control-
ling behavior and is therefore a central part of one’s self-
concept. .

African American identity has been related to better func-
tioning whether measured by lack of depressive symptomatol-
ogy (Chestang, 1984), occupational attainment (Broman,
Jackson, & Neighbors, 1989; Demo & Hughes, 1990), or fewer
behavior probléms in school (Rotheram-Borus, 1990). Lack of
African American identity is assumed to result in misinter-
pretation of social experience, self-blame, and guilt for limited
occupational, educational, and economic success (Azibo, 1991;
Gibson & Ogbu, 1991; Robinson & Ward, 1991; Sanders
Thompson, 1991). Similarily, ignoring racism as a force in
one’s everyday life has been connected with reduced well-being
and increased depressive symptomatology (e.g., Carter, 1991).

Content and Structure

Two components of the hypothesized gendered African
American identity schema—connectedness with the Black
community and heritage and awareness of racism—are de-
scribed in the literature.

Connectedness

African American identity has been described as a sense of
self as a member of an African American community, heir to a
tradition of communalism, familialism, and kin support
(Akbar, 1991; Asante, 1987, 1988), a worldview focusing on
spiritualism and connectedness with the social environment
rather than individual-based competition with, and exploitation
of, the environment ( Akbar, 1991; Parham, 1989).

D. OYSERMAN, L. GANT, AND J. AGER

Racism

Black identity has been described as a sense of self as subject
to prejudice, racism, and exclusion from opportunities by
White society (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991; Tripp, 1991). '

In the proposed model, we suggest a third component of Af-
rican American identity, conceptualization of achievement as
an African American. This identity component is necessary to
integrate the awareness-of-racism and connectedness compo-
nents of African American identity with the individualistic,
Protestant work ethic orientation of American society. To the
extent that individual achievement is contradictory to one’s
connectedness with the group, and racism is ignored, youths
will find school achievement problematic (Fordham, 1988).
Therefore, achievement must be conceptualized as occurring
within the context of being African American (Azibo, 1991;
McCombs, 1985; Ogbu, 1991; Tripp, 1991). This may be par-
ticularly important for females, for whom the relational com-
ponent of identity may be particularly important (Markus &
Oyserman, 1989). By conceptualizing achievement as embed-
ded within one’s sense of self as an African American, youths—
and especially female youths—will not experience contradic-
tion and tension between achievement and being African Amer-
ican. When this component of the African American identity
schema is not present, achievement may be culturally inverted
and viewed as being White, not Black (Ogbu, 1991).

We posit that gendered African American identity schemas
that contain three components—sense of community embed-
dedness, awareness of racism, and individual effort as an Afri-
can American (including academic and occupational possible
selves)—will increase school persistence and performance. Our
review of the literature suggests that African American identity
may serve different purposes for teenage males and females. For
males, African American identity seems more likely to focus
on action, struggle, and survival, whereas for females the focus
seems to be on school attainment and attention to kin and the
wider African American community and its traditions and in-
stitutions ( Levin & Taylor, 1993). In addition, features of wom-
en’s selves such as the importance of close interpersonal rela-
tionships, intimacy, and connectedness with others, and the
value of caring and cooperation rather than competition (e.g.,

-Harter, 1992), are congruent with African American values and

heritage. For females, African American identity may provide a
way to be both interdependent and also achievement oriented.
To begin to explore the hypothesized gendered African Ameri-
can identity schema and its connection with school perfor-
mance and persistence, we conducted four studies in the city of
Detroit.

Study 1: Socially Contextualized Identity and School
Performance

The purpose of this study was to begin to explore the ways in
which socially contextualized identity relates to school perfor-
mance. Overlapping constructs such as ethnic identity
(Giordano et al., 1993; Phinney, 1992), individualism, the
Protestant work ethic, and collectivism (Giorgi & Marsh, 1990;
Katz & Hass, 1988; Oyserman, 1993 ) all contain some notions
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about what it means to do well and under what conditions suc-
cess is likely. We hypothesized that Black and White students
would differ in their level of collectivism, Protestant work ethic,
and endorsement of an ethnic identity measure, with African
American students rating themselves higher in collectivism and
ethnic identity and White students more likely to endorse the
Protestant work ethic. Our model suggests that school achieve-
ment involves more effortful identity construction tasks for Af-
rican American students and that an embedded or connected
identity would free the African American students to focus on
achievement without internal conflict about whether achieve-
ment pulls one out of the group and is a form of “acting White.”
We assumed that students who had developed more strategies to
obtain their achievement-related possible selves would be better
equipped to move toward these goals. Because identity con-
struction was assumed to be more effortful, we hypothesized
that Black students would have more strategies for attaining
achievement-related possible selves and that for Black students,
a sense of connectedness to the group—collectivism—would
predict strategies to attain achievement-related possible selves.
For White students, we hypothesized that commitment to
achievement as centrally defining and as controlled by the self,
that is, individualism and Protestant work ethic beliefs, would
predict development of strategies to attain achievement-related
possible selves.

Method

Participants

Respondents were 118 Wayne State University undergraduate psy-
chology students (63 White, 42 Black, and 16 from other diverse
groups) who completed an anonymous questionnaire on self and iden-
tity as part of their course requirements. Only data from the 105 White
and Black students were retained for analyses.

Procedure

Students filled out anonymous questionnaires containing open- and
closed-ended questions. Open-ended questions focused on possible
selves and strategies to attain them and were filled out before admin-
istration of the closed-ended identity questions that formed the ethnic
identity, individualism, collectivism, and Protestant work ethic scales.

Measures

Possible selves. Students generated four or more possible selves
(first the selves they expected to become and then the selves they were
trying to avoid becoming) in response to open-ended probes about their
expectations for the coming year (“Next year I expect to be...,” Next
year | want to avoid being ...”). Students were told that possible selves
focused on current and plausible future self-descriptors. Possible selves
were coded into one of five categories: achievement related (school or
job), interpersonal relationships, intrapsychic traits or personality char-
acteristics, attainment of material goods, and negative or non-norma-
tive self-descriptors, following Oyserman’s coding strategy (Oyserman
& Saltz, 1993). Balance in possible selves was coded for each of these
content domains. Coders were trained until interrater reliability, mea-
sured as percentage agreement, of 90% was obtained on the first third of
the interviews. All interviews were double coded, and disagreements
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were discussed to obtain agreement (Oyserman & Markus, 1990a; Oys-
erman & Saltz, 1993). Analyses focused on the achievement domain.

Related identity constructs. Students also filled out a closed-ended
Likert type (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), 7-item individ-
ualism scale (e.g., “I am a unique person, different from anyone else,”
[Oyserman, 1993] total « = .45, Black « = .55, White « = .44), an 8-
item collectivism scale (e.g., “A mature person helps his/her group be-
fore all else,” [Oyserman, 1993] total « = .65, Black a = .63, White «
= .66), an 8-item Protestant work ethic scale (e.g., ““A distaste for hard
work shows weakness of character;” total & = .63, Black « = .60, White
a = .63 [Katz & Hass, 1988]) and an 8-item ethnic identity scale (e.g.,
“Only members of my own group can really understand me,” modified
from Giordano [1991], Phinney [1992], total « = .66, Black a = .72,
White o = .54).

Strategies to obtain possible selves.  After generating possible selves,
students were asked to check off the selves on which they were currently
actively working and to write down what they were doing to become like
selves they were trying to approach and to avoid becoming like selves
they were trying to avoid. The number of strategies or activities thus
described were coded by simply counting the number of strategies or
activities students listed for each of the checked-off possible selves.
Again, following the focus of the study, we analyzed only strategies in
the achievement domain.

Following Higgins, Roney, Crowe, and Hymes (1994}, we coded the
number of strategies focused on obtaining positive expected selves sep-
arately from those focused on avoiding feared or to-be-avoided selves.
Examples of the former strategies are “I am studying every night
(except weekends),” and “I started taking a pencil and paper to all my
classes and taking notes.” Examples of the latter strategies are “I am
trying to stop procrastinating by turning off the T.V. when I should be
doing homework,” and “I am getting to bed at a reasonable hour the
night before morning classes.”

Results

Although they did not differ in their extent of balance in pos-
sible selves, overall F(1, 103) = 2.09, p = .15, Black and White
undergraduates did differ in the number of balanced possible
selves that were in the achievement domain of school and/or
work, F(1, 103) = 4.15, p = .04, with Black students having
fewer such balanced achievement-related pairs of possible
selves (achievement balance M = (.64 for Blacks and M = 0.92
for Whites). Men and women did not differ significantly in re-
gard to balance in possible selves.

The closed-ended identity (individualism, collectivism, Prot-
estant work ethic, ethnic identity) scales tended to correlate
with one another (.23 < r < .42 for Blacks, .19 < r < .48 for
Whites). We conducted univariate analyses for each subgroup.
The closed-ended scales were differentially related to strategies
in a manner consistent with the underlying assumptions of the
proposed ethnic identity model. Thus, for White students, the
number of strategies they described themselves as currently us-
ing to approach achievement-related possible selves was pre-
dicted by endorsement of individualism (8 = .23, p = .07), the
Protestant work ethic (8 = .29, p = .02), and balance in achieve-
ment-related possible selves (8 = .46, p < .001).

Conversely, for Black students, the number of strategies they
described themselves as currently using to approach achieve-
ment-related possible selves was predicted by lower endorse-
ment of individualism (8 = —.26, p = .10), and higher endorse-
ment of collectivism (8 = .24, p = .11), and tended to correlate
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positively with ethnic identity (8 = .16, p = .12). Although not
significant, the pattern is interesting because it differs markedly
from that of the White students. Differences in the correlations
between strategies and the independent variables for White and
Black students were tested by means of a z test for independent
correlations, z(60, 39) = 2.37, p < .08, for individualism, z(60,
39) = 2.46, p < .05, for balance in achievement-related possible
selves. In addition, whereas strategies for avoiding feared
achievement-related possible selves were highly correlated with
balance in achievement-related selves for African Americans,
the correlation was less robust for Whites, z(60, 39) = 2.26,
p<.05.

With regard to the hypothesized relationship between strate-
gies to obtain possible selves and components of identity, the
number of currently used strategies generated with regard to
attaining achievement-related possible selves tended to differ,
with Black students describing more strategies than White stu-
dents, F(1,103)=2.88,p= .09 (M = 1.74 for Blacks, M = 1.44
for Whites). However, students did not differ in the number of
currently used strategies they generated with regard to avoiding
failures in their achievement-related possible selves, F(1, 103)
< 1.0 (M = 1.13 for Whites and M = 1.12 for Blacks).

Although of modest reliability, scale scores suggested that
Black and White students differ in a number of correlates of
ethnic identity, with Blacks being higher in ethnic identity, F(1,
102) = 21.40, p < .001 (M for Blacks = 3.79, M for Whites =
3.27); and collectivism, F(1, 102) = 3.69, p < .05 (M for Blacks
= 2.99, M for Whites = 2.78); and Whites were more likely to
endorse the Protestant work ethic scale, F(1, 102) = 4.46, p <
.05 (M for Blacks = 3.21, M for Whites = 3.43). However,
Blacks and Whites did not differ in level of individualism (Af
for Blacks = 3.79, M for Whites = 3.66), F(1, 102) = 1.46,
p>.10.

Moreover, Blacks and Whites differed in the psychometric
structure of the scales. For example, for Whites, two items of
the ethnic identity measure that focused on integration-accom-
modation (e.g., “It is important to me to be familiar with both
my own culture and that of larger society”) comprised the core
elements of the ethnic identity scale in that, when deleted, the
scale’s reliability dropped to below .4, and they comprised the
first factor when the items were factor analyzed, explaining
more than 27% of the variance. For Blacks however, four items
focused on a sense of separateness (e.g., “Others are often prej-
udiced against members of my group”) comprised the core ele-
ments of the ethnic identity scale as they loaded on the first fac-
tor when the ethnic identity items were factor analyzed, ex-
plaining 39% of the variance, and reliability of the scale actually
would have improved if the integration-accommodation ele-
ments were removed.

This difference in the meaning of the scales was true also for
the individualism scale, on which the core items for Whites fo-
cused on achievement (e.g., “In order to know who I really am,
it is best to look at what I have done and achieved”), whereas
the core items for Blacks focused on uniqueness of the self (e.g.,
“No one else can really know me the way I know myself”).
The collectivism and Protestant work ethic scales also showed
differential loading of items. To further explore the described
differences, we used a Rasch scaling model to estimate item pa-
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rameters for the Black and White subgroups and to test the hy-
pothesis that there was one latent dimension for each measure
for both subgroups (Kleiter & Hanisch, 1989). To test for
differences between subgroups we used a conditional maximum
likelihood estimation test. An additional 101 students filled out
these scale items to increase the power of this test. Overall, esti-
mates differed significantly for the collectivism scale, x2 (10, N
= 203) = 24.51, p < .01; the individualism scale, x2 (8, N =
203) = ~34.89, p < .001; the Protestant work ethic scale, x?2
(10, N = 203) = 24.37, p < .01; and the ethnic identity scale,
x? (8, N = 203) = 77.95, p < .001; emphasizing the need for
separate analyses and underscoring the importance of a theory
of self-concept in which ethnic identity plays a central role for
African Americans even at the college level.

Discussion

The theoretical model proposed suggests that individualism
as a worldview may not be advantageous to African Americans
because it focuses on separateness and achievements as the es-
sence of personhood, making one vulnerable to self-blame or
depression if one does not achieve (perhaps because of struc-
tural limitations) and also reducing one’s ability to make sense
of the world to the extent to which one is viewed being impor-
tantly defined by group membership. The model also posits the
higher level of collectivism as a worldview found among African
American students. Such a worldview is compatible with the
group ties and connectedness to heritage described in the liter-
ature. It allows for mobilization of the self to achieve as part of
the group rather than alone and separate from it. A connected
sense of self may therefore protect the self and allow for devel-
opment of strategies to attain achievement-related possible
selves. In addition, in an environment assumed to be at least
somewhat hostile to one’s success as an African American, Af-
rican Americans may focus more on strategies to avoid prob-
lems, pitfalls, and failures than members of the majority group.
Thus, even among university students, who arguably have “suc-
ceeded,” a model focused on the worldviews and self-concept of
African American youths differs substantially from that focused
on White youths.

Findings from this study suggest that Black students differed
from White students on the predictors of strategies to obtain
achievement-related possible selves as well as their endorsement
of ethnic identity and related measures. Moreover, item load-
ings on the scales suggest that direct comparison between White
and Black students may not be possible because these students
appear to be making somewhat different sense of the questions
on which the scales are based. Thus, among Whites, those who
view the self as bounded and defined by its achievements, who
view themselves as personally responsible for their own achieve-
ments, who conceptualize themselves in the future in terms of
academic and work-related achievements to be attained and
failures to be avoided, are also more likely to describe a variety
of strategies they are currently using to approach their achieve-
ment-related possible selves. This study involved university stu-
dents, all of whom had presumably developed strategies for ac-
ademic achievement that were at least somewhat helpful. Sub-
sequent studies focused on middle-school youths, who are likely
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to be struggling to develop such successful strategies. In the fol-
lowing studies, we used more direct measures of school perfor-
mance and focused on the process for African American youths
rather than comparing White and Black youths, as our model
focuses on the context of African American youths.

Study 2: Gendered African American Identity and
School Persistence

As a preliminary test of the hypothesized components of Af- -

rican American identity and their relationship to coping with
school tasks, we explored the impact of identity content and
salience on persistence performance in a math task and affective
response to the task. Following the model, we hypothesized that
the three identity components would predict persistence such
that the identity component “achievement as an African Amer-
ican” would have a positive impact on performance of school
tasks, particularly when this identity is made salient. When
linked with the awareness-of-racism component, the achieve-
ment component would have a particularly strong positive rela-
tionship with school performance. Youths who conceptualize
themselves in terms of achievement as an African American
and also are personally aware of the existence of racism and its
implications for one’s own life will be better equipped to deflect
negative feelings about the possibility of success and continue
to work on an academic task even when it is difficult. Although
the identity components “awareness of racism” and “connect-
edness—pride in heritage” would relate to self-esteem and en-
hance the effect of the achievement component, they would not
improve persistence if the achievement component were lack-
ing. Each of the identity components would serve a self-protec-
tion function such that when made salient, youths high in each
of these components would be better able to preserve a positive
mood after engaging in a novel and somewhat ambiguous
achievement task. Identity would be gendered, with males less
likely to view the self as contextualized than females.

Method

Participants

The study involved a middle-school sample (# = 146) of seventh and
eighth grade African American male and female students from an inner
city Detroit middle school (83% of whom were receiving free or reduced
lunch and were from families who received Aid for Families with De-
pendent Children payments, or both).

Procedure

The study took place in school during January-June, 1994. Parents
were mailed letters and self-addressed postage paid response postcards
to their homes. The purpose of the study was explained, as was its vol-
untary and anonymous nature. Because the school would use results of
the study series as part of its evaluation of possible routes to improve
school performance, parents who did not wish to have their child par-
ticipate were asked to return the postage paid response cards. Somewhat
less than 10% of parents chose not to have their child participate. Youths
were told about the purpose of the study and its anonymous and volun-
tary nature before being individually interviewed by African American
university students who had attended area high schools.
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The experimental design, in which half of the sample first responded
to identity questions and then completed the math task, and the other
half of the sample first completed the math task, allowed for exploration
of the impact of identity salience—bringing identity to mind as well as
identity content—on persistence at the math task.

Measures

Open-ended identity. Because we could not locate age-appropriate
measures of African American identity, we used open-ended probes that
we had developed for this study. The probes focused on what it means
to a youth to be Black or African American. Interviewers wrote down
verbatim responses. Daphna Oyserman and the interviewers read
through the interviews and, in a series of meetings, jointly arrived at
eight categories of response, listed below. Questionnaires were double
coded in group coding sessions, with disagreements discussed until a
consensus was reached, and a lexicon for each category was established.
Questionnaire responses were coded for the number of nonredundant
meaning units focused on each of the eight categories. The eight cate-
gories were:

(1) Connectedness—pride in heritage, a sense of connection to one’s
past and history as well as to one’s family, community, and church
(range = 0-4, M = 1.44, SD = 1.16).

(2) Vision-responsibility—a sense of vision or responsibility to im-
prove the situation of oneself and others, or a focus on increasing equal-
ity in human relations (range = 0-3, M = 0.29, SD = 0.63).

(3) Racism—particular experiences involving feeling excluded, being
stared at, not being served or attended to while in a mall, being tailed or
asked to leave by security guards, and being told that one is not liked as
a Black (range = 0-5, M = 0.99, SD = 1.22).

(4) Everyday behaviors-coping strategies—everyday behaviors en-
gaged in that allow one to cope with the situations described above and
make one “feel” Black or African American. These included hanging
out with friends, playing sports, dancing, listening to music (range = 0-
5,M=0.55,5SD=0.95).

(5) Being male-female African American—males and females de-
scribed gender specific behavior. Females often described limitations
and things they could not do because they were female, such as staying
home and helping at home versus staying out and playing sports, need-
ing to be sure that “guys know you are the kind of girl who must be
respected” versus acting tough. They also described ways of dressing
and doing their hair. Males described things about being a male that
were easier than being female, often related to hair and personal groom-
ing, specific sports such as basketball that they felt were for males only
and made them feel African American (range = 0-5, M = 0.85, SD =
1.03).

(6) Awareness of problems, limitations—negative experiences associ-
ated with being Black (e.g., “living in a war zone,” “being part of an
endangered species”) or risk behaviors associated with being Black
(e.g., playing football without pads, smoking, eating fatty foods, not
worrying about health and diet (range = 0-6, M = 0.84, SD = 1.26).
(7) Achievement-attainments—achievement in school, a desire to “be
someone” (range = 0-4, M = 0.74, SD = 1.04).

(8) Disengagement—descriptions of “acting” Black, focusing on dress
(e.g., sagging pants, turning cap backward), demeanor (e.g., acting
tough, like a gangster), use of slang, or “acting” White, focusing on
use of standard English (e.g., proper English, big words) and of school
success (e.g., “She acts White but that is okay because she is good in
math”) (range 0-2, M = 1.16, SD = 0.90).

Closed-ended identity. We used the 15-item 4-point (1 = disagree,
4 = agree) ethnic identity scale initially developed in Study 1, incorpo-
rating items from each of the three proposed content domains
(connectedness, awareness of racism, and achievement as an African
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American). We constructed three 5-item subscales, using mean re-
sponses to the five connectedness (e.g., “I am glad to be an African
American;” M = 3.65, « = .53 ), awareness-of-racism (e.g., “Some peo-
ple will treat me differently because 1 am Black;” M = 2.44, a = 43),
and achievement-as-an-African-American (e.g., “It helps my commu-
nity if I do well in school;” M = 3.40, « = .65) items.

Self-esteem. Self-esteem was measured as the mean of a 6-item 4-
point scale (1 = agree, 4 = disagree) version of Rosenberg’s (1965)
Self-Esteem scale (e.g., “I am a person of worth). This widely known
measure was used in subsequent analyses to explore the variance ex-
plained by the African American identity factors not explained by a
global self-esteem variable.

Novel math task. A novel math task, not a test of math knowledge,
was used. Youths were asked to write down as many ways as they could
think of of combining the numbers 2, 3, and 7 to obtain the number 36.
They could add, subtract, multiply, or divide and use each number as
many times as they liked. The number of correct responses ranged from
0-12.

Affect. A single item, 5-point Likert-type measure, “How are you
feeling right now?” was used to measure affect. Students responded to
this item after completing the math task.

Results
Open-Ended Identity

Factor analyses, with varimax rotation, of the eight identity
categories revealed three factors with eigenvalues at or above
1.00. These categories fit the three hypothesized domains of
identity: (a) connectedness with the Black community
(Categories 1, 5, and 8), (b) awareness of racism and strategies
for coping with it (Categories 3 and 4), and (c) achievement as
an African American (Categories 2, 6, and 7).

Gender Differences

Males and females appeared to differ in the particular content
of their responses to the open-ended identity questions. For ex-
ample, females talked about limitations of being female: “The
boys tell us we cannot do things,” “The boys call us bitches,”
and males talked about the advantages of being male: “We can
stay out until late.” In the achievement category, males talked
about “being someone,” and girls talked about “graduating high
school and getting a job,” However, males and females did not
differ overall in the categories into which their responses fell,
Hotelling’s F(8, 122) = 1.15, p > .10; their self-esteem, F(1,
129) < 1.00, female M = 1.44, SD = 0.38, male M = 1.39, SD
= .38; or in the extent to which they described themselves in
terms of the three African American identity domain factors,
Hotelling’s F(3, 127) = 1.35, p > .10. Although females tended
10 be less likely to describe themselves in terms of experiences
of racism, F(1, 129) = 3.41, p = .07, than males. Similarly,
males and females also did not differ overall in their endorse-
ment of the closed-ended identity subscales, Hotelling’s F(3,
127) = 1.54, p > .10, although females tended to endorse the
connectedness items more than males, F(1, 129) = 2.83,p =
.09. There was no difference overall between males and females
in the number of correct responses to the math problem (M =
2.11 for females, and M = 1,96 for males; F < 1.0).
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Relationships Between the Independent Measures

The three open-ended identity factors—Connectedness, Rac-
ism, and Achievement as an African-American—were not sig-
nificantly correlated with one another and did not correlate
with the closed-ended identity factors. Only the Racism factor
was significantly correlated with Rosenberg’s self-esteem mea-
sure(r=.17, p <.05). Among the closed-ended identity factors,
Achievement as an African American significantly correlated
with Connectedness (r = .29, p < .001) and with Awareness
of Racism (r = .24, p < .01), and Self-Esteem correlated with
Racism (r = .17, p < .05).

Predicting Performance on the Math Task

The closed-ended identity factors were low in reliability and
did not predict performance. We found a complex relationship
between identity and performance when the factor scores based
on the open-ended measures were used in a hierarchical
multiple regression equation, as is described below. A hierarchi-
cal multiple regression equation, with identity salience
(operationalized as focusing on identity before completion of
the math task), self-esteem, and gender entered first, followed
by the three open-ended identity factors and then the 6 two-way
interaction effects (Identity Salience X each of the three identity
factors and each of the pairs of identity factors), and finally the
4 three-way interactions ( Identity Salience X each pair of iden-
tity factors and the three identity factors) and 1 four-way in-
teraction (Identity Salience X the three identity factors), was
significant, F(17, 127) = 2.14, p < .01, R? = .22. When all the
variables had entered the equation, we found significant main
effects for self-esteem (8 = .18, p = .03), connectedness (8 =
—.24, p = .04), and achievement (8 = .29, p = .01). Significant
two-way interaction effects were found for Achievement X Rac-
ism (B8 = .45, p = .002) and Connectedness X Identity Salience
(B = —.23, p = .05), with a trend for Achievement X Identity
Salience (8 = .19, p = .09). Of the three-way interactions, Iden-
tity Salience X Achievement as an African American X Aware-
ness of Racism was significant (8 = —.31, p = .02), with a trend
for Achievement X Racism X Connectedness (8 = —.28, p =
.07). Finally, as hypothesized, the four-way interaction of Iden-
tity Salience X Achievement X Racism X Connectedness was
significant (8 = .28, p = .03). Thus, those high in the achieve-
ment and racism components of identity performed better on
the math task, especially when identity was made salient. Those
high in the connectedness components as well as the achieve-
ment and racism components performed better only when iden-
tity was made salient, otherwise the connectedness component
appeared to dampen performance.

Although gender was not a significant predictor of perfor-
mance, the model posits that it is significant for the content of
identity and the relationship between identity and school per-
formance; therefore, we tested separate regression equations for
males and females. For males, the full equation was not signifi-
cant, F(16, 67) = 1.02, p > .10 and only when main effects
alone were considered was there a trend toward significance,
F(5,78) = 2.02, p = .08, R? = .11, with achievement as an
African American (8 = .22, p = .05) and self-esteem (8 = .21,
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p = .07) predicting performance. For females however, the full
equation tended toward significance, F(16,44)=1.77,p = .07,
R? = .39, Significant effects were found for achievement as an
African American (8 = .70, p = .05) and two interaction effects:
Identity Salience X Achievement (8 = —.60, p = .05) and Iden-
tity Salience X Achievement X Racism (8 = —.69, p = .04). A
trend toward significance was found for the interaction between
achievement and racism (8 = .74, p = .07). Thus, for females,
the achievement-as-an-African-American identity component
predicted performance, as did the awareness-of-racism compo-
nent when it occurred in conjunction with the achievement;
these effects were heightened when identity was made salient.
Our socially contextualized model appears particularly relevant
for females, as hypothesized.

Affect

Neither salience of identity nor gender was significantly re-
lated to affect, F(1, 129) < 1.0. However, when the identity fac-
tors were entered into the equation they significantly predicted
affect overall, F(4, 126) = 2.92, p = .02, and again the achieve-
ment-as-an-African-American factor had a positive effect (8 =
.19, p = .03), whereas the connectedness factor (8 = —.19,p =
.03) had a negative effect. When the interaction between sa-
lience and content of identity factors was entered into the equa-
tion, F(7, 123) = 4.65, p < .001, we found that, when made
salient, the achievement-as-an-African-American factor had a
particularly positive impact on affect after the math task (8 =
.34, p = .00), whereas the connectedness factor had a particu-
larly negative impact when made salient (8 = —.28, p = .02);
when made salient, the racism factor tended to have a positive
effect (8=.19, p = .07). Asa whole, then, the African American
identity factors tended to preserve positive affect even after the
slight threat of the math task.

Discussion

Whereas the open-ended identity questions elicited responses
focused on the youths’ sense of themselves in their everyday
lives, the closed-ended questions seemed to focus youths more
on their more general attitudes and beliefs about the world. That
awareness of racism correlated with self-esteem seems to sug-
gest that recognizing racism either in one’s own everyday life or
as a general force in society preserves and protects one’s sense
of personal worth, as suggested in the theoretical model. The
lack of correlation between the open- and closed-ended identity
measures suggests that they are not tapping the same underlying
dimensions—the open-ended measures seem more focused on
the immediate self-concerns of the youths, and the closed-ended
measures may more aptly describe general value statements or
worldviews.

In terms of school performance, we found that salience of
identity does not predict performance when content of identity
is not taken into account and that general self-esteem has a pos-
itive effect on performance. The impact of the achievement
component of identity follows our model in that youths with
this conceptualization perform better. As hypothesized, alone,
connectedness to the group does not have a positive effect on
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achievement. These findings are similar to those described by
Steele (1988), who found that when African Americans have
this social identity made salient by checking off their ethnicity
before beginning a Scholastic Aptitude Test-like achievement
test, they perform worse than when this social identity is not
made salient. Presumably, reminding students of their ethnic
identity makes salient the “connectedness” component of iden-
tity and structural limitations faced by the group, perhaps dis-
couraging effort or making salient non-achievement-related as-
pects of the self.

The complex impact of awareness of racism suggests that it
may fulfill an important self-protecting function and therefore
promote self-esteem. Yet alone it does not promote continued
persistence, perhaps because it provides a rationale for failure.
It is in conjunction with the achievement factor, especially when
identity is made salient, that the awareness-of-racism factor is
harnessed in the service of persistence. Thus it appears that the
open-ended identity variables do indeed predict school persis-
tence in a manner commensurate with the proposed model.
Findings are strongest for females.

Study 3: Exploring the Contextual Determinants of
Gendered Identity

Study 2 suggested differences in the impact of African Amer-
ican identity on behavior for males and females. Following the
socially contextualized model, we hypothesized that youths’
construal of possibilities for the self would depend on the
context of this construal. We assumed that differences between
males and females found in Study 2 are rooted in divergent ways
of conceptualizing what matters in the social context. In Study
3 we explored possible differences in the social contextual im-
pact on youths’ self-construals. Thus, when focused on similar
others who are successful in school, youths might be able to
visualize more possibilities for success than when focused on
similar others who are doing poorly or even failing in school.
We hypothesized that this effect would be enhanced when
youths were asked explicitly to focus on similarities between the
self and successful others or on differences between the self and
failing others versus situations in which they were asked to focus
on similarities between the self and failing others or on differ-
ences between the self and successful others. Following the
model, we hypothesized that this effect would be gendered in
that it would be stronger for females than for males.

Method

Participants

A subset of 55 male and female students included in Study 2 also
received Study 3 materials at the conclusion of Study 2.

Procedure and Measures

After being thanked for participating in the study, a subset of students
was asked to participate in an additional study. All students requested
to participate agreed to do so. Approximately one-fifth of the students
was then asked a single question: “How likely is it that you will be suc-
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cessful in school next year?” A second group of students ( approximately
two-fifths ) was first told

We are particularly interested in learning about students who do
well in school. Take a moment to think of someone you know who
is doing well or has done quite well in school. Can you describe that
person to me?

The third group of students (approximately two-fifths) was first told

We are particularly interested in students who are doing badly in
school and may even fail. Take a moment to think of someone you
know who is doing badly in school, someone who might fail or has
failed. Can you describe that person to me?

Thus, for one group of students, no social context had been made salient
before asking about subjective assessment of likelihood of success in
school in the coming year. Half of the remaining students were focused
on success, and half were focused on failure. In addition, half of the
students in each social context group were asked to describe ways in
which they were similar to the person they had just described, and half
were asked to describe ways in which they differed from the person they
had just described. Salient social context was thus success or failure,
and one’s own similarities or differences to the salient social context also
were brought to mind.

The four experimental conditions, then, were successful other—sim-
ilar, failure other—different, successful other—different, failure other-
similar. In a fifth, control condition, no context was presented. The de-
pendent measure was a single-item question: “How successful do you
expect to be in school next year?” Across conditions, the average re-
sponse (M = 1.62; 1 = very likely to do well, 4 = very unlikely to do well)
suggested that youths were highly optimistic about their future.

Results

There was a trend for context and gender to affect expecta-
tions across students, F(5, 45) = 2.19, p = .07, as well as a
Context X Gender interaction effect, F(4, 45) = 2.34, p = .08.
Overall, the main and interaction effects explain a significant
amount in variance in expectations, F(9, 45) = 2.10, p = .04,
R? = .17, as can be seen in Figure 2. Males tend to view the
likelihood of success in school next year as higher when they
think about the likelihood of success after thinking about sim-
ilar others and their success, overall. This tends to reduce sub-
jective likelihood of success. This dampening effect of social
context is particularly true for females.

Though only marginally significant, perhaps because of small
sample size, subgroup analyses suggest that the way that social
context influences possible selves differs for males and females,
as can be seen in Figure 2. Specifically, males who have brought
to mind similarities between the self and a similar other who is
failing, or who have brought to mind differences between the
self and a similar other who is succeeding in school, voiced more
pessimism about their future than males in the other two
context conditions (similarities between the self and a success-
ful other and differences between the self and a failing other,
F14, 191 = 2.33, p = .09). The social context effect for females,
on the other hand, comes from the opposite source. Females are
more pessimistic about their chances for future success when
they have tried to bring to mind the ways they are similar to
someone they know who is doing well and when they have tried
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to bring to mind the ways they are different from someone they
know who is doing poorly, as compared with bringing to mind
ways they are different from someone who is doing well or ways
they are similar to someone who is doing poorly, F(4, 26) =
2.31, p = .08. In these latter conditions, females are as optimis-
tic as in the no-context condition.

Discussion

As suggested in the model, social context and gender appear
to influence youths’ beliefs about what is possible for them in
the future. A possible interpretation is that African American
males, while still in middle school, scan the social environment
for information about the self in a manner that protects them
from negative feedback about what is possible for the self. Only
when their attention is drawn to similarities between the self
and others who are failing, or differences between the self and
others who are succeeding, does the individual sense a restric-
tion of possibility. Conversely, same-grade-level African Ameri-
can females may scan the social environment quite differently.
Already more aware of the potential for restricted opportunity,
girls may be scanning their social environment and asking
themselves ““ Am I similar to others I know who are doing well?”
and “A4m I different from others I know who are failing?”’ Lack
of certainty may result in a further decrease in one’s own sense
of one’s possibilities of succeeding in school. Alternatively,
males may choose more similar others as models of success and
more divergent others as models of failure than females such
that the task of comparing the self to these others may have in
fact been different for males and females. Finally, the differences
found may be rooted in the greater interdependence of females
and the higher instrumentality or individualism of males. Thus,
male responses appear to follow the attributional biases de-
scribed by Markus and Kitayama (1991) in their discussion of
individualism. To the extent that males may develop a more
bounded sense of self while females develop a more interdepen-
dent and relational sense of self, then for males—being able to
visualize the self in action—moving toward future goals may be
a more powerful predictor of current performance.

Study 4: Balance in Possible Selves, Gender, and School
Performance

In Study 4 we explored further the relationship between iden-
tity and school performance by looking more specifically at bal-
ance in possible selves as a predictor of school performance. We
postulated that balance in expected and to-be-avoided achieve-
ment-related possible selves would provide a framework for in-
creased school persistence. Balanced achievement-related pos-
sible selves would focus youths on school and make them less
susceptible to moment-to-moment fluctuations in their social
context.

Method

Participants

This study was undertaken at a middle school involving students
not previously interviewed. The sample included the 55 eighth grade
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similar to failure, differ from success > similar to success, differ from failure
1(26) = -2.59 p=.01

differ from success > similar to success 1(26) =-2.20 p=.03

Figure2. The gendered impact of social context on possible selves.
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African American male and female students present in three of the
schools’ 16 classrooms on a given day in May, 1994. Data from the 5
White students in these classrooms were excluded from analyses: an
additional 15 students listed on the school roster were absent or on
field trips that day.

Procedure

The procedure involved classroom administration of individual
study materials by Daphna Oyserman and Larry Gant. Teachers were
present in the classroom but were given a questionnaire of their own to
fill out, as is described below.

Measures

School performance was measured with four variables: mean cumu-
lative grade point average (GPA ) for the first three quarters of the school
year (4th quarter data were not yet available), California Achievement
Test (CAT) Math subtest scores, CAT English subtest scores, a S-item
persistence scale devised for the study, including teacher and student
perspectives on two items (“How important is it to this student/you to
do all of your homework?” and “How hard does this student/do you
try to do well in school?’) and an item asked only of students (“How
important is it to you to ask questions when you do not understand
something in class?”). The five items correlated at .19 < r < .86. Al-
though all students and teachers responded to the persistence subscale,
data were available from records for only 28 students on the CAT and
only 44 students for GPA.

Regarding balance in achievement-related possible selves, youths var-
ied widely in the extent to which they generated balanced possible selves
for the coming year (range: 0—4, with 28 youths generating no balanced
possible selves and the other 27 youths averaging 1.4 balanced possible
selves).

Results

The four achievement measures correlated at .33 < r < .76.
Overall, males and females differed in balance in possible selves,
with females averaging 1.33 and males averaging 0.42, F(1, 48)
= 10.86, p < .001. Balance in possible selves predicted effort
invested in school as measured by student and teacher perspec-
tive (M effort = 2.10, SD = 0.76; M balance = 0.90, SD =
1.08) F(1,46) = 6.06, p = .02, R = .34, Discriminant function
analysis suggests that, considered jointly, males and females
differed in balance and persistence, F(2, 45) = 9.20, p < .001,
R? = 29. Gender differences are apparent in that balance
tended to be related to effort for males, F(1, 22) = 2.80, p =
.10, R = .34, and not for females, F(1, 22) < 1.0, p> .10. To
explore this interaction effect, we used a multiple regression
equation that included gender and its interaction with balance,
F(3, 44) = 591, p = .002, R = .54. There was a significant
contribution of gender (8 = .39, p = .008). There was a trend
toward a Gender X Balance interaction effect (8 = —.26, p =
.11). African American females view themselves and are
viewed by teachers as trying harder and viewing homework as
more important and have more balance in possible selves. Even
though they are lower overall in balance in possible selves, the
Gender X Balance interaction effect suggests that the relation-
ship between balance and persistence is stronger for males.

To look at the relationship between balance and our achieve-
ment measures of effort, we used the subset of 28 students for
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whom CAT data were available. Using the same multiple regres-
sion procedure used above, we found that the overall R was the
same as when the more subjective measure of school effort was
used. Thus, taken together, balance and possible selves predict
performance for those youths with English CAT scores on
record, R = .54, F(3, 23) = 3.23, p = .04. (M CAT English =
23.75, 8D = 16:09; M balance = 1.07, SD = 1.15.)

Gender did not have a main effect on CAT English scores (8
=.20, p>.10). There was a trend for more balance to be related
to higher CAT English scores (8 = .38, p = .07), and the interac-
tion between gender and balance was significant (8 = .54, p =
.03). As with the effort measure, balance is especially related to
enhanced CAT English performance for males.

For youths with Math CAT test scores on record, balance and
gender predicted performance, R = .60, F(3,24) = 4.51,p =
.01 (M CAT Math = 25.39, SD = 14.68, n = 28). Specifically,
balance predicts (8 = .53, p = .005), but gender does not (8 =
—.14, p> .10}, and the interaction between balance and gender
was not significant (8 = .06, p > .10). Whether male or female,
youths with more balanced possible selves scored better on the
Math test.

Finally, for the 44 youths with GPAs on record, balance and
gender predicted performance, R = .55, F(3,40) = 5.77, p =
.002 (M GPA =2.37, SD = .60; M balance = 0.91, SD = 1.10).
As found previously, gender alone was not a significant predic-
tor of achievement (8 = .02, p = .10); balance predicted perfor-
mance (8 = .42, p = .01), as did the interaction between gender
and balance (8 = .42, p = .01). As before, the effect of balance
was enhanced for males.

Discussion

As was found in previous work with high school students
(e.g., Oyserman & Markus, 1990b), balance in possible selves
has a positive effect on school persistence. The effect appears to
be considerably stronger for males than for females. The effects
of balance were consistent across subjective as well as objective
measures of school persistence and achievement. The findings
for males are of particular note for two reasons. Even though,
as a group, males have less balance in achievement-related pos-
sible selves, males who have balanced possible selves tend to
perform much better in school. Thus, to the extent that one can
change the way males conceptualize what is possible for them
in the future, an enhancement of school performance and per-
sistence may follow. Males are particularly at risk for dropping
out and delinquent involvement, and they seem less likely to
conceptualize themselves in the contextualized manner that
was the focus of Study 3.

General Discussion

Our theoretical model posits that gendered African American
identity schemas are central for school persistence. These sche-
mas are viewed as the scaffolding within which balanced possi-
ble selves in the achievement domain are generated and strate-
gies for their attainment sketched out. Gendered African Amer-
ican identity schemas, as schemas, are likely to also have a more
direct impact on one’s subjective sense of what is probable and
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plausible for the self (e.g., Markus, 1977). As schemas, these
gendered identities are the lenses or prisms through which ado-
lescents make sense of the world. One’s everyday social contexts
are scanned within the vocabulary of one’s emerging identity.
Current action is scripted by what is viewed as a good, impor-
tant, and plausible outcome within one’s context.

In the four studies we conducted, we found initial evidence
for an African American identity schema. As expected, African
American and White students differed in the way they interpret
and use scales describing the self. In Study 1 we found that Af-
rican Americans were higher in collectivism and strategies for
attaining achievement oriented possible selves. These strategies
were differentially predicted for White and African American
students. This initial evidence for difference between White and
African American students formed a baseline from which we
continued to explore issues relevant to African American
students.

We found predicted self-conceptualization patterns as early
as middle school. African American students conceptualized
themselves in ways compatible with our theoretical model, and
these conceptualizations appear to have implications for every-
day behavior. Thus, students high in achievement as an African
American stayed on task longer, particularly if their identity as
an African American also included awareness of racism, and if
identity was made salient. Furthermore, youths high in all three
African American identity schema components felt better after
the math task than other youths, suggesting that African Amer-
ican identity thus constructed does have a self-protective func-
tion as hypothesized. Overall, effects for our socially contextu-
alized model were stronger for females. It may be that construc-
tion of a social or relational identity is less effortful and more
congruent with gender role identity for females than for males.
For males, socialization may focus on construction of a
bounded, task-oriented or instrumentally oriented self. In this
way socially contextualized selves may not be as central in de-
termining behaviors for males as for females.

When we explored gender differences in the impact of social
context on identity, we found that females and males responded
differently. Focusing on similarities to successful others was pro-
ductive for males and counterproductive for females in that sub-
jective probability of school success was enhanced for males and
dampened for females. At least two plausible explanations for
this differential impact should be objects of further study. First,
males may respond to thinking of their successful role model by
“basking in the reflected glory” (e.g., Gollwitzer & Wicklund,
1985) rather than by attempting to figure out sow to be that
way: perhaps males and females scan the environment differ-
ently, Females may be more likely to look at real and apparent
obstacles, asking themselves whether they can actually attain
the successes of their role model or avoid the failures of their
“anti” model (the failure condition). In addition, males may
view highly similar others as role models, whereas females may
aspire toward successes and achievements of others who are
quite different from the self, objectively or subjectively.

Gender differences also were apparent in our examination of
possible selves. Though females are more likely to have bal-
anced possible selves in the achievement domain, having these
selves is especially advantageous for males. These findings and
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the gendered differences in the impact of gendered African
American identity on performance highlight the importance of
studying not only possible differences between males and fe-
males on the content of identity but also differences in the im-
pact of identity on behavior. For females, viewing achievement
as part of a socially contexualized identity improves perfor-
mance. For males it is the ability to visualize the self as achieving
or failing to achieve that is particularly motivating.

The particular self-conceptualizations constructed, and their
use in the pursuit of academic goals, may be especially critical
within social contexts that do not afford numerous or redun-
dant opportunities for smooth transition into adulthood. When
poverty and unemployment are chronically high, the perceived
connection between one’s current efforts to do well in school
and one’s future possibilities as an adult may be severely atten-
vated. In addition, it may be quite difficult to develop concrete
instantiations or visions of the self succeeding in the world of
school and work. Lack of success or failure in school may not
be viewed as self-defining to the extent that it is not viewed as
linked to one’s future chances as an adult.

We have suggested that a sense of self develops as people find
or create answers to the questions of “Who am I1?”” and “Where
do I belong?”’ The psychological literature often focuses atten-
tion on the way in which people actively and deliberately pursue
and custom-craft answers to these questions. Thus, philosopher
R. L. Taylor wrote

To know who you are is to be oriented in moral space, a space in
which arise about what is good or bad, what is worth doing and
what is not, what has meaning and importance for you, and what
is trivial and secondary. ( 1989, p. 28, italics added)

Yet in spite of our assumptions about the individuality and id-
iosyncratic nature of the self, some important aspects of the self
are a consequence of one’s relative positioning in sociopolitical
and historical context; they are developed interpersonally and
consensually. These socially scaffolded identities infuse content,
color meaning, and structure possibilities yet are personalized
and feel uniquely self-defining to the individual.

We have argued that these social representations of what it
means to be a good, moral or worthwhile self may be particu-
larly powerful for individuals who are members of socially stig-
matized groups, groups who must struggle to create a positive
sense of what is possible for the self within constraining or ac-
tively limiting contexts in which certain identities may be
foisted on the self and other identities co-opted because they are
viewed as defining out-group members.

Thus, African American youths must create a positive sense
of themselves and what is possible for themselves both as Afri-
can Americans generally and as African American students par-
ticularly within social contexts that may define school success
as “acting White” and thus perhaps not “Black” (e.g., Ogbu,
1991). Similarly, working-class youths must create a positive
sense of themselves and what is possible for them in an econom-
ically strained social context in which unemployment is becom-
ing increasingly normative and school success may be viewed as
defining a middle-class out-group.

Further study must focus on the specific ways in which social
context makes a difference in the process of identity construc-
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tion for adolescents. In the current research, middle-school
youths lived in urban contexts that were primarily African
American, and they lived in neighborhoods and communities
lacking material resources. In the city of Detroit, 82% of youths
aged 18 and under are African American, and 47% of these
youths are living in poverty, a rate higher than any other large
U.S. city (Neithercut, 1993). Although roughly 53% of youths
graduate Detroit high schools on time, almost half do not. Rates
of crime and other victimization also are high and, since 1986,
between 291 and 365 youths aged 16 and under were shot each
year in the city (Neithercut, 1993).

Further study must begin to tease out the extent to which it is
this juxtaposition of an African American context and limited
resources that potentiates African American identity schemas.
Thus, it may be that middle-class youths growing up with more
“cultural capital” are able to negotiate a sense of self that ap-
pears acontextualized in that the constraints and limitations of
one’s contexts do not need to be spelled out and made sense
of within one’s self-concept. Alternatively, the task of identity
construction may differ for youths growing up in less ethnically
homogeneous circumstances. Thus, youths in schools, neigh-
borhoods, and communities that are racially mixed or racially
balanced may negotiate identities under different circumstances
than youths in predominantly African American contexts. To
the extent that youths interact with one another and race is not
viewed as a boundary, economic and gender differences may
serve similar limiting functions that must be dealt with or will
constrain the self constructed (e.g., Haw, 1991).

The triadic identity structure we propose, in which the indi-
vidual must find some way of connecting the self to the group, a
path toward academic achievement as a group member, and a
way of making sense of stereotypes and the structural limita-
tions imposed by one’s group membership, may well be gener-
alizable beyond African American identity and provide a
framework for study of identity development that takes into ac-
count the experiences of youths who must struggle to find a
means of conceptualizing plausible paths toward academic suc-
cess. Thus, when social context is limiting and group member-
ship functions to subtly or not so subtly shape the selves one
“tries on” in the process of adolescent development, we propose
that by conceptualizing oneself as a group member, becoming
aware of stereotypes and limitations, and developing a perspec-
tive of oneself as succeeding as a group member, allows a way
out. Otherwise, academic success may be viewed as co-opted by
the White middle class and, in some domains, by male or female
members of our society.
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