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Race and the Process of Academic Self-Concept Formation

ABSTRACT

This study isolates a component of the self related to the scnool
learning experience -- academic self-concept. Theoretical and empirical
research in the literature are utilized to specify a casual model which
outlines the process of agademic self-concept formation. The model is
subjected to a path analytic solution for a sample of white and black
high school youth residing in a Targe midwestern metropolitan area.

The results reveal that: ?1) significant other influence manifested
similar significant effects for both control groups; (2) academic per-
formance had a significant impact for both control groups, however the
effect was more prenourced for black youth; (3) the impact of verbal
ability was primarily direct for white youth and indirect for black

youth; and (4) mothers' educational achievemen'. had a significant direct
effect on academic self-concept for the black respondents. These findings
and others are discussed in terms of their theoretical implications and
directions for future empirical inquiry are specified.



RACE AND THE PROCESS OF ACADEMIC SELF-CONCEPT FORMATION

This research summary attempts to resolve some of the documented
limitations in the self-concept literature by analyzing racial variations
in a causal model of the formation of a specific component of self re-
lated to the "school learning experience' -- academic self—concept.2
Academic self-concept is viewed as emecging in terms of a model of dynamics
of role-specific behaviors.3 This approach obviates some of the conceptual
ambiguities engendered by considerations of global self-conceptions.4
The basis for the structure of the developed model derives from two primary
sources: (1) previous theoretical and empirical studies in the self-concept
literature; and (2) recent causal models developed in status attainment
and attitude-formation theory.5

LITERATURE OVERVIEW

\

Theoretically, self-conceptions can be viewed as arising from social
enviormental influences. Primary among these are initial social structural
location, the behaviors of significant-others and the individual's own
self-reflexive activities regarding role performance.6 Along these lines,
numerous studies have discerned a positive relationship between social
class and indicators of self-concept, including academic self-concept.7
This relationship has typically been interpreted in terms of a perspective
which maintains that educational socialization experiences and subsequent
value acquisitions differ by social structural location. Lower-class
work roles of parents, low-income and the general insecurity of the lower-class

is thought to engender low self-concepts, while the opposite enviromental
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situation is thought to produce higher self—conceptions.8

An important variable thought to intervene between social origins
and self-conceptions is influence provided by significant-others which
effect formation of self-concept. Significant-other influence has been
found to be an indepenrent predictor of self-esteem as well as educational
orientations and achievements of youth.9 Numerous studies, including
early experimental research, have demonstrated the validity of the sym-
polic interaction thesis that one's self-definition arises in the context
of "others" expectations. Additionally, others' expectations are thought
to arise directly from ego's behavioral cues to others, as well as social
class origins. Empirical evidence from numerous investigations has demon-
strated that educational encouragement imparted to ego by a variety of
significant others is related tc levels of scholastic performance. The
logic of these relationships suggest that significant-other observe the
school performance of individuals in developing educational behavioral
expectations for ego.]0

Students' scholastic performance has been found to be related to
self-conceptions, particularly academic self-concept. Concerning this
relationship, it has been stated that:

"Academic self-concept should correlate more highly with grades

than test scores, both because grades are known to pupils and

because they tend to pe normalized to a spacific school popula-

Thus grades, more than standardize test, provide the adolescent with
an "objective" basis to evaluate academic self-worth. Implied is the

self-reflexive activity of the student, which produces a social comparison
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with peers in terms of scholastic performance. On the other hand,
scholastic performance appears to be strongly predicted by mental ability
and to a lesser extent by social class origins,]3 suggesting the possi-
bility of indirect or direct effects of cognitive' abilities on self-
concept.

This concise overview of the literature indicates that most studies
have discerned relationships between academic self-concept and socioeco-
nomic status, mental ability, academic performance and significant-other
influence. However, the consistancy of these findings are complicated
by race; contrad.ctory findings are not uncommon when racial controls
have been applied. Furthermore, the results of previous inquiries should -
be viewed cautiously primarily because of limited samples and the failure
of the consistent application of rigorous methodological techniques.14 :
A notable exception to this state of affairs is Gordon's (cited above) 1
recent research. Applying controls for race in a model cf the educational 1
aspiration process, which included global! self-esteem as an intervening
variable, Gordon was able to account for 17 and 11 percent of the variance
in self-esteem for white and black youth, respectively. The most important
predictor variables for both white and black youth were "verbal ability""
and "parental expectations." Social class was found to be a rather poor
predictor of self-esteem for both groups.]5

Figure 1 presents the causal model to be analyzed for the respondents
in this study. Basic exogenous variables situated non-causally are father's

educational level (XG)’ mother's ec.:cational level (X5) and mental ability

(X4). These variables are considered causally prior to students' academic
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performance (X3). In turn, these variables are consiaered to be causally
prior to significant-other influence (Xz) to attend college. Furthermore,
socioeconomic status can be viewed as a variable which defines reference
group parameters for students, thereby affecting significant-others'expec-
tations for ego in terms of locating possibie reference group members in
the social structure. A1l of these variables are viewed as potentially
influencing the formation of academic seif-concept (X]).

Before proceeding to the analysis and evaluation of the model, "several
points should be made rcgarding the strategy of this inquivy. First, by
isolating a component of the self and specifying a theoretical model, this
inquiry attempts to circumvent some of the theoretical and conceptual am-
biguities noted above in the self-concept literature. Second, in this
analysis primary interest is directed toward a comparison of the causal
scheme for both black and white respondents. As such, we are not specifi-
cally interested in a black-white comparison of level of academic self-
concept. As noted in a recent critique of the research involving racial
comparisons of self-esteem, theoretically sterile black-white contrasts
more often than not have let to post facto explanations of the "mark of
oppression thesis"; & thesis which tends to refiect domain assumptions of

the sociologist rather than sound theory-construction.]6




METHODOLOGICAL PROCEDURES

The data for this research came from a larger study of the achieve-

ment behavior of black and white high school yout:h.]7

In the fall of
1972 a stratified, probability cluster sample of high school sophomore
males was drawn from a large metropolitan area of the mid-west. An
analysis comparing demographic characteristics of the sample with county,
state, regional and national census data (1970) revealed no appreciable

18

bias in the analysis data. set. A11 respondents were interviewed in

group settings. Respondents were also paid to participate in the study.
We have data on 99 black male youth and 127 whitc male youth.]9

Variable uperationalization: Father's education (XG) and mother's

education (X5) were operationalized as number of years of schooling com-

pleted as reported by the students' parents. Verbal ability (X4) was
determined by students' scores on the verbal section of the California

Test of Mental Maturity. Academic performance (X3) was operationalized

as freshman grade point average obtained from school records. Significant-

other influence (Xz) was measured as the amount of encouragement to attend

college students' preceived from parents, teachers, relatives, friends
and counselors. Responses ranging from strongly discouraged to strongly
encouraged on a five point scale were summed for all significant-others
listed above, forming a single index. The dependent variable, academic
self-concept, was determined by a summated index of structured responses’
to the following items: (1) "How do you rate yourself in school ability
compared with those in your grade in school?"; (2) "How intelligent do

you think you are, compared with other boys your age?"; (3) "How good a
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reader do you th.nk you are compared with other boys ysur age?" Response
alternatives were set on a seven pcint scale.

Statistical Analysis: Path analytic techniques were employed for the

analysis of the causai model. Assumptions central to this form of model

evaluation have teen specified in detail by several authors.20

They
include: (1) interval level measurement;Z] (2) theoretically posited

linear additive relationships; (3) all variables are related in an asym-
metric causal structure; and (4) dependent variable residuals are uncorre-
lated with each other and those independent variables included within the
model. Path analysis does not prove causation; the utility of path analysis
resides in the estimations of causal inferences from a well specified re-
lationship of variables which can be considered as a heuristic model.
Because the primary objective of this study is a comparison of models

across racial control groups unstandardized regression coefficients (path
regression coefficients) are calculated as well as standardized regression
coefficients (path coefficients). The rationale for this procedure stems
from the fact that variations across populations in path coefficients may
be attributed to differences in variances as well as effect d'lfferences.22
FINDINGS

The means, standard deviations and zero-order correlations among the
variables in the model are presented in Table 1, by racial groups. Means
and standard deviations of the variables differed somewhat by control
groups. White respondents had a higher mean verbal ability score and a
smaller standard deviation. Lesser mean differences for blacks were

observed for fathers' and mothers' education achievement levels, academic
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performance, and academic self-concept. Furthzrmore, ail relztionships
among the variables., with the exception of the correlation between the
grades and mental ability, were found to be stronger for the shite re-
spondents.
[Yable 1 about here]
The results of the path analysis is contained in figure 1. Path

coefficients are found in parentheses, while path regression coefficients
stand alone. The multiple regression equations, by race, for all five

predictor variables c¢n academic self-concept resulted in a R2

2

of .49 for
the white respondentc and R™ of .33 for the black respondents. This same
trend was found for the regression equation for significant-other influence.
Approximateiy six times the variance in significant-other influence was
explained for this dependent variable for the white respondents. The
equation for academic performance resulted in similar amounts of variance
explained for both race groups (.352 for blacks; .340 for whites).

[Figure 2 about here]

Academic performance (X4) of the respondents was found to be predicted
primarily by verbal ability (X3). Comparing unstandarized coefficients
across race groups, it was found that the verbal ability variable had a
s1ightly stronger effect on academic performance for the white respondents
(.237 vs. .218). Fethers' and mothers' educational achievement manifested
rather weak direct effects on academic performance for both the black and
white respondents. These results coincide with several recent studies
on white youth which indicate that school performance is poorly predicted

by socioeconomic status considerations.23
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Turning our attention to the results obtained for the equation for
significant-other influence, some noticable differences emerge by racial
control groups. First of all, none of the predictor variables obtained
significance in the model for blacks. For white youth, only one variable,
academic performance, manifested a significant direct effect. The indirect
effect (P34 X P23) of verbal ability on significant other influence,
operating through academic performance, was rather strong (.155) for the
white subsample. No comparable processual effect was found for the black
respondents, as the efftect of academic performance on significant-other
influence approached zero (-.025).

For the final equation in the model, figure 1 reveals for white youth
that parents’ educational achievements had no significant direct effects
on academic self-concept. On the other hand, mothers' education manifested
a significant direct effect for black youth. Comparing the unstandardized
partial regression coefficients for the sub-groups reveai: that the inde-
pendent evfect of mothers' education was considerably stronger for the
black respondents (.230 vs. .033). Differential coefficients also obtained
by control categories for the effects of verbal ability. Verbal ability
manifested a significant independent effect on academic self-concept for
whites (.435), but not blacks (.108). The indirect effect of verbal
ability on academic self-concept, operating through academic perfurmance,
was found to be somewhat larger for the black respondents (.173 blacks
vs. .115 whites). This finding is rather interesting as it suggests that
the effect of verbal ability on black youths' academic self-concept is

substantially mediated by the performance of students in school. The
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process is rather different for whites, in that verbal ability maintains
a significant effect on academic self-concept even when schoo! performance
considerations are held constant.

With regard to the independent effects of the remaining variables in
the model, academic performance and significant-other influence, effect
differences were once again observed across control categories. Academic
perfcrmance was found to nave significant effects on academic self-concept
for both groups. However, the effect of this variable was considerably
stronger for blacks (.840), in contrast to whites (.576). The independent
effects of significaut-other influence were more comparable, as this vari-
able had a slightly stronger effect for academic self-concept formation
of blacks (.269 vs. .239). The indirect effect of academic performance
on academic self-concept, operating through significant-othe:r influence,
was strongest for white youth (.089), again revealing a processual differ-
ence across control groups.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The results of the anzlysis revealed several general findings. First,
the causal model developed from the 1iterature appeared to be a more viable
framework for 2xplaining the formation of academic self-concept among white
as compared to black youth. The basis for this contention stems from the

larger amount »f variance explained for the dependent variable in the white

model (.49 vs. .33) and the overall stronger variable rejationships observed

for white respondents. Secondly, verbal ability operates as a direct pre-
dictor of academic self-concept for white ycuth. On the other hand, the

role of this variable for blacks is primarily indirect through academic
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performance. In turn, academic performance is a stronger determinate of
black youths' academic self-concept. Thirdly, significant-other influence
appears to be of similiar import for the formation 03" academic self-concepts
of youth in both control categories. Finally, the educational achievements
of parents were rather inconsequential for all equaticus in the nodel for
white youth. However, for the black respondents, mothers' education did
manifest a significant independent effect on academic self-concept.

In terms of previous empirical research, the results of this study
reveal some interesting contrasts. The amount of explained variance in
academic self-concep} is considerably larger for both the black and white
respondents. For example, Gordon (cited above), employing some simi.ar
predictor variables, explainad 17 and 11 per cent of the variance in
globel self-esteem for white and black youth respectively. Our results
are a distinct improvement, although it should be taken into consideration
that the dependent variable utilized in this study reflects a specific
component of the self. Although methodological problems preclude a de-
tailed comparison of our results with those presented by Gordon, it does
appear that academic performance is an important variable which intervenes
between verbal ability and academic self-concept. The academic self-
conceptions of black youth were determined by significant-other influence,
academic performance and mothers' education; for whites, verbal ability,
significant-other influence and academic performance manifested the strongest
effects. These within model contrasts of variable effects (utilizing
standardized coefficients) point to differences in the relative import of

the variables employad in the cauvsal model.
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In sum, the academic sel<-conceptions of both white and black youth

tend to develop in terms of the encouragement significant-others provide
for college attendance. Taken as a proxy for a more refined measure of
educational socialization, this finding reinforces the theoretical
contentions and empirical results of previous research which stressed

the importance of interpersonal influence as a determinate of self-concept
formation. The consistent effects of academic performance also imply that
self-reflexive apprasials of performance within the educational institution
impact upon academic self-conceptions. The race specific independent
effects observed for mothers' educatioﬁ and verbal ability suggest points
of departure for future empirical inquiry. Mothers' educational achieve-
ment may illicit achievement socialization processes unique to the black
population which intervene between this variable and self-concept found

for white youth questions results and contentions made in earlier studies
(e.g., see St. John, cited above) and provides another point of departure
for isolating other intervening variables, which may be unique for white
youth. Finally, the complete lack of ability to predict the significant-
other -influence variable in the model for black ycuth points to an important
weak 1ink in our theoretical structure for this population. Future studies
should attempt a more detailed consideration of socialization and behavioral
factors which would determine differences in the educational encouragement

received by black youth from significant-others.

14




BLACKS
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MRZ = 329
Ry
WHITES
Ry
MRE = .490

.3

Figure 1: Causal model of the Formation of Academic Self-Concept

FE = Father's Education AP = Academic Performance
ME = Mother's [ducation $01 = Significant-Other Influence
VA = Verbal Ability ASC = Academfc Self-Concept

*% Cocfficient Terger than standard error,
* Cocfficient more than twice the size of standard error.
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zw. Brookover, A. Paterson and S. Thomas, Self-Concept of Ability
and Schnnl Ach'evement. East Lansing, Mich.: Final Report Cooperative
Researcn Project number 845, Michigan State University, 1962. The large
body of research which has accumulated on self-concept formation is
characterized by conflicting empirical findings, conceptually vaque
cperationalizations, and limited theoretical development. This state
of affairs has been given explicit specification in a recent review
of self-concept literature. For example, see: J.J. Christmas, "Self-
Concept and Attitudes" pp. 249-264 in K.S. Miller and R.M. Dreger (eds.)
Comparative Studies of Blacks and Whites in the United States(New York:
Seminar Press, 1973)

3w. Brookover and E. Erickson, Society, Schools and Learning.
(Boston: Allyn-Bacon 1969).

4Gordon, among others, has noted that "it is rare for relatively
specific aspects of self-conception to be delineated and measured in a
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Conceptions, Race and Family as Determinants of Adolescent Orientation
to Achievement. {Washington, D.C.: ASA Rose Monograph Series, 1970):4.

5For reviews of literature in these areas, see: Gordon, Ibid.;
J.Woelfel and A.D. Haller, "Significant Others, the Self-Reflexive Act
and the Attitude-Formation Process," American Sociological Review 36
(February, 1971): 74-87; A.D. Haller and A. Portes, "Status Attainment
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8Ho111ngshead, Ibid.; B. Barber, Social Stratification. New York:
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1957; M.Kohn, Class and Comformity: A Study
in Values. Homewood, I11inois: Dorsey Press, 1969. Research also indicates
that this relationship maybe race specific or questionable. See the results
reported by M. Rosenberg and R.G. Simmons, Black and White Self-Esteem:
The Urban School Child (Wash. D.C.: ASA Rose Monograph Series, 1971} and
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]sAlthough the Gordon Study is informative, comparisons between
racial groups are not possible due to the fact that path regression
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]9The original sample contained 130 white youth and 117 black youth.
No appreciable bias was observed between the original data set anu the
analysis data set utilized in this study. Tables of verification will
be supplied upon request.
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