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Abstract

THE EFFECTS OF FAMILY, SCHOOL AND PEER SUPPORT ON THE
ACHIEVEMENT OUTCOMES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN ADOLESCENTS
By M. Annette Clayton, Ph.D.

A Dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy at Virginia Commonwealth University.

Virginia Commonwealth University, 2008

Major Director: Dr. Delores Dungee-Anderson
Associate Professor, Social Work

This study used survey design to explore the relationship between protective
influences (support from parents, teachers and peers, social capital assets, and social
support use), contextual risks, and two achievement outcomes in a representative sample
of male and female African American high school seniors (N=317). Responses to two
questionnaires, weighted cumulative grade point averages, and eleventh grade Virginia
English Reading Standards of Learning test scores were analyzed.

Multiple regression analysis revealed that some support variables were predictive
of better achievement outcomes and others were associated with poorer outcomes. Three
of the parent support predictors were associated with poorer achievement outcomes,
suggesting that low-achieving African American students may have heightened needs for
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parent support during their senior year in high school, a point in time that determines the
trajectory for years to follow.

Even though 44 percent of the sample acknowledged a high level of exposure to
contextual risks, its effects were more predictive of poorer outcomes for males than for
females. This finding suggests that males may be more vulnerable to the effects of
contextual risks. Additionally, only two support variables, Friend Support and Family
Togetherness, moderated the influence of contextual risks on male student achievement.

Qualitative findings revealed that important gender differences exist with regard
to perceptions of support within the samples’ home, school, and peer group
environments. Females identified emotional support as a success factor more than males.
In contrast, males acknowledged the importance of behavioral support as a school
success factor. Both males and females endorsed tangible support as an important school
success factor. Respondents also endorsed ambivalence about the role of peer support as
a school success factor.

Taken in combination, the study findings increase our understanding of the
relationship between the context-linked experiences of urban African American
adolescents and their achievement outcomes. The findings also support the critical need
to extend our understanding about the role of contextual influences as we facilitate
stronger connections between homes, schools, and communities.

This document was created in Microsoft Word 2003 and Adobe Acrobat 7.0.

The appendices are available, and can be accessed, in the print version only.



Chapter 1: Introduction

Purpose of the Study

In this study, the researcher utilized an ecological model to investigate the
relationship between perceptions of social support from parents, teachers and peers and
achievement outcomes in a sample of male and female African American high school
seniors. The researcher also explored the relationship between the following; social
support use, social capital assets (support and encouragement that students receive from
relationships with adults in their social environments), contextual risks and two
achievement outcomes. In addition to the main effects of the social support variables, the
researcher was also interested in examining the effects of social support as a possible
moderator of exposure to contextual risks (peer substance use, neighborhood crime, death
of a friend, etc.).

For African American adolescents, social support from adults such as parents and
teachers are associated with higher grade point averages and other favorable educational
outcomes (Fisher, 2000; Forsbach, Yanowitz, & Fiala, 2002; Maton, Hrabowski, & Grief,
1998; McClendon, Nettles, & Wigtfield, 2000). The findings on the influence of peer
support vary significantly (Cooper & Datnow, 2000; Fisher, 2000; Fordham & Ogbu,
1986; Gutman, Sameroff, & Eccles, 2002) and suggest a need for more research that
investigates the relationship between peer support, contextual risks and achievement

outcomes (Gonzales, Cauce, Friedman, & Mason, 1996; Gutman et al., 2002). Overall,
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the paucity of published studies that have investigated the combined influence of parent,
teacher and peer support and contextual risks on the achievement outcomes of African
American adolescents suggest that insufficient attention has been given to furthering our
understanding about the relationship between contextual influences and African
American adolescents’ educational outcomes.
Problem Statement

In the United States, there are distressing differences in the educational
achievement of different racial/ethnic groups. African American students’ performance
scores in reading, mathematics, and science improved significantly relative to White
students of all ages starting in the early 1970s and up to the mid to late 1980s; however,
during the 1980s and 1990s the gap either remained the same or widened, depending on
the grade and subject (The State of America’s Children: A Report of the Children’s
Defense Fund [CDF], 2000). For example, in 1998 White students scored 33 points
higher than African American students on fourth grade reading tests (CDF, 2000) and
according to the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Educational
Statistics 2004 report, in 1999 the disparities in reading scores for 13 and 17 year old
African American and White students was 29 and 31 points respectively (as cited in
Lamb, Land, Meadows, & Traylor, 2005). Even though African American students’
scores in reading and math have increased at certain grade levels within recent years,
these gains have not been enough to close the racial/ethnic achievement gaps between
African American and White students (Lee, Grigg, & Dion, 2007; Lee, Grigg, &

Donohue, 2007).



The number of African American students taking the Scholastic Aptitude Test
(SAT) is increasing, approximately 115,000 in 1998 compared to 98,000 in 1988
(Chenowith, 1998); however, African American students’ scores on this college
admissions examination continue to be significantly lower than White students. In 1999,
for example, African American students’ mean combined math and verbal score was 856
compared to White students’ mean combined score of 1055 (College Board, 1999).
Moreover, “only 4 % of African American students who took the exam in 1999 earned
combined scores of 1200 or higher, compared to almost 25 % of White students”
(Hrabowski, Maton, Greene, & Greif, 2002, p.7). According to the College Board (1999)
report, high-achieving students typically come from educationally and economically
advantaged families; however, there is compelling evidence that African American
students from middle-income families are not achieving at the same levels as their White
and Asian American counterparts and achievement problems exists at all socioeconomic
levels within some minority groups (College Board, 1999).
The Relationship between Family Income, Race and Educational Outcomes

Even though there is compelling evidence that achievement problems exist at all
socioeconomic levels within some racial/ethnic minority groups, the relationship between
family income, race/ethnicity and educational outcomes is well documented in the
research literature. Rumberger (1987) documented that students more susceptible to
academic problems and poor psychosocial adjustment to school were those from racial or
ethnic minority groups and lower socioeconomic levels (SES). In their evaluation of

Bureau of Census data, Livingston and Miranda (1995) found that children living in



families with low SES were five times more likely to drop out of school than those in
higher SES families. They also found that at each income level, the dropout rates for
African American and Hispanic youth were higher than the dropout rates for White
youth. Other researchers (Boocock, 1972; Hale, 2001) also have provided evidence that
in schools with sizable impoverished student populations, student achievement scores
were consistently lower than the national average. These studies provide convincing
evidence that low SES has a detrimental impact on the educational experience of many
youth in this nation. Furthermore, their findings also suggest that family income may
place some African American youth at increased risk for poor educational outcomes
because 36.7% of African American youth live in poverty compared to 15.1% of White
youth (CDF, 2000).

There is considerable scholarly consensus (Linver, Fuligni, Hernandez, & Brooks-
Gunn, 2004; McLoyd, 1997; McLoyd, 1998; Taylor, 1994; Taylor, 1997) that poverty, a
contextual risk factor, influences adolescent development. In their review of the literature
on the impact of poverty on child development, Linver et al. (2004) noted that a number
of studies provide evidence, when controlling for other demographics, that poverty is a
strong predictor of negative developmental outcomes. They also found consistent
empirical evidence that poverty effects are strongest during the preschool and early
school years and these effects are strongly associated with cognitive and economic
disadvantage. Linver et al. emphasized that the prevailing research suggests that poverty

does not affect all children equally. Gender, age and ethnicity all appear to influence how



a child or adolescent is affected by living in poverty; however, poverty effects are
magnified during adolescence and into the young adulthood years (Linver et al., 2004).
Taylor (1994) also argues that the economic hardships that many African American
families endure affect their adolescent family member’s capacity to master
developmental tasks, including achievement in school. Taylor (1994; 1997) contends that
because economically disadvantaged African American adolescents may be at increased
risk for psychosocial difficulties such as depression and school adjustment problems, they
may possess a limited capacity for engaging in behaviors that promote the development
of skills and abilities necessary for a successful transition into adulthood.

Social Support and African American Students’ Educational Outcomes

There is consensus in both the theoretical and empirical literature that for many
students the academic and social problems that culminate in school failure surface early
in their educational careers (Rumberger, 2004). There is also considerable empirical
evidence that these problems are influenced or exacerbated by the absence of support and
resources in families, schools, and communities (Rumberger, 2004).

It is difficult to determine what external factors have the greatest impact on
African American students’ educational outcomes, the absence or presence of support or
the availability of resources that can limit or expand opportunities. However, an
ecological framework offers an opportunity to consider not only the impact of variables
like family income; but also simultaneously a broad range of variables including types of
social support that operate at the family, school, individual and neighborhood levels that

may, in fact, affect students’ educational outcomes.



Early in the resilience discourse, Garmezy (1985) noted that the availability of
social support or external support systems that encourage and reinforce children or
adolescents’ coping efforts and their use of those resources is one of three broad types of
protective influences that promote resilience and healthy developmental outcomes. To
understand how social support acts as a protective influence, it is imperative to consider
that it may or may not be domain specific. Social support’s influence may operate
principally within specific domains (home, school, peer group etc.) or the presence or
absence of social support in one or more domains may have a significant impact on a
number of developmental outcomes, including achievement in school.

Arguably, the seminal work of Clark (1983) ushered in a new era in the study of
the influence of social support on African American students’ educational outcomes. In
Clark’s study of 10 African American students from poor homes, half of whom were
successful and half of whom were not, he discovered that the parents of the achieving
students had distinct styles of interacting with their children. Not only did the parents of
achieving students provide an emotionally supportive home environment, but they also
provided reassurance to their children when it was most needed. Essentially, Clark’s
findings suggested that consistent practices at home had a positive impact on student
achievement. But more importantly, his study demonstrated that an understanding about
the processes that occur within the ecological contexts that directly influence African
American students’ development are important in furthering our understanding about

African American student achievement.



In the years since Clarke’s (1983) study, there has been a growing interest in
research that enables us to better understand how ecological contexts differentially
influence African American adolescents’ educational outcomes. Not only are researchers
interested in understanding more about the influence of risk; but also how, in the
presence of risk, protective influences promote educational resilience (Franklin, 2000). In
pursuit of a better understanding about the relationship between risk, protection and
educational resilience, several scholars emphasize the importance of investigating gender
and socioeconomic status differences within African American adolescent study samples
(McLoyd, 1998; Taylor, 1994; Taylor 1997; Wilson, Cooke, & Arrington, 1997). This
need is based on the knowledge that far too often in earlier research on African American
adolescent achievement, investigators did not adequately distinguish within-group
variations in their samples, even though these variations existed (McLoyd, 1998).
Frequently, African American youth from low SES backgrounds were compared to
middle SES White youth or to samples of both low and middle SES White youth
(McLoyd, 1998). Methodological oversights like this are problematic when discussing
the generalizability of findings. Moreover, conceptual and methodological concerns like
the aforementioned highlight the fact that many studies involving African American
adolescents have not been sensitive to the complexities of race and class in our society.

Conceptualizing Variations in Educational Outcomes

The problem of school failure can be conceptualized in many different ways and

may include one or more of the following: poor academic performance, grade retention,

and school dropout. Some conceptualizations of school failure also focus on the quality



of students’ educational experiences, whether or not the education they receive prepares
them for future education, employment or training. Richman and Bowen (1997) and
Richman, Bowen and Woolley (2004) conceptualize the potential for school success or
failure from an eco-interactional —developmental [EID] perspective that emphasizes the
person-environment fit and considers individual variations in educational outcomes from
the perspective of risk, protection, and resilience. Contextual variables and other
predictors figure prominently in their conceptualization.

In the Richman and Bowen (1997) and Richman et al. (2004) conceptualization
there are four categories of students. The first category of students includes those who are
described as having both physically and psychologically withdrawn from school. The
second category includes students who physically drop out of school but remain
psychologically invested in their education. The third category of students includes those
who are physically enrolled in school but have psychologically disengaged from school.
Many of these students perform poorly in school. Lastly, they describe a fourth category
of students who are both physically and psychologically invested in school. The fourth
category of students extends the applicability of this model to students who experience
success in school.

In this study, the EID perspective was used as the primary conceptual framework
because it emphasizes the critical role of the person-environment fit and also considers
individual variations in educational outcomes from the perspective of risk, protection,

and resilience. The study sample included students from all achievement levels (low-



achieving to high-achieving) and the researcher anticipated that within the sample there
would be varying levels of contextual influences (risk and protection).
Historical Perspective

It is commonly held that intellectual potential and achievement are inextricably
linked. Therefore, any exploration of potential influences on the school achievement of
African American adolescents must include a critical examination of historical
perspectives that have and continue to influence societal beliefs about African American
adolescents’ intellectual potential.

Over the course of the last 300 years different ideological, political and economic
forces have influenced the debate about the intellectual potential of African Americans.
The controversial discourse can be traced back to colonial times when notions of racial
difference helped to define the established social order. During the years before the Civil
War, the prevailing attitudes about the intellectual potential and social status of African
Americans were intricately tied to the struggle to establish and maintain slavery as an
economic institution. Southerners, by and large, benefited the most from an ideology that
purported that African Americans were intellectually inferior. However, Quakers and
other abolitionists held views that were in sharp contrast to the prevailing ideology. They
believed that African Americans possessed the same intellectual potential as members of
other racial groups and argued that education was a means by which African Americans
free or enslaved could realize their full potential.

In the 1800s, science significantly influenced prevailing ideological and political

thinking, as the debate over the status of African Americans became a national concern.
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As early as 1854, Arthur Gobineau of France theorized that the inequalities of races
explained all destinies (Watkins, 2001b). Gobineau argued that the White race was
superior, followed by the Yellow race and that the Black race formed the lowest group.
By advancing the notion that racial differences could be reduced to scientific law,
Gobineau’s ideology helped to influence a generation of scientific speculation regarding
race, social order and intellectual potential.

Louis Agassiz, a respected natural biologist who moved to the United States from
Switzerland in the 1840s, further advanced Gobineau’s ideology. In a paper written for
the Christian Examiner in 1850, Agassiz argued that while all men share commonalities,
the races were created as separate species and racial differences were manifested in
culture, habit, intelligence, and ability. Samuel George Morton, a highly respected
scientist and physician, further advanced this ideology through his research. He is best
known for the study of differences in the size of crania during the 1840s to support the
assertion that the White race was intellectually superior to other races and justify the
social positions assigned to racial groups. Morton’s work was highly acclaimed for its
quantification of data, especially its attention to detail, even though there was evidence
that he omitted data that did not support his thesis (Watkins, 2001b). Together, Agassiz
and Morton represented an important thrust in the development of “scientific” racism.
They Americanized the discourse and provided a powerful rationale for slavery and the
separate and unequal policies that arose after the end of Reconstruction. Science soon

became the centerpiece of the new social sciences, that presented human difference as the
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rationale for inequality as notions of anatomical, physiological, intellectual and
psychological difference framed medical and biological inquiry.

In the years following the Civil War, the ideological and programmatic challenge
of educating African Americans was conceived and nurtured by a northerner General
Samuel Chapman Armstrong (1839-1893) and a former slave Booker T. Washington
(1856-1915). General Armstrong and Booker T. Washington believed that African
Americans possessed limited potential and that educational opportunities for African
Americans should be limited and designed to support social stratification (the prevailing
social order).

An opposing ideology was advanced by the American Negro Academy, which
was founded in 1897 in Washington D.C. The Academy members included respected
African American social scientists and educators who “devoted significant attention to
matters of African American education, its delivery, its ideological posture, and the
prospects for its refinement and expansion” (Watkins, 1996, p. 7). The goals of the
Academy were to publish information on the conditions of African American life, build
an African American intellectual community, encourage the intellectual development of
African American youth, and provide a “truer” account of African American life. W.E.B.
Du Bois (1868-1963), a founding member, best summarized the Academy’s philosophy
when he argued that African Americans were entitled to full recognition within American
society, with rights and privileges equal to Whites (Morgan, 1995). Consistent with this
view, Du Bois wrote extensively about the impact of slavery upon the achievement,

intellect, and spirit of African Americans. Given the Academy’s established philosophy,
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its mission was to (re) construct established views. As a group, the Academy favored
expanding educational opportunities for African Americans and insisted that educated
African Americans take a leadership role in shaping the economic, social and political
development of the African American population.

To further understand contextual influences on African American student
achievement during that era in American history, it is important to consider the impact of
the Landmark Plessy vs. Ferguson Supreme Court decision in 1897. The case of Plessy
vs. Ferguson 1897 was actually a culmination of rulings passed by the U.S. and state
Supreme Courts after Reconstruction. As a landmark decision this ruling decisively gave
southern states the permission to establish “separate but equal” facilities, so they could
prevent the commingling of races. The Supreme Court’s ruling supported the ideology
that there were inherent differences in the human condition and potential of African
Americans and White Americans. It also effectively erased the policies put in place
during Reconstruction. In the years that followed, a system of separate and “unequal”
schooling would be established and maintained throughout the south. Meanwhile, the
controversy about the intellectual potential of African Americans and their role within
American society would continue to be debated. In fact, the strife between the competing
ideologies of Washington and Du Bois, one that sought to use education for the purpose
of social control and the other that viewed education as a means for liberation, did not
subside until the late 1920s. The contrasting ideologies were institutionalized in public
education with the expansion of high schools for the masses and in colleges and

universities where African American teachers were trained.
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The 1954 Supreme Court ruling that segregated schools denied African American
youth access and opportunity and the advent of desegregation eventually changed how
and where African American youth were educated. However, vestiges of the unabated
ideology of White supremacy and African American intellectual inferiority remained and
were firmly entrenched in the American psyche even after the Civil Rights era (Perry,
2003a). The opposing ideology, that affirmed African American intellectual potential,
humanity and achievement also survived in spite of the constraints of institutionalized
oppression and racism (Perry, 2003a; Watkins, 1996; Watkins, 2001a).

The beliefs that African Americans were intellectually inferior and genetically
different were eventually articulated in theories to explain and predict the academic
performance of African American youth. Early on, it was theorized that “genetic deficits”
formed the basis for differences in school performance and rates of achievement among
ethnic groups. During and after the Civil Rights Era, notions about genetic deficits
proved to be controversial and eventually, a number of successful theoretical,
methodological, statistical, and ethical challenges to the assumption of these theories
were waged (Murray & Fairchild, 1989). However, as recent as the 1990s notions about
genetic differences once again entered the discourse with Hernstein’s and Murray’s
(1994) Bell Curve thesis that inherent racial/ethnic group differences in intelligence were
a better predictor of success in life than a number of other variables. Their thesis, like
many others before it, was widely criticized conceptually and methodologically

(Kuppermintz, 1996; Matthews, 1998).
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As early as the 1960s, scholars and educators began to consider the possibility of
other factors as explanations for why African American youth were not achieving at the
same rate as White youth and certain other minority groups. Initially, theories were
formulated that focused on cultural deprivation or “environmental handicaps” that
confronted African American youth and their families as explanations for group
differences in school achievement (Murray & Fairchild, 1989). One of the primary
assumptions of the cultural deprivation theories was that oppression and economic
conditions contributed to poor developmental outcomes such as lower achievement
among African American youth. Unlike genetic deficit theories, cultural deprivation
theories acknowledged that broad systemic issues could help to explain differences in
achievement and failure rates. Cultural deprivation theorists argued that “pathological
families” and “the culture of poverty” explained and predicted the academic performance
of African American youth and, in doing so, they also inevitably perpetuated beliefs that
there was something intrinsically wrong with African American families and the youth
that were products of them. In the end, both genetic deficit and cultural deprivation
theorists essentially “blamed the victim” for the disproportionate rate of school failure
and lower achievement among African American youth. Just like the genetic deficit
theories, cultural deprivation theories also reinforced racial stereotypes and reinforced
lower teacher expectations and in a broader sense supported social stratification (Murray
& Fairchild, 1989).

An examination of factors that influence African American adolescents’

educational outcomes would be incomplete without considering the role of social and
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cultural contexts (Bempechat, 1998; McLoyd, 1998; Perry, 2003b). Given the
understanding that these contexts are important, African American student achievement
is located in the nexus of child, family, school, neighborhood, larger community, culture
and historical time. Bempechat (1998) argues that if genuine progress is to be made in
our understanding of an issue as complex as African American student achievement,
researchers must critically consider the influence of culture on development. First, it is
imperative that we acknowledge that children grow and develop within social and
cultural contexts. Not only is it important to understand that a child’s social development
is shaped by these contexts, but it is equally important for researchers to consider how
these contexts bear on a child’s academic development. Secondly, it is important to
recognize that parents, teachers and often peers are the agents of culture. In this role, they
transmit cultural beliefs and practices to children within various ecological contexts that
directly and indirectly influence their development. Third, to best understand an issue as
complex as the motivation to succeed in school, we must consider what many scholars
refer to as “meaning making in context” or how children and adolescents view their
schooling experiences within their own cultural and social contexts and the beliefs that
develop because of these experiences (Bempechat, 1998, p.7).

Ecological models, that emphasize the person-environment fit, can provide a
framework for understanding how social and cultural contexts influence African
American adolescent achievement. These models offer an opportunity to examine
developmental mastery within the context of student/environment interactions (Franklin,

2000; Masten, 1994; Taylor, 1994). Ecological models also assume that in most
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student/environment interactions there is likely to be a continuum of risk and protective
factors that directly influence individual student’s educational outcomes (Franklin, 2000).
General Definitions

The following definitions clarify key terms used in this study. Each of the
constructs introduced in this section is defined, as it was conceptualized in this study.
Most of the definitions are a compilation of operational descriptions found in the social
work, developmental psychology, and general resilience literature.
Adaptation — in resilience research is defined in terms of the attainment of psychosocial
milestones called developmental tasks (Masten & Braswell, 1991).
Competence — refers to the effectiveness of individual adaptation to environmental
constraints at a given point in child development and within a particular cultural context
(Garmezy & Masten, 1991). Fraser, Kirby, & Smokowski, (2004) further clarify that
competence “implies good adaptation within a particular ecological context during a
particular developmental stage” (p. 24).
Contextual Risks — “include situations and conditions in the social environment of
children that decrease their chances of positive life experiences and increase their chances
for adverse developmental outcomes” (Bowen & Richman, 2002, p.2).
Developmental Tasks — are broadly defined expectations or standards of human behavior
over the course of development (Masten, 1994; Taylor, 1994). As the markers of good
psychosocial adjustment, developmental tasks can change as a function of age and can

vary across culture. In the United States, for example, academic achievement and identity
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formation are two of a number of varied developmental tasks associated with adolescence
(Masten, 1994).

Educational Resilience — is defined “as the heightened likelihood of success in school
and in other life accomplishments, despite environmental adversities, brought about by
early traits, conditions and experiences” (Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1994, p. 46). This
term has often been used to describe students who manage to be engaged in school and
perform well despite facing the same risk conditions that raise the likelihood of school
failure for their peers (Wang & Gordon, 1994).

High-Achieving Students — in this study was defined as those students who had a 3.0 or
higher cumulative grade point average on a 4.0 weighted scale.

Low-Achieving Students — was defined as those who had cumulative grade point
averages of 1.99 and below on a 4.0 weighted scale.

Middle-Achieving Students — was defined as those students whose cumulative grade
point averages ranged from 2.0 to 2.99 on a 4.0 weighted scale.

Poverty — is based on an absolute threshold of the income of an individual or family that
falls short of what is needed for food, shelter, and other necessities as estimated by the
U.S. Government (Duncan, 1984).

Promotive Factor — “any influence, independent of risk, which increases the likelihood
of positive developmental outcomes” (Fraser et al., 2004, p. 30).

Protective Factors — are internal and external forces, in the presence of risk, that lower
the chances of poor developmental outcomes.

Resilience — is generally defined as “a dynamic process that involves positive adaptation
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within the context of significant adversity” (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000, p. 543).
In this study, resilience was conceptualized as a dependent outcome.

Resilient Children — “reflects two co-existing conditions of resilience, the presence of
threat to a given child’s well-being and evidence of positive adaptation in the child,
despite the adversity encountered” (Luthar et al., 2000, p. 546).

Risk Factors — are any influences that increase the probability of onset, digression to a
more serious state, or the maintenance of a problem condition (Coie et al., 1993).

School Success — has been typically measured by academic achievement and is usually
operationalized as students’ grades or grade point averages. Given the increased emphasis
in educational reform on standardized test performance, school success is also being
operationalized as student’s performance on state and federally mandated standardized
tests.

Social Capital — a resource available to a person that exists in the structure of his or her
relationships with others, and that facilitates certain activities or actions (Coleman, 1988).
Social Support — “information that leads an individual to believe that he or she is cared
for, loved, esteemed, and valued, as such it is considered to be an important positive
factor for children, adolescents, and adults” (Gutman et al., 2002, p. 372). In this study,
types of social support were operationally defined as protective factors.

Socioeconomic Status — is typically used to signify an individual or families access to or
control over a number of valued commodities including cash, power and social status

(McLoyd, 1997).
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Contributions to the Literature

A number of scholars from the fields of education, anthropology and psychology
have contributed to the discourse on the relationship between social support and school
engagement and achievement; however, only a few social work scholars are represented
in the literature that examines the relationship between sources and types of social
support and school engagement and adolescent achievement. Some social work scholars
(Bowen & Bowen, 1998; Bowen & Bowen ,1999; Fraser, Kirby, & Smokowski, 2004;
Woolley & Bowen, 2007) have increased our understanding of the relationship between
contextual influences, school engagement and adolescent achievement outcomes and
others (Greif, Hrabowski, & Maton, 2000; Hrabowski, Maton, Greene, & Greif, 2002;
Maton, Hrabowski, & Greif, 1998; Saunders, Davis, Williams, & Williams, 2004;
Shearin, 2002) have focused more specifically on understanding the relationship between
contextual influences and the school engagement and achievement of African American
adolescents.

Significance of this Study

It is hoped that the findings from this study will add to the growing body of
knowledge about the influence of social support and contextual risks on the academic
achievement of African American adolescents. The processes that occur within the three
social contexts (home, school, and peer group) that were examined in this study
significantly influence adolescent development; therefore, it is expected that this study
will extend our understanding of these context-linked experiences on the normative

development of African American adolescents. Because this study involves a
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racial/ethnic-homogeneous sample, there is an additional expectation that the findings
will increase our knowledge about the variations that exist within a particular sample of
African American adolescents.

As noted by Germain (2002), social work practitioners have a dual and
simultaneous function: (1) to help strengthen individuals’ coping patterns and their
growth potential and, also (2) to help improve the quality of impinging environments.
Given this dual emphasis in practice, there is a critical need within the school social work
profession to understand progressive forces and situational assets that promote school
success in populations of students at risk. Consistent with this emphasis, it is hoped that
the study findings will inform school social work practice initiatives that involve the
microsystems (home, school and peer group) that directly and indirectly influence
achievement outcomes for African American students. The researcher expects that the
findings can be used to inform school social work practice models that focus on
strengthening parents’ and teachers’ efforts to support African American students’
academic success. It is also anticipated that the findings can be useful to school social
work practitioners and educators in their efforts to improve school climate and strengthen
the home-school connection.

Within the current context of educational reform there is a critical need for
educators, policy-makers, and school social work practitioners to understand how
protective influences foster educational resilience among this population of youth. Given
the increased emphasis on accountability and the reliance on empirical evidence to

inform institutional models to close achievement gaps, the findings of this study are
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expected to reinforce the notion that school success involves a partnership between
parents/caregivers, educators, and communities. It is also anticipated that the study
findings will support a systemic conceptualization of academic achievement in which it is
believed that support systems and ecological factors influence African American

adolescent achievement (Epstein, 1995; Sanders, 1998; Sanders & Herting, 2000).



Chapter 2: Review of the Literature

In this study, the researcher investigated the relationship between perceptions of
social support from parents, teachers, and peers and achievement outcomes in a sample of
male and female African American high school seniors. The researcher also explored the
relationship between social support use, social capital assets, contextual risks and
achievement outcomes in the sample. In addition to the main effects of the social support
variables, the researcher was also interested in examining the effects of social support as
a possible moderator of exposure to contextual risks.

The first three sections of this literature review will cover three relevant and
related bodies of literature that form the empirical and theoretical basis for the proposed
investigation. The first section will examine the literature on risk, protection, and
resilience as it informs the eco-interactional-developmental perspective, the conceptual
framework used in this study. The second section is a review of the literature on the
relationship between parent, teacher, and peer support and African American adolescent
achievement outcomes. In the third section, the theoretical constructs of the eco-
interactional-developmental perspective will be discussed. The two measures of
achievement, conceptualized as achievement outcomes, will be discussed in the fourth
section. The final section of this chapter synthesizes the literature and provides the

rationale for this study.

22
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Risk, Protection, and Resilience Perspective

During the past two decades there has been a concerted effort within the social
and behavioral science community to understand the interplay between risk, protection,
and resilience. The pursuit of research in this area has significant implications for social
work and other disciplines that are concerned with the development of the individual. The
research on risk, protection, and resilience is also relevant to our understanding of a
social problem like school failure because it offers an opportunity to better understand
how some students are academically successful in the context of adversity.
Risk

Risk factors, also known as vulnerability factors, are any influences that increase
the probability of onset, digression to a more serious state, or the maintenance of a
problem condition (Coie et al., 1993). As such, risk factors may include genetic,
physiological, behavioral, social, cultural, demographic conditions, characteristics, or
attributes that, when present, increase the probability of negative outcome. Some risk
factors can be directly linked to negative outcomes, whereas others simply represent
correlates -- sometimes called markers-- of potential outcomes (Kirby & Fraser, 1997).
Because child behavior is influenced by a number of different factors at each stage of
development it is often difficult to disaggregate causes from correlates in developmental
risk models (Kirby & Fraser).

In pursuit of a better understanding of risk, researchers have delineated several
key concepts. Pelligrini (1990) defined risk traits as an individual predisposition toward

developing a specific problem condition. Genetic markers are often considered risk traits,
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but as research in this area has progressed, there is considerable evidence that genetic
markers are not invariant traits; rather, they often have both direct and environmental
components (Fraser, Kirby, & Smokowski, 2004).

In the risk literature, there are often references to stressful or critical life events in
the study of vulnerability that result from the impact of a single significant life event such
as failing a grade in school or the death of a parent. There is also some recognition of the
impact of small events or chronic stresses that occur within the context of everyday living
such as those that may be associated with poverty, repeated academic failure, or having
limited resources. Considerable evidence suggests that the accumulation of stress has a
major effect on the developing child (Coie et al., 1993; Garmezy, 1993; Seifer, Sameroff,
Baldwin, & Baldwin, 1992) and as the number of risk factors increases, the cumulative
effect exerts an increasingly strong influence on children (Rutter, 1979; Sterling, Cowen,
Weissberg, Lotyczewske, & Boike, 1985). This process is not always simply additive, but
appears to be attributed to a more complicated interactional process (Rutter, 1979; 1987).
One approach to examine risk in this context is to consider what Rutter (1987) delineates
as risk processes or the mechanisms whereby a risk factor contributes to heightened
vulnerability over time. For example, poverty (a risk factor) combined with poor
parenting and inconsistent school support may increase the likelihood that a child will be
unsuccessful in school. In this example, no single event (risk) produces a negative
outcome instead the interaction of risk factors over time exponentially increases the

likelihood of poor educational outcomes.
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The concept of risk chains or causal chains has been used by researchers and
practitioners to establish a logical foundation on which to base prevention and
intervention efforts. However, because relationships among risk factors, child
development, and social problems are complex, it is often difficult to identify
unconfounded causal chains (Kirby & Fraser, 1997). Nonetheless, the causal modeling
concept has been widely used to identify sequential risk chains that are essentially
linkages of conceptually distinct risk factors or processes that when linked together can
logically explain probable outcomes (Kirby & Fraser, 1997).

In the literature on risk, there are often references to contextual effects or
environmental conditions or situations that have both direct and indirect effects on overall
vulnerability. When these conditions operate as risk factors, they do so because the social
and environmental contexts in which children or adolescents interact expose them to
damaging experiences. A number of contextual risk factors are associated with poorer
developmental outcomes. Some of the most frequently cited are poverty or low
socioeconomic status (SES), few opportunities for education and employment,
interparental conflict and racial discrimination and injustice (Fraser, Kirby, &
Smokowski, 2004). The significance of poverty or low SES as a contextual risk factor
during childhood and adolescence is related to its association with multiple stressors and
inadequate resources (Bradley et al., 1994; McLoyd, 1990; McLoyd, 1997; Taylor, 1994;
Taylor, 1997). Not only do many youth from poor families lack basic necessities such as

food, clothing and adequate shelter, but they often reside in neighborhoods that have high
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crime rates, chronic unemployment or underemployment and restricted access to
resources like affordable healthcare.

Contextual risks “often appear to be mediated by variables at the family and
individual levels and appear to be like other risk factors in that they may exert a strong
influence in some settings and at some times, and weak effects in other settings and
times” (Kirby & Fraser, 1997, p.11). Because contextual risks can vary across settings, it
is often challenging for practitioners and researchers to identify and assess levels and
types of contextual risk.

There is considerable evidence that contextual risks directly and indirectly
influence different educational outcomes (Bowen & Bowen, 1999; Gonzales, Cauce,
Friedman, & Mason, 1996; Gutman, Sameroff, & Eccles, 2002; Nash & Bowen, 2002;
Pollard, Hawkins, & Arthur, 1999). For example, Bowen and Bowen (1999) found that
students’ reports of neighborhood danger were associated with lower grades and trouble
avoidance at school. Bowen and Bowen also found that students who reported the highest
level of school and neighborhood danger were students of color who were economically
disadvantaged and who resided in urban areas. Even though contextual risks are often
highly confounded, the recent emphasis on research that explores the relationship
between contextual risk factors and educational outcomes represents an important
advancement in our understanding of broader situational concerns that influence
academic achievement (Richman, Bowen, & Woolley, 2004).

Bowen and Richman (2002) offer a conceptualization of contextual risk that

includes “situations and conditions in the social environment of children and adolescents
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that decrease their chances of positive life experiences and increase their chances for
adverse developmental outcomes” (p. 2). Their conceptualization is informed by James
Garbarino’s (1995) concept of toxicity and Richard Lerner’s (1995) model of
developmental contextualism. Based on Garbarino’s and Lerner’s conceptualizations,
Bowen and Richman identified twenty contextual risks that youth may encounter in their
neighborhood, school, peer group and family (see Figure 1) that directly relate to
Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of safety/security needs and social/affiliative needs. From the
twenty contextual risks identified, Bowen and Richman developed the Contextual Risk

Index.

Neighborhood Risks

Family Risks =) (Contextual Risks e pecr Group Risks

School Risks

Figure 1. Contextual Risks

The Contextual Risk Index is included in the School Success Profile (SSP), one of the

instruments that used in this study. Bowen and Richman (2002) report that research to
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date with SSP samples suggests that the school performance of adolescents decreases as
their contextual risks increase.
Protective Factors

Protective Factors can be defined as the internal and external forces that help
children resist or ameliorate risk. Protective factors may buffer risk factors, may interrupt
the risk chain through which the risk factors operate or they may operate to prevent the
initial occurrence of a risk factor. Garmezy (1985) concluded that three broad sets of
variables operate as protective influences: (1) personality features or dispositional
attributes such as self-esteem, neuropsychological and temperamental factors, coping
skills and cognitive abilities; (2) family milieu or family cohesion, an absence of discord
and supervision; and (3) the availability of external support systems that encourage and
reinforce a child’s coping efforts and the individual’s use of those resources.

Rutter (1987) argued that, like risk, the concept of protection is more useful when
the focus is on “processes” or “mechanisms.” He preferred the terms “process” and
“mechanism” to “variable” or “factor” because he argued that any one variable may act
as a risk factor in one situation but may act as a vulnerability factor in another. Therefore,
it is the process or mechanism, not the variable that determines the function. To that end,
he offered definitions for vulnerability, protective mechanisms and resilience. Rutter
advanced the notion that resilience is concerned with individual variations in response to
risk; it is not a fixed attribute, but is always time and context bound. Moreover, he argued
that the concepts of vulnerability and protective mechanisms are more specific and more

narrowly defined than resilience. Both vulnerability and protection involve some
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modification of the person’s response to the risk situation. Either there is some form of
intensification (vulnerability) or amelioration (protection) of the reaction to a factor that
in ordinary circumstances leads to a maladaptive outcome. What is key from this view is
that the effect, in terms of both, is indirect and dependent on some type of interaction.

Rutter (1987) considered vulnerability and protection as the negative and positive
poles of the same concept and that essentially vulnerability or protective effect is evident
only in combination with the risk variable. He argued that “the critical difference between
vulnerability or protection processes and risk mechanisms is that risk mechanisms lead
directly to disorder (either strongly or weakly), whereas vulnerability or protective
processes operate indirectly with their effects apparent only by virtue of their interactions
with the risk variable” (p. 319).

There is evidence that like risk, protective factors probably have cumulative
effects. For example, in the Bradley et al. (1994) study of premature, low-birth weight
children living in poverty the researchers found that the presence of three or more
protective factors differentiated resilient children from nonresilient children. In the
Bradley study, those protective factors included parental warmth, acceptance, infant
stimulation and organized care. Bradley’s findings and that of others (Werner, 1993;
Werner & Smith, 1982) suggest that the presence of protection may have at least
cumulative, additive effects across protective conditions.

Four protective processes have been consistently cited in the risk and resilience
literature (Fraser et al., 2004; Rutter, 1987). The first protective process or mechanism

operates to reduce the impact of risk. This can happen in two different ways. Somehow
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the mechanism either alters the potential of risk or alters the exposure to risk. An example
of the latter would be a parent who lives in a high-crime area and enrolls her adolescent
in pro-social peer activities. Consequently, in the context of exposure to high
environmental risk, a protective factor moderates the relationship between risk and
outcome. The second mechanism operates by reducing the negative chain reactions. For
example, support from a teacher at a critical time period may protect a child from
vulnerability that results from a chain of stressors related to the lack of parental support.
In this case, the protective factor disrupts the linkage between a stressor and an outcome.
The third mechanism that operates as a mediator or moderator is the establishment and
maintenance of self-esteem and self-efficacy. Self-esteem (confidence in your own merit
as an individual) and self-efficacy (the belief that you can influence your own thoughts
and behaviors) are significantly influenced by relationships with significant others.
Secure relationships with parents or caregivers are critical to the development of self-
esteem and self-advocacy. Self-esteem and self-advocacy may also be enhanced through
task accomplishments, such as earning honor roll grades in school or earning high scores
on standardized test. In this example, in the context of higher risk, an activity that
promotes self-confidence and competence may protect children and youth by promoting
adaptive behavior in the face of adversity. The last mechanism is opening up of
opportunities. This process often involves turning points in people’s lives, in the context
of structural reforms at the societal level. The protective process occurs because the
reforms increase access and opportunities for individuals. For example, the

implementation of a school program that provides tutorial support may serve to expand
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opportunities for students who are failing in school and therefore alter a trajectory toward
school failure.

Rutter’s (1987) perspective of protective processes advances the notion that
researchers examining psychosocial resilience should focus on understanding the
processes that protect individuals against risk. Rutter argued, “the search is not for
broadly defined protective factors but instead for the developmental and situational
mechanisms involved in the protective processes” (p. 317). Assuming this framework for
analysis, a researcher who is interested in examining how some students are successful in
school in spite of significant adversity would ask the following types of questions. Why
is it that some students manage to maintain high self-esteem and self-efficacy in spite of
considerable vulnerabilities that lead others to give up? What has happened to allow these
students access to social supports that they can use effectively at moments of crisis? Or
they might be interested understanding what circumstances or situations (familial or
institutional), if any, have served to bring about more favorable educational outcomes.
Resilience

Resilience refers to “a dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within
the context of significant adversity” (Luthar et al., 2000 p. 543). Implicit within this
notion are two critical conditions: (1) exposure to significant threat or severe adversity;
and (2) the achievement of positive adaptation despite major assaults on the
developmental process (Garmezy, 1990; Luthar & Zigler, 1991; Masten, Best, &
Garmezy, 1990; Rutter, 1987; Werner & Smith, 1982). Resilience always involves

individual adaptation; however, Fraser, Randolph, and Bennett (2000) argue that even
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though individual attributes often serve protective functions, the potential for individual
adaptation is usually nested within environmental conditions. Therefore, in most cases
resilience arises from the transaction of individual factors and environmental possibilities
and, as such, it is a person-in environment phenomenon.

Research on resilience emerged in the search for a better understanding of the role
of risk factors. Over the course of the last quarter century several researchers (Garmezy,
1985; Rutter, 1987; Werner & Smith, 1977, 1982, 1992) found that some children who
had experienced adversity did well in life in spite of the challenges they encountered. For
example, Wolin and Wolin (1995) in their study of youth growing up in substance
abusing families found that about one-third of a population of “at risk” children survived
risk experiences with negative outcomes and two-thirds appeared to survive risk
experiences without major developmental disruptions. Other scholars like Fraser et al.
(2000) contend that resilience is rare and that it is more likely the exception to the rule.
Their contention is based on research findings like those of Pollard et al. (1999) who
found that as few as 5% of the children exposed to high risk have high levels of
protection. Notably, in the Pollard study researchers also found that adolescents exposed
to higher levels of risk had poorer educational outcomes. What the resilience research to
date suggests is that children exposed to high levels of risk or repeated maltreatment do
not typically enjoy high levels of protection. Conversely, there is also strong empirical
evidence that children exposed to lower levels of risk are more likely to function

adaptively or demonstrate resilience (Fraser et al., 2004; Pollard et al., 1999).
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Three types of resilience are often cited in the resilience literature (Masten, Best,
& Garmezy, 1990). The first type of resilience is commonly referred to as overcoming the
odds. Characteristically, it is defined by the attainment of positive outcomes in spite of
high-risk status. For example, the presence of a severe learning disability is considered
high-risk by virtue of the correlation between learning disabilities and negative school
outcomes. If a child who is learning disabled does not experience negative school
outcomes, then she would be described as overcoming the odds. The second type of
resilience is associated with the literature on stress and coping. This concept of resilience
is commonly referred to as sustained competence under stress. For example, a child who
grows up very poor but is successful in school is resilient because she has been able to
cope with the chronic environmental and interpersonal stress associated with poverty.
The third type of resilience is commonly referred to as recovery from trauma. This type
of resilience is evident in children who function well after a traumatic experience such as
the death of a parent, divorce or debilitating illness.

In their critical review of the empirical literature on the construct of resilience,
Luthar et al. (2000) noted that within the last two decades the focus of empirical work has
shifted from identifying protective factors to understanding the underlying protective
processes. This shift represents a need to understand how such factors contribute to
positive outcomes. As research has evolved, it has become clear that positive adaptation
despite adversity involves a developmental progression, such that new vulnerabilities
and/or strengths often emerge with changing life situations (Masten & Garmezy, 1985;

Werner, 1993; Werner & Smith, 1982; Werner & Smith, 1992); however, because
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“resilience involves both adaptation and normative development, it is imperative that
researchers recognize that what may be viewed as adaptive within one culture may not be
adaptive within another cultural context” (Kirby & Fraser, 1997, p. 15). Given the
broader understanding that resilience is always time and context bound, some scholars
(Cichetti, 1993; Cichetti & Toth, 1992) argue that research-based understanding of
resilience allows practitioners to capitalize on periods of developmental change as unique
opportunities for promoting positive adaptation.

Over the course of the last twenty or more years the construct of resilience has
been the subject of intense debate. In response to the controversy, Luthar et al. (2000)
attempted to identify and address some of the problems apparent in the literature that
have directly and indirectly contributed to the debate. First, they found that early research
reflected little consensus about definitions and there were substantial variations in the
operationalization and measurement of key constructs. They also found that there was
considerable ambiguity related to the conceptualization of resilience. In some instances,
researchers considered resilience to be a personal trait and in other studies it was viewed
as a dynamic process. Researchers often used the conceptualizations interchangeably. In
response to these concerns, Luthar et al. offered the following clarifications:

Resilience represents a dynamic process, resilient is a characteristic or trait, and

resilient children can be used to reflect two coexisting conditions of resilience—

the presence of threat to a given child’s well-being and evidence of positive

adaptation in this child, despite the adversity encountered. (p. 546)
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Luthar et al. (2000) also noted that there has been little consensus on central terms
used within models of resilience and cited examples of the usage of terms like
“protective” or “vulnerability” or “protective factors” in varied and inconsistent ways. In
response to the inconsistencies that existed, Luthar et al. argued that careful consideration
must be given to the selection and justification of strategies used to operationalize pivotal
constructs. Researchers, in their opinion, should also clearly explicate the approaches
they select to define terms such as adversity, adaptation, and competence and provide
convincing justifications for their choices based on both conceptual and empirical
evidence.

Interactions between Risk and Protection

There is a consensus in the scientific community that resilience results in some
way from the interplay between risk and protective factors. The nature of the interactions
between risk and protection are poorly understood and often inconsistently described in
the literature (Kirby & Fraser, 1997); however, two basic models of interaction are
consistently described in the empirical literature, additive and interactive models.

In additive models, protective factors are said to exhibit main effects, direct
effects, or compensatory effects. In these models, the presence of a risk factor directly
increases the likelihood of a particular negative outcome and the presence of a protective
factor directly increases the likelihood of a positive outcome (Luthar, 1991; Masten,
1987; Pelligrini, 1990). Risk and protection are conceptualized as polar opposites along a
continuum, and it can be assumed that competence declines as stress increases. For

example, a student with above average grades in school and a positive attitude toward
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school (a protective factor) would be expected to perform better in school than a student
who has a history of failing grades and a poor attitude toward school (a risk factor).
Using this same example, students with failing grades would be at increased risk for
school-related problems relative to students with above average grades and a positive
attitude toward school.

Masten (1987) and Rutter (1979, 1987) offer another conceptualization that
emphasizes the interactive relationship between risk and protection. In interactive
models, protective factors have effect only in combination with risk factors. Therefore,
protective factors are most important when stress is high and they exert less effect when
stress is low. In interactive models, protective factors have been conceptualized in three
basic ways (Kirby & Fraser, 1997). Protective factors may buffer risk (moderate), serving
as a cushion against the harmful effects of risk factors. Protective factors may interrupt
the risk chain through which the risk factors operate or they may operate to prevent
(mediate) the initial occurrence of a risk factor.

Rutter’s (1987) conceptualization of the distinctions in the interactive process that
involve both vulnerability and protection provides a framework for considering key
turning points in people’s lives. Rather than focusing on long-standing attributes or
experiences, Rutter suggests that key turning points may be more significant. These
turning points arise because what happens at a pivotal point in time determines the
direction of trajectory for years to follow. Therefore, protective mechanisms operate
when what was previously a risk trajectory is changed to one with a greater likelihood of

an adaptive outcome. For example, in the school-based studies (Maughan, & Rutter,
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1986; Rutter et al., 1979) the decision to stay in school enabled African-American
teenagers with a history of poor academic performance to attain improved scholastic
qualifications that widened occupational opportunities. Rutter concluded the following:

[T]he point of emphasizing the turning points that change a developmental

trajectory is to focus attention on the process involved. It is not enough, for

example, to say that academic success or self-efficacy are protective (although
they are), we must go on to ask how those qualities developed and how they

changed the life course. (p.319)

Lastly, Rutter (1987) argued that recognizing and categorizing risk and protective factors
have very limited value as a means of finding new approaches to prevention or
intervention unless there is an emphasis on protective processes or mechanisms. He also
proposed that the possible meanings of interaction effects are most useful in illustrating
different possibilities rather than drawing general conclusions.

Even though research on the interactive pathways has been inconclusive, it is
quite apparent that risk and protective factors are present in multiple systems of
influence. Because risk and protective factors exist at many different levels in the social
ecology of children, understanding the interactions between them can pose considerable
challenges for the researcher or practitioner. Individual risk factors can sometimes be
nested within family or other contextual risk factors. For example, a child with fragile
health (a risk factor) may be a member of a family system wherein there is a great deal of
environmental stress (a contextual effect). Likewise, individual protective factors can also

be nested within family or broader contexts that increase or decrease vulnerability.



38

Because the nature of interactions between risk and protection is complex, it is important
for researchers and practitioners to identify and try to understand the contextual
dependence and reciprocal causation that is associated with interactions between
individuals and their environments over time (Kirby & Fraser, 1997).
Promotive Factors

Even though considerable progress has been made in operationalizing terms in
resilience research, there still exists some controversy on how to define a protective
factor (Fraser et al., 2004; Gutman et al., 2002). Fraser et al. (2004) argue that because
the term protective factor is inconsistently defined in the research literature there is
perhaps a better term for the positive pole of the risk dimension — promotive factors.
They posit that promotive factors are unlike protective factors in that they exist
independent of risk. Given this perspective, a promotive factor can be conceived as any
influence that promotes positive developmental outcomes and protective factors can be
“reserved to describe attributes and conditions that lower the chances of poor
developmental outcomes in the presence of risk” (Fraser et al., 2004, p. 30). Using this
distinction, it is possible to recognize the potential impact of positive influences on
developmental outcomes for individuals who have not been exposed to risk; however,
Fraser et al. caution that because the term promotive factor is not yet widely used and
accepted, there may be a number of conceptual and methodological issues that are yet to

be resolved.
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Social Support: Protective and Promotive Influences

Gutman et al. (2002) define social support “as information leading an individual
to believe that he or she is cared for, loved, esteemed, and valued” (p.372). Sarason,
Levine, Basham, and Sarason (1983) also note that social support implies the availability
of people on whom an individual can rely, and who affirms that they are cared for and
valued.

The importance of social support was clearly articulated by Garmezy (1985) when
he concluded that the availability of external support systems was one of three broad sets
of variables that operate as protective influences. He further posited that external support
systems encourage and reinforce the developing child’s coping efforts and their use of
resources. Given this framework for analysis, not only can support systems serve to
ameliorate risk or act as a buffer against risk, but the availability of social support can
also be conceptualized as a promotive influence because it increases the likelihood of
positive developmental outcomes, independent of risk.

In the resilience literature, three broad types of social support are often cited,
informational support or advice, tangible or material support, and emotional support
(Cobb, 1976; House, 1981). Each of these three types of social support derives from the
interpretation of a “support provider’s” behavior or transactions with a recipient. When a
recipient perceives that she has received social support, she attaches a personal meaning
to the transaction that somehow the “support provider’s behavior” has enhanced her well-

being (Rosenfield & Richman, 2003).
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This study focused on supports that exist within three social contexts that have
been found to significantly influence adolescent school achievement. First, this study
explored the perceptions students have about social support they have received from their
parents or guardians within the social context of the family. As caretakers,
parents/guardians are role models, they provide emotional and tangible support, and they
provide information and learning opportunities. Because they are primary caretakers,
parents are also expected to facilitate the critical connections to other resources that
support school success. Secondly, because schools are the social context within which
educational experiences occur, this study examined the influence of teacher support.
Schools, just like the family, provide an environment that is critical to the psychosocial
development of adolescents and “what a student experiences at school can either support
or undermine normative developmental processes” (Swanson & Spencer, 1997, p. 186).
Finally, this study examined the influence of peer support within the social context of the
peer group. The focus on peer support is based on the knowledge that during adolescence
peers become increasingly more important because they affirm a sense of belonging,
being cared for, and valued (Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1998). According to Wang et al.
(1998), peers can facilitate the development of individual resilience by protecting against
stress and providing a stable, supportive source of concern. Because peers exert
significant influence on the daily behavior of adolescents, they can also contribute to less

favorable developmental outcomes.
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Parent Support and African American Adolescents’ Academic Achievement

The importance of social support from parents on adolescents’ experiences at
school is well documented (Gilbert, Barr, Clark, Blue, & Sunter, 1993; Hrabowski,
Maton, Greene, & Greif, 2002; Miller-Cribbs, Cronen, Davis, & Johnson, 2002; Nurmi,
1987). High levels of parent support have been associated with higher grade point
averages (Gutman et al., 2002; Richman, Rosenfield, & Bowen, 1998; Sanders &
Herting, 2000) and academic self-concept (Fisher, 2000; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994).
There is also considerable empirical evidence (Baker, 1985; Bowen & Bowen, 1998;
Clarke, 1983; Gilbert, Barr, Clark, Blue, & Sunter, 1993; Gutman & McLoyd, 2000)
suggesting that a lack of parent support contributes to difficulties in school. Even though
economic disadvantage has been linked to early school leaving, there is also evidence that
parent support is more predictive of school involvement than economic level (Connell,
Spencer, & Aber, 1994; Lagana, 2004). Within the general social support literature there
are a number of studies involving African American adolescents (Cooper & Datnow,
2000; Floyd, 1996; Hrabowski et al., 2002; Morris, 1992; Richman et al., 1998; Sanders
& Herting, 2000; Shearin, 2002) that provide evidence that support from parents is one of
the most important protective factors that influence African American adolescents’
educational outcomes.

Several scholars have explored the relationship between parent support and
academic achievement in populations of African American adolescents. Many of their
studies have focused on the relative importance of parent support along with other types

of support. In some studies (Fisher, 2000; Forsbach et al., 2002; Sanders & Herting,
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2000) the researchers also explored the influence of personal attributes on academic
achievement. Some researchers (Cooper & Datnow, 2000; Fisher, 2000; Forsbach et al.,
2002; Sanders & Herting, 2000) did not examine the influence of environmental risk;
however, in most of these studies the researchers did examine the relationship between
social economic status and the variables of interest or they reported the percentage of
students in their sample who were economically disadvantaged. Also represented in the
literature are studies (Floyd, 1996; Gonzales et al., 1996; Gutman et al., 2002; Hrabowski
et al., 2002; Maton et al., 1998) in which the researcher investigated the influence of
parent support, other types of support, and environmental risk on achievement.

In one study, Fisher (2000) investigated the influence of parent support and other
predictors on achievement in a population of 17 year old African American students
(n=368) who attended three different predominantly minority high schools in an urban
setting. Using primarily quantitative data, Fisher explored the relationship between parent
support and academic achievement (cumulative grade point average) and also
investigated the relationship between individual attributes and other types of support and
academic achievement. In the quantitative analysis, Fisher did not find that students with
higher grade point averages (GPAs) had more positive perceptions of parent support, the
correlations between the two types of variables, social support and GPA, were low and
insignificant. However, Fisher reported that although the significance of parent support
was not conclusively supported in the quantitative analyses, interviews with students
(n=30) confirmed the importance of parent support on their achievement outcomes.

Those students who were more successful in school reported that they received
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significant support from their parents. Unexpectedly, the researcher found that
participants from low-income families had higher grade point averages than their peers
who were from higher income families. One plausible explanation for this finding was
that all of the students participated in a college preparatory curriculum and that this
exposure may have been a factor that influenced lower income students’ academic
achievement. This unanticipated finding suggest that there may be other contextual
influences beyond family income, such as experiences at school, that can potentially
influence African American adolescents’ achievement outcomes.

In a similar study, Sanders and Herting (2000) examined the relationship between
gender and the effects of family, school, and church support on academic achievement in
a representative sample of eighth grade African American students (n=828) enrolled in
middle school in an urban school district in the southeast. In this mixed method study, the
survey instrument included six scales including one that measured parent
support(students’ perception of parents’ encouragement of academic endeavors). Data
from individual interviews (N=40) were used to supplement and enrich the researcher’s
interpretation of the survey data. In spite of the limitation of only one criterion measure
(self-report of grades), the researchers did find that there were statistically significant
differences in males and females on each of the seven study variables. The effect of
poverty was not significant for either group. Females reported greater parent support as
well as other factors and attributes that were conducive to academic achievement. The
researchers also found that parent support was positively and significantly related to

school behavior and that it significantly predicted achievement ideology (students’
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perceptions of the importance of schooling and academic achievement for future success)
for both genders.

Socioeconomic status (SES) and family income are commonly examined in
studies involving African American adolescents, yet only a few studies in the extant
literature have looked beyond SES and family income to investigate the combined effects
of parent support and contextual risks on achievement-related outcomes in this
population. In one such study, Gonzales et al., (1996) utilized a 1-year prospective design
to study the combined influences of parents, peers, and neighborhood contexts on the
academic achievement of 7" and 8" grade (n=120) African American students. Among
their findings was that maternal support contributed to better grades over time for African
American adolescents irrespective of the types of neighborhoods in which they live.
Maternal support in their study was explained as a main effect, as it was not moderated
by perceived neighborhood risk. The findings of others (Gutman et al., 2002; Hrabowski
et al., 2002; Maton et al., 1998) suggest that neighborhood context may be moderated by
parent support and that parents of achieving students may respond to neighborhood risk
in socially relevant ways. For example, in the Gutman et al., (2002) survey of seventh
grade African American students (n=837), the researchers found that in the context of
multiple risk (a composite score), consistent discipline and parental school involvement
(conceptualized as a parent support measure) had both a protective and promotive
influence on students’ grades. Notably, the correlation between the multiple risk score
and performance on a second achievement measure (a math achievement test) was

weaker than the correlation that existed between the multiple risk score and grades. One
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of the obvious strengths of this study was the use of multiple perspectives and more than
one outcome measure. In addition to student data, data was obtained from student
participants and their mothers both of whom participated in brief interviews and
completed questionnaires.

The interest in understanding the effects of parent support and multiple risks on
achievement-related outcomes has extended to studies involving older African American
adolescents (Floyd, 1996; Hrabowski et al., 2002; Maton et al., 1998). In the studies by
Hrabowski et al. (2002) and Maton et al. (1998) consistent parental involvement was
identified by adolescents and their parents as a factor that enabled some students to
become academically successful in the context of environmental risks. In one of the
qualitative studies, Floyd (1996) interviewed 20 African American 12" graders (10
females, 10 males) to explore the phenomenon of educational resilience- conceptualized
as the acquisition of academic competence despite the presence of stressful life events or
circumstances. In Floyd’s study, academic success was defined as having taken at least
one college preparatory class and having qualified for college admission. All of the study
participants attended school in an urban setting in California and qualified for free or
reduced priced lunches based on the school system’s criteria. Floyd found that support
from the participants’ parents was one of three protective factors that were operant in the
participants’ lives. Floyd also reported that although the protective factors identified
appeared to moderate the effects of stress for these adolescents, the protective factors did
not eliminate the effects of stress. Floyd concluded that the protective factors provided a

means for these students to be successful in school, despite the study participants’
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acknowledgement of numerous challenges and barriers to their success. Even though
Floyd described the procedures used for data collection, there was no discussion of the
methods and safeguards used in data analysis; consequently, the credibility and
trustworthiness of this study is not fully substantiated.

In another qualitative study, Maton et al. (1998) explored the role of the family in
the academic success of high-achieving African American male students (n=60) who
entered the Meyerhoff Scholars Program at the University of Maryland Baltimore
County. The researchers’ reported that the participants’ mean high school grade point
average was 3.5 and their Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores placed them in the top
3%-4% nationwide among African American students. This study was part of a larger
study and the reported findings were based on data collected between 1989 and 1995. In
their analysis of data from in-depth interviews with the students and their parents the
researchers found that even though these college students’ backgrounds differed in terms
of family income, SES, and neighborhoods of origin; parent support had the greatest
influence on their son’s high level of academic achievement. The researchers concluded
that “the combined importance of parental-determined academic engagement, strict
discipline, nurturance, and community connectedness appeared to counteract potentially
negative influences of neighborhood, peers, schools, and society” (p. 639). Even though
this study was retrospective in nature, several steps were taken to enhance its credibility
and trustworthiness. Multiple perspectives were gathered and a systematic method of
coding and thematic analysis was used. Quantitative data was also used as a means of

triangulation.
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The studies that investigated the effects of parent support and contextual risks on
achievement-related outcomes provide support for the notion that parenting practices that
are associated with positive educational outcomes for African American adolescents
depends, in large part, on the values, demands and challenges that these youth and their
families face within the larger social context within which they participate. Their findings
also highlight the need for more research that is ecologically based to increase our
understanding of African American adolescents’ schooling experiences within the larger
sociocultural and historical milieu.

Teacher Support and African American Adolescents” Academic Achievement

Within the empirical literature on teacher support there is considerable evidence
suggesting that the relationship between teachers and students can affect student
achievement and other educational outcomes. Notably, Clark (1995) found that students’
experiences within schools are related to their level of psychological investment
(motivation), their emotional well-being and their academic achievement. Several
research studies (Forsbach et al., 2002; McClendon, Nettles, & Wigfield, 2000; Sanders,
1998; Sanders & Herting, 2000; Sanders & Jordan, 2000) also provide evidence that there
is a relationship between teacher support and African American adolescent school
achievement. Their findings generally support the notion that positive teacher-student
relationships increase the likelihood of higher student achievement among this population
of youth. The significance of teacher support is also demonstrated in the findings of other

researchers who found evidence that low teacher expectations and impersonal or negative
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teacher-student relations can lead to low student engagement and poor achievement in
school (Bowen & Bowen, 1998; Irvine, 1990).

Even though teacher support was not the primary focus of the qualitative studies
found in this review of the support literature, in the qualitative studies cited the
researchers were interested in identifying from the students’ perspectives the external
factors that had the most influence on African American adolescents’ academic
achievement. For example, in Floyd’s (1996) study of low income high-achieving
African American high school seniors (n=20) who were successful in school the
researcher was interested in identifying those adults who exerted the most influence on
the participants’ sustained effort and achievement. Even though the students reported that
parent support was more influential, a number of the participants noted that certain
teachers provided specific types of support that had a significant influence on their school
performance. In the final analysis, Floyd concluded that the support provided by the
teachers confirmed students’ ability to achieve (academic self-concept) and also
challenged the students to meet and exceed expectations. Floyd’s findings, in this regard,
are consistent with that of others (Croninger & Lee, 2001; Furstenberg & Hughes, 1995;
Stanton- Salazar, 1997; Wang & Gordon, 1994) that suggest that teacher support can be a
critical factor in the lives of students whose socioeconomic status places them at
increased risk for poor school performance. In another study, Forsbach et al. (2002)
interviewed six African American high school seniors who were described as successful
students. In this study, the researchers were interested in identifying what factors

promoted or inhibited the participants’ academic achievement. The participants identified
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teacher support as secondary only to parent support as having a significant influence on
their achievement in school. Several of the participants noted that teacher’s attitudes
toward students and their willingness to help and take time with students who needed it,
could have a significant influence on African American adolescents’ performance in
school and perhaps change a trajectory of school failure to one in which school success
was possible.

In a number of quantitative studies with sizable African American participants,
within group similarities and differences such as family income or SES status were not
investigated. One example is Rosenfield, Richman, and Bowen’s (2000) national survey
of middle (n=827) and high (n=988) school students. The researchers noted that “the
sample design ensured adequate representation of students by race/ethnicity, region of the
country, size of locality and gender” (p. 208). The sample included 13.1% African
American middle school students and 15.6% African American high school students. In
this study, the researchers used the School Success Profile to compare the school
outcomes for students who differ in the extent to which they perceive their teachers,
parents and friends; each alone and in combination as important sources of support.
Teacher support was measured by nine true/false summative statements (i.e., “My
teachers really care about me”). One of the seven outcome variables was an achievement
measure (student’s self-report of their typical grades on the most recent report card). The
relationship between each outcome variable and eight support configurations (low
support, support from teachers only, support from parents only, support from friends

only, support from parents and friends, support from parents and teachers, support from
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friends and teachers, and high support) were analyzed separately for middle and high
school students to avoid possible confounds. A notable findings was that students who
perceived the combined support from teachers, parents and friends as opposed to none,
one or two sources of support earned better grades in school and were more satisfied with
and engaged in school. They also found that students who reported receiving low support
from teachers, parents and friends had the poorest school outcomes. The consequences of
support were greater for the three school affect variables (school satisfaction,
engagement, and self-efficacy). The researchers also noted that “although perceived high
teacher support appears to be a necessary condition for positive school behavior, affect,
and outcomes, it is not a sufficient condition” (p. 219). Even though this study increases
our understanding about the role of teacher support during adolescence, it did not provide
new knowledge about the differences (family income, gender and SES status) that existed
within the African American sub-sample.

Richman et al.’s (1998) survey of adolescents at-risk of school failure (n= 525)
that examined the effects of particular types of support on school performance outcomes
is an example of a study with a sizable African American sub-sample (49.3% middle
school and 56.2% high school) where the researchers also did not examine within-race
effects. The researchers used the School Success Profile to investigate whether or not the
participants received eight types of social support, who the support providers were, and
the school outcomes associated with these types of support. Participants’ self report of
their most recent report card grades was one of eight school outcomes measured. Data

collected from the middle and high school student sample was analyzed separately. A
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significant finding was that middle and high school participants perceived their parents
and teachers, respectively, as their primary sources of support. However, peer support for
the middle school students and parent/guardian support for the high school students were
more positively correlated with grades. Presumably, a separate analysis of within-race
effects could have provided important data about the relationship between the three types
of support and achievement outcomes in this sample of at risk African American
adolescents. The literature suggests that this type of data analysis could increase our
understanding about what external factors influence achievement outcomes for at risk
African American adolescents.

In a second study, Bowen and Bowen (1998) used the School Success Profile
(SSP) to examine the relationship between home risk, school protection, and educational
outcomes. Their sample of middle (61.3%) and high school (38.7%) at risk adolescent
participants in the Communities in Schools programs in North Carolina and Florida
included a large percentage of African American students (51.1%, total n=582). One of
the outcome variables was a composite grade score that was calculated based on three
questions included in the SSP. The predictor variables were two measures of home
environment risk and a single school protective measure (perceived teacher support). The
first risk variable was conceptualized in this study as the home status risk composite
score, that was created by counting six indicators that are supported in the risk literature
(free or reduced lunch status, parental education less than high school, race/ethnicity, one
adult in the home, one of more siblings in the home and one or more siblings that

dropped out of school). The second risk variable was the home academic culture risk
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(whether or not the adolescent had recently discussed with an adult in the home
information about their school experiences within the last 30 days). Teacher support was
measured by nine items from the SSP. Bowen and Bowen found that teacher support
decreased as home status risk and home academic culture risk increased. Students in the
highest risk category had a lower mean teacher support score. The researchers concluded
that they found no support for the “immunity” hypothesis that teacher support would
buffer the effects of home risk factors on grades; however, they did find that grades
improved as teacher support increased. In this study, the researchers examined main
effects and two way interactions for several variables (gender, grade level, home status
risk, home academic culture risk and teacher support); however, the main effects of
race/ethnicity were not explored even though there was a large sample size that
presumably offered an opportunity for this type of analysis. Within-race effects could
have provided information about how teacher support differentially influenced school
outcomes among African American adolescents in the sample.

Not commonly found in the teacher support literature are studies with a large or
representative population of African American adolescents in which the investigators
explored within-race differences. One exception is McClendon, Nettles and Wigfield’s
(2000) mixed method study. In their investigation they explored within-race effects and
when they compared high school student athletes (n=900) who participated in a program
developed by the American Sports Institute with students matched on the criterion
variables who did not participate in the program. The two groups were matched on grade

point averages (GPA), race/ethnicity, gender and involvement in extracurricular
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activities. This study included a large percentage of male participants (68%) and a high
percentage of African American students (54%). The students who participated in the
(PASS) program were enrolled in an elective class designed to assist learners in
transferring to the academic arena skills learned through playing sports. An implicit goal
of the program was to engage students, teachers, coaches, families and communities in
building protective environments for youth. The researchers tested three hypotheses one
of which was that African American students (n=489) who participated in the program
would have higher grade point averages than those in the comparison group. Another
hypothesis was that observations of the PASS classrooms would render more examples of
social support for student engagement and achievement. Classroom observations using
the Madison framework for authentic instruction was used to assess six dimensions of
classroom life. The researchers found that PASS students had higher posttest grades than
the comparison group, but the group differences were not statistically significant.
However, within-race effects were measured and the researchers found that there was a
significant group effect for African American PASS students. They achieved
significantly higher post grade point averages than did comparison students even though
their grades were lower than other racial/ethnic groups represented in the sample. The
researchers also found that PASS classroom teachers provided social support to the
students in the program over and above what was provided in the comparison classrooms.
In this investigation, the analyses of within-race effects allowed the researchers to discuss
how teacher support differentially influenced African American adolescent academic

achievement.
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In many of the recent studies that have investigated within-group differences
among African American adolescents, findings about the influence of teacher support on
achievement outcomes have been inconsistent. In their cross-sectional survey of African
American seventh grade students, Gutman et al. (2002) unexpectedly found that teacher
support was negatively related to one of the two achievement measures, the math
achievement test score. They also found that adolescents who had lower multiple risk
scores (a score based on their mother’s reports about their level of education, emotional
health, marital status, # of children, and history of family stresses during the previous
year) were less likely to report teacher support. In a cross sectional survey of African
American high school students, Fisher (2000) also did not find that teacher support was
an important predictor of grades, but instead that a number of personal attributes and
parent support were better predictors. Fisher found that females reported more teacher
support than males. In a similar study of African American eighth grade students,
Sanders and Herting (2000) also found that females reported greater teacher support than
males; however, the effects of teacher support had a significant influence on male
students’ behavior in school. Sanders and Herting also found that teacher support
significantly predicted achievement ideology (students’ perceptions of the importance of
schooling and academic achievement for future success) for both males and female
students. There were no gender differences in the magnitude of these effects.

Even though a number of scholars have investigated the influence of teacher
support on the academic achievement of African American adolescents, only a few

studies (Bowen & Bowen, 1998; Floyd, 1996; Gutman et al., 2002) were found that
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explored the relationship between teacher support, contextual risks and achievement
outcomes. This supports the assertion that more research is needed to address the gap in
the literature on the relationship between teacher support, contextual risk, and African
American adolescents’ educational outcomes.
Peer Support and African American Adolescents’ Academic Achievement

During adolescence, the influence of peers becomes increasingly more important
in determining a number of developmental outcomes because it is during this stage of
development that adolescents attempt to individuate from the family. Parents have the
most influence on students’ long-term educational outcomes; however, during
adolescence peer relationships often exert more influence than parents on the daily
behavior of adolescents in the school setting (Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992).

Within the general literature on social support, close relationships with peers
during childhood and adolescence are thought to promote competence in a number of
domains, including psycho-social well-being, academic motivation and achievement in
school (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Cotterell, 1992; Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994).
Several researchers (Cooper & Datnow, 2000; Gonzales et al., 1996; Fordham & Ogbu,
1986; Forsbach et al., 2002; Maton et al., 1998; O’Brien, 1990; Ogbu, 1987) provide
evidence that peer relationships’ influence African American students’ achievement
during adolescence; however, there is considerable disagreement among scholars about
how much, and in what ways, African American peers exert influence on each other’s

academic achievement (Gonzales et al., 1996; Wilson et al., 1997).
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Contrary to what is generally assumed about peer support, within the discourse on
African American achievement it is often assumed that African American peers exert a
negative influence on each others’ educational outcomes (Hill, 1999). This perception has
been bolstered by the ethnographic research of Fordham and Ogbu (1986) and
Ogbu(1987) who found that African American students who decided to become
academically successful were ostracized by other African American students within their
school settings. Fordham and Ogbu (1986) posit that peer influence is one of a number of
important social factors that contribute to the problem of underachievement among
African American adolescents. Although Fordham and Ogbu’s thesis has garnered a great
deal of public attention, it has not found conclusive support in the empirical literature
(Gonzales et al., 1996; Hill, 1999; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992; Perry, 2003b;
Wilson et al., 1997). In fact, the limited evidence that exist about peer support has been
contradictory. Some early studies (Cauce, Felner, & Primavera, 1982) reported a negative
relationship between peer support and African American adolescent achievement;
however, others (Cauce, 1986) found a positive correlation between peer support and
academic achievement. Still others, (Seidman, Allen, Aber, Mitchell, & Feinman, 1994)
found no relationship between peer support and African American adolescent
achievement. What makes the issue of peer support even more complex is that there is
considerable data suggesting that African American peers are just as supportive of their
peers’ academic achievement as students from other racial/ethnic groups (Hill, 1999).

In recent studies that have explored within group variations among African

American adolescents, there is evidence (Cooper & Datnow, 2000; Forsbach et al., 2002;
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Laguna, 2004; Maton et al., 1998) that peer support is correlated with better educational
outcomes. For example, Lagana (2004) used group membership as a proxy in her study of
low-income African American high school students (n=194) who were at varying levels
of risk for school dropout. Students in the low-risk group were enrolled in the mainstream
academic program. Students in the medium-risk group participated in a program for at
risk students and students in the high-risk group were enrolled in an evening program for
students who had already dropped out of school. To measure peer support, Lagana used a
20- item subscale of the Perceived Social Support Scale. On this measure, peer support is
viewed positively (“There is a friend who is good at helping me solve problems”).
Lagana found that students in the low-risk group identified higher levels of peer support
than those in the medium and high-risk groups. Lagana also found that those in the high-
risk group could be distinguished from those in the low-risk group by scores on both the
peer support and adult support measures, with the low-risk group having higher levels of
support in both areas.

A few scholars (Cooper & Datnow, 2000; Forsbach et al, 2002; Maton et al.,
1998) provide evidence that peer support is especially beneficial to high-achieving
African American high school students. For example, in their study of African American
high school students (n=31) who attended 15 independent schools in Baltimore, Cooper
and Datnow (2000) found that opportunities to develop and maintain peer relationships
with other African American students appeared to influence their educational resiliency.
Seventy-two percent of the students surveyed reported that peer relationships at school

were an important factor in their school success. The researchers also found that African
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American peer networks at school functioned to both foster these students’ academic
success and provide a context in which their racial identities were reaffirmed. Because
the study participants were a racial minority in their independent school settings, their
findings lend support to the notion that the influence of peer support may also vary
depending upon school contexts. In the Maton et al., (1998) qualitative study of high-
achieving adolescent males admitted to the Meyerhoff Scholars’ Program, many of the
students interviewed emphasized the importance of positive peer influences during their
high school years. The researchers found that a number of the students formed close peer
bonds with other high-achieving students, some who were African American and some
who belonged to other racial/ethnic groups. This finding is particularly salient because
many of the adolescents resided in troubled neighborhoods and acknowledged other
contextual challenges such as a lack of support from African American peers and having
to overcome negative images and expectations held by society about African American
males.

The findings that peer support is correlated with more positive achievement
outcomes was not confirmed in Fisher’s (2000) study of 17 year old urban high school
students who participated in a college preparatory program at three different high
schools. Fisher found that the correlations between peer support and academic
achievement was low and insignificant; however, the correlations between the support
scales (parent, teacher and peer) used in this study were strong.

Even though there were only a few studies found in the literature that focused on

the relationship between peer support and African American adolescents’ achievement
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outcomes, one comparative study by Steinberg, Dornbusch, and Brown’s (1992) of ethnic
differences in adolescent achievement is frequently cited. In this study, the researchers
were interested in the contextual variations that influenced academic achievement in a
sample of African American, Hispanic American, Asian American and White American
high school students. They found across all ethnic groups that students whose peers and
parents both support achievement performed better in school than those who receive
support from only one source but not the other or neither source. They also found that the
congruence for parent and peer support was greater for White and Asian American
students than it was for African American and Hispanic American students. This finding
led Steinberg et al. to conclude that for many African American high school students the
absence of peer support for achievement undermined the positive influence of
authoritative parenting (a high score on a measure of parental acceptance, behavioral
control, and psychological autonomy granting or democracy). Two other findings from
their study were noteworthy. African American high school students were just as likely as
others to value education and those who were high-achieving often sought peer support
from peers outside of their own racial/ethnic group. Their findings and those of others
(Cooper & Datnow, 2000; Gonzales et al., 1996; Gutman et al., 2002; Maton et al., 1998)
highlight the complex interplay between students and their environmental contexts and
provide further support for applying ecological models to increase our understanding
about how peer support influences African American adolescents’ achievement

outcomes.
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Within the last ten years there has been an interest in applying ecological models
to our understanding of how peer support influences African American adolescents’
academic achievement. Some researchers (Gonzales et al., 1996; Gutman et al., 2002)
have found that African American adolescents that are exposed to higher levels of
contextual risk are particularly affected by the absence or presence of peer support. For
example, Gonzales et al. (1996) used a one year prospective design to examine the
influence of peer support, family status variables, parenting variables and neighborhood
risk on the school performance of 120 African American junior high school students. In
this study, the peer support measure focused on perceptions of trust and communication
among peers. To assess exposure to neighborhood risk, the researchers developed a 17—
item neighborhood risk measure that asked the students about their exposure to
problematic behaviors in the neighborhood (i.e. vandalism, crime, and gang activity).
When the researchers looked solely at main effects, they found evidence that peer and
neighborhood contexts may be more powerful than family influences as determinants of
school performance; however, in the second set of analyses the researchers found that
peer support was positively related to grades for those students who resided in low-risk
neighborhoods, but peer support was not predictive of grades within high-risk
neighborhoods. This led them to conclude that in their study population, neighborhood
influences undermined the positive influence of peer support. The researchers offered
several plausible explanations for this finding including that high-risk neighborhoods
may not provide the context for the formation of supportive peer groups and prosocial

activities that are associated with more positive achievement outcomes. Their findings
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also support the contention that the paucity of studies that have investigated the
relationship between peer support, neighborhood contexts, and African American
adolescent achievement outcomes may contribute to a lack of consistent findings in the
literature.

In their cross sectional survey of seventh grade African American students
(n=837), Gutman et al. (2002) found that in the context of multiple risks, peer support
appeared to have a protective effect for those who faced multiple risks on one of the three
achievement measures (the math achievement test). When examining the relationship
between peer support, multiple risks, and math achievement scores the researchers found
that participants with a high multiple risk score reported higher levels of peer support.
The same effect was not found for those who had lower risk scores. Notably, the math
achievement test is a “single event” measure; therefore, it is not generally assumed to be
as stable a measure as grade point average. Nonetheless, this finding and their finding
that parent support was correlated with higher grades suggest that the influence of peer
and parent support on African American adolescent achievement may vary depending on
the needs of the adolescent.

A number of scholars (Gonzales et al., 1996; Gutman et al., 2002; Maton et al.,
1998; Steinberg et al., 1992) argue that there is more knowledge to be gained about the
relationship between peer support and African American adolescent academic
achievement. Not only is there a lack of information about the peers who provide the
support, such as their racial/ethnic orientations, little is known about the variations that

exist with regard to the types of peer support that African American adolescents receive.
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There is also some recognition of the need for more research that will enable us to better
understand how peer support effects may vary over the course of adolescence, given the
changes in vulnerability that are associated with different stages of adolescence
(Gonzales et al., 1996). Underrepresented in the existing literature are studies that have
investigated the combined influence of peer support and environmental risks on the
achievement outcomes of older African American adolescents at the important
developmental period when they are completing high school and preparing to transition
into adult roles.
Conceptual Framework

Two competing theoretical orientations have been prominent in the discourse
about the academic performance of African American youth during the last quarter
century, the cultural difference theories (Cazden, John, & Hymes, 1972; Perry & Delpit,
1998) and social mobility explanations (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Ogbu, 1981; Ogbu,
1986). Notably, both have primarily been used to explain or predict school failure, rather
than school success. Acknowledging this, some like (Franklin, 2000; Perry, 2003c) argue
that, on balance, there has been far too little attention afforded to theoretical formulations
that can be used to explain or predict academic success among this population of youth.
They also contend that an over-emphasis in the discourse on underachievement and the
achievement gap, rather than achievement, further stigmatizes and distracts from the
reality that there are many African American students who are academically successful.
Additionally, Perry (2003c) noted that the discourse often fails to focus on environmental

influences that promote high achievement among this population of youth, even though it
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advances the notion that contextual factors have an impact on student outcomes. Needless
to say, this failure or oversight in the empirical literature beckons a need for more
research that examines the role of environmental influences on the development of
African American students. Given what is known about an African American philosophy
of education that places a high value on achievement, there is a critical need for more
research that is based on theoretical formulations that can be used to both explain and
predict academic failure and success among this population of youth.
The Eco-Interactional-Developmental Perspective

Richman and Bowen (1997) and Richman et al. (2004) offer the eco-interactional
developmental perspective [EID] as a theoretical formulation for considering school
failure and academic success. When considering the problem of school failure and the
potential for school success, this perspective emphasizes the critical role of the person-
environment fit and considers individual variations in educational outcomes from the
perspective of risk, protection, and resilience. Because the EID perspective is an
ecological formulation it is informed by two rich traditions in the behavioral and social
sciences, the focus on individual attributes (needs, beliefs, abilities etc.) and a regard for
“situational factors” or those social, cultural, economic, and historical forces that
influence individual development. The EID perspective also embraces the notion that
human beings are evolutionary and adaptive in response to their environments. Central to
this perspective, is the assumption that mutual adaptation and accommodation takes place
between individuals and their environments over time; therefore, opportunities for growth

and positive adaptation are always present.
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Richman and Bowen (1997) and Richman et al. (2004) conceptualize school
failure to include school dropout, poor school attendance, low achievement, and grade
retention. In their application of the EID perspective to this problem, they describe four
categories of students. The first category of students are those who have both physically
and psychologically withdrawn from school. The second category of students are those
who have physically withdrawn from school, but remain psychologically invested in their
education. The third category of students includes students who are physically enrolled in
school but have psychologically withdrawn from school. Lastly, they delineate a fourth
category of students; those who are defined as school success-students and are both
physically and psychologically invested in school. The inclusion of the fourth type of
students shifts the perspective from a pathological model of school failure to a model that
can also be applied to students who experience school success.

An Ecological Perspective

The EID perspective advanced by Richman and Bowen (1997) and Richman et al.
(2004) incorporates the Bronfenbrenner (1979) conceptualization of the environment as a
set of four regions that are defined in terms of their proximity to the individual. Each of
these regions is embedded within the next region; therefore, what occurs in each of the
regions directly or indirectly has an influence on the developing child. Risk and
protective influences are present within each of the four regions.

According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), the first region that influences a child’s
development is the microsystem or an environment in which the developing child or

adolescent directly participates such as home, school, church, peer group or
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neighborhood. He posits that because children and adolescents actively participate and
interact with others in the microsystems, their experiences within them most directly
influence their views of the world. As such, these experiences are incorporated into
children’s beliefs about themselves and therefore play a decisive role in fostering
resilience (Richman & Bowen, 1997).

The second region that influences a child or adolescent’s development is the
mesosystem. The mesosystem is conceptualized as the connections or relationships
between two or more settings (microsystems) in which children and adolescents actively
participate or interact. In this conceptualization, the emphasis is on the quality of
relationships among each of the settings. When the connections between the
microsystems are strong and positive, they provide a supportive context for the
developing child. Conversely, when the connections between the microsystems are weak
or there are value conflicts between them, it places the developing child at a disadvantage
for acquiring attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that are associated with positive
developmental outcomes (Richman & Bowen, 1997; Richman et al., 2004).

The third region conceptualized by Bronfenbrenner (1979) is the exosystem. It is
described as “one or more settings that do not involve the developing person as an active
participant, but in which events occur that affect, or are affected by, what happens in the
setting containing the developing person” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.25). For example, a
parent’s experience at work may influence how he handles his own child’s academic
challenges or a teacher’s prior experience with students’ at risk may similarly be a factor

in terms of how she approaches the learning environment.
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The fourth region that influences a child or adolescent’s development is the
macrosystem. This environment is most distal from the developing child but, within it
broad ideological and institutional patterns are formulated. These ideological and
institutional patterns can be political, economic and social and what occurs in the
macrosystem may limit or increase opportunities for positive developmental outcomes.
For example, educational policy that limits resources for populations of students at risk
may place them at developmental risk and provide a poor context for the development of
educational resiliency.

An Interactional Perspective

Within the EID framework there is an emphasis on the interactions or the
“goodness of fit” between the characteristics of an individual and the characteristics of
her environment. This perspective assumes that the better the goodness of fit between an
individual and her environment, the more likely she will attain developmental mastery
and experience enhanced social functioning. In their discussion about the person-
environment fit, Germain and Gitterman (1995) further describe goodness of fit as a
variable that can range from favorable to unfavorable. They emphasize that one benefit of
operationalizing the variable in this manner is that it allows the researcher or practitioner
an opportunity to evaluate goodness of fit in the context of an individual’s development
and within broader sociocultural and historical milieu.

The EID perspective advances the notion that at least two levels of fit can be
specified, needs-supplies and demands-competencies (Caplan, 1983, 1987; Richman &

Bowen, 1997; Richman et al., 2004). Needs are related to physical and psychological
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survival. According to Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy, these basic needs include safety,
security, and self-actualization. Maslow argued that these needs are physiological, social,
and affiliative and when these needs are not met, individuals will lack the motivation to
strive for and attain higher needs. In the first type of fit (needs-supplies) a child or
adolescent’s needs are considered in the context of whether or not she has opportunities,
resources, and supplies available in her environments to meet them (Richman & Bowen,
1997; Richman et al., 2004). Given this framework for analysis, it is likely, for example,
that an adolescent who has been reared in a predictable, secure and nurturing home
environment possesses the prerequisite supplies for the development of resilience because
her basic needs have been and continue to be met.

The second level of fit (demands-competencies) considers the demands placed on
the developing child or adolescent from her environment and the competencies or
capabilities that she has to meet them. Given this framework for analysis, if an adolescent
encounters environmental demands at school that are overwhelming she is likely to feel
frustrated or inadequate and experience self-doubt, which may increase the likelihood of
poor educational outcomes. It is also possible that if an adolescent is placed in an
educational environment that fails to challenge her, because the environment does not
affirm or engage her skills and abilities, she may be at risk for poor educational
outcomes. Conversely, if she possesses the skills and competencies required from her
educational environment and there is congruence between the two it is more likely that

she will experience better educational outcomes.
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Richman and Bowen (1997) and Richman et al. (2004) argue that there are some
important considerations that need to be emphasized when examining goodness of fit.
First and foremost, they note that the EID perspective assumes that resilience is a by-
product of favorable goodness of fit over time; therefore, the person-environment fit must
be conceived as dynamic, because both individuals and their environments change over
time. As active participants, children and adolescents are constantly seeking the best level
of fit between themselves and their environments in the context of developmental tasks
(Germain & Gitterman, 1995). Secondly, because a child or an adolescent’s perceptions
form the basis of her view of the world, the person-environment fit is also a by-product of
a subjective reality. An adolescent’s subjective reality may, in fact, differ from objective
reality but because she responds to her subjective reality, it is the subjective reality upon
which the basis of resiliency is formulated (Richman et al., 2004).

A Developmental Perspective

As noted by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986), each child or adolescent’s
development is strongly influenced by the family, school, peer, neighborhood and
community context in which they are active participants. The dynamic interplay between
the developing child in each of these environments form the basis for healthy
development and the same continuous interactions over the course of a child’s physical,
cognitive, emotional and social development also provide the context and experiences for
the development of resiliency (Richman et al., 2004). Similarly, exposure to individual or
situational risks within these same environmental contexts without the benefit of

protective influences increases the likelihood of poor developmental outcomes.



69

Richman et al. (2004) contend that each child or adolescent has a “developmental
past” or a history that informs and constrains their present situation. Both children and
adolescents are orientated to the future and their expectations about future opportunities
or constraints have an impact on their assessment of their present situations. Therefore, it
is critically important in both research and practice to consider developmental mastery
and the acquisition of competence with the understanding that present and future
orientations are influenced by both positive and negative past experiences.

To understand how types of social support or the presence of contextual risks
influence educational outcomes, it is important to recognize that vulnerability can shift
relative to developmental or maturational changes. For example, a student’s ability to
understand and cope with academic challenges may depend in part on her developmental
maturity. In applying this perspective to our understanding of school achievement, it is
also imperative to consider that situations such as life transitions and normative
challenges may also influence educational outcomes. For example, a student’s ability to
understand and cope with academic challenges might also depend on whether or not she
is provided social support at home or school at a point in time when this support can
make a critical difference.

Measures of Student Achievement

Achievement in school is one of a number of varied and important developmental
tasks associated with adolescence (Swanson & Spencer, 1997; Wilson, Cooke &
Arrington, 1997). There is a consensus that academic competence, often measured by

achievement outcomes, is necessary to ensure healthy identity during this critical stage of
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development. Arguably, achievement in school is particularly important for African
American adolescents because their experiences in school form the foundation for
establishing a more productive and fulfilled future in a society that offers them limited
support (Swanson & Spencer, 1997).

In this study, two different measures of school achievement, grade point averages
and standardized test scores, were conceptualized as educational outcomes. The decision
to use two different achievement measures was based in part on the desire to examine
more than one dimension of school achievement.

In research on adolescents, grade point averages are commonly used as markers
of developmental mastery or adolescent adjustment. The use of grade point averages in
developmental research as an educational outcome is a widely accepted practice. As such,
grade point averages are also considered to be valid measures of school performance
(Keith & Benson, 1992). Not only do grade point averages provide some measure of
student performance, but they can also be used to assess a student’s performance relative
to a referent group. In this study, official weighted cumulative grade point averages were
used as an educational outcome. This measure represents the weighted average of
students’ grades since they began taking high school courses.

The 11" grade Virginia English/Reading Standards of Learning test score was
used as a second achievement measure. This test was chosen as an educational outcome
for two reasons. It is one of six tests that high school students must pass (in addition to
required courses) in order to obtain a standard high school diploma. The decision to use

this test scores was also based on the knowledge that it is a measure of reading
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achievement. Competency in reading is considered to be an essential skill for entry into a
wide array of opportunities in school and beyond.

Until recently, standardized tests were only used for a limited set of purposes
(Haladyna, Nolen, & Haas, 1991); however, their use has increased within the context of
federal and state educational reform. In every state in the United States, achievement
testing is now mandated in most grades and subjects. In the state of Virginia, Standards
of Learning (SOL) tests are used to measure student achievement and also as an
accountability indicator at the student, classroom, school and school district level. There
is considerable controversy related to the use of standardized tests as infinite measures of
student achievement (Cronbach, Linn, Brennan, & Haertel, 1997). Some of the criticism
is related to the validity of what is now commonly referred to as high-stakes testing
(Haertel, 1999). Others have expressed concern about the use of standardized tests as
accountability indicators (Smith & Fey, 2000). Not withstanding these concerns, in the
state of Virginia, SOL tests remain as an important indicator of individual student
achievement.

Summary

Even though the contextual challenges facing African American adolescents are
well documented (Lamb et al., 2005; McLoyd, 1998; Taylor, 1994, 1997) there has been
little attention to understanding the relationships between the three types of social support
that will be examined in this study, contextual risks and African American adolescents’
achievement outcomes. Few studies have looked beyond a single variable to examine

how multiple risk factors influence African American adolescent academic achievement
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(Gutman et al., 2002) and even fewer have considered the influence of multiple risks in
combination with other factors. Yet, several researchers have identified a need for more
research that will help us increase our understanding about the relationship between
contextual risks and African American adolescents’ achievement outcomes. Whereas
some findings (Gonzales et al., 1996; Gutman et al., 2002) provide evidence that
exposure to contextual risk differentially influences achievement outcomes, others
findings (Maton et al., 1998) suggest that exposure to contextual risk in the context of
other social challenges may be particularly difficult for African American adolescent
males.

There is considerable evidence that parent, teacher, and peer support differentially
influence achievement outcomes; however, the inconsistent findings about how peer
support influences African American adolescents’ academic achievement warrants
further investigation. Similarly, the findings that teacher support alone is not strongly
correlated with better achievement outcomes (Bowen & Bowen, 1998; Richman et al.,
1998) in populations of at-risk adolescents also suggest that there is more knowledge to
be gained in our understanding of whether or not teacher support potentially moderates
contextual risk in populations of African American adolescents.

The gender differences that exist are well documented in the literature on African
American adolescent achievement. Not only in achievement outcomes by group, but also
in African American adolescents’ perceptions about the types of support they receive
during this critical stage in development (Fisher, 2000; Sanders & Herting, 2000). The

findings that males report less parent and teacher support than females is particularly
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alarming in light of evidence that achievement ideology (perceptions of the importance of
schooling and academic achievement for future success) and academic self-concept
(perceptions about their ability to achieve) are often associated with better achievement
outcomes (Fischer, 2000; Floyd, 1996; Sanders & Herting, 2000). Presumably, both of
these personal attributes can be influenced by relationships with significant others. For
this reason and others, there is a need for more research that investigates the relationship
between gender, perceptions of support, and the academic achievement of African
American adolescents.

The availability of social support and encouragement from relationships with
adults in students’ social environments, also referred to as social capital, influences
academic achievement (Coleman, 1988). As a resource, social capital can be accumulated
and mobilized in the context of healthy relationships with significant others and it can be
used to meet both internal needs and external demands (Richman & Bowen, 1997,
Stanton- Salazar, Vasquez, & Mehan, 2000; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1999; Werner,
1990). Social capital is not limited to the parent/child relationship, but also comes from
resources within and outside of the home environment as well as from the linkages that
exist between microsystems in which students directly participate (Coleman, 1988;
Croninger & Lee, 2001; Rosenfield et al., 2000). The benefits of social capital to socially
and economically disadvantaged youth have been explored (Croninger & Lee, 2001;
Furstenberg & Hughes, 1995; Stanton-Salazar, 1997); however, the differential benefits
of social capital for African American adolescents are not well understood (Stanton-

Salazar et al., 2000).
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In this study, social capital was not one of the primary variables of interest.
However, because it is a measure of the receipt of social support the researcher
investigated the relationship between social capital assets and achievement outcomes.
The researcher was able to do so because one of the instruments used in the study, the
School Success Profile, included a Social Capital Assets Index conceptualized as a
measure of the receipt of social support students receive from adults in four social
environments. Bowen and Richman’s (2002) conceptualization of social capital assets
considers the important role of parents/guardians as well as the influence of adults in

other social environments (see Figure 2).

Neighborhood Support

Family Support == Social Capita]l e Adylt Support
Assets

School Support

Figure 2. Social Capital Assets

In addition to social capital assets, the researcher also explored the relationship between
social support use (students’ self report that there are people to whom they can turn to at

least weekly for various types of support) and the two achievement outcomes. In this
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study, social support use is conceptualized as a measure of individual adaptation (health
and well-being). By examining the influence of social capital assets and social support
use, the researcher hoped to learn more about the characteristics of the sample under
study as well as the relationship between these two variables and the achievement
outcomes that are the focus of this study.

Given that there is still much to be learned about African American adolescents’
schooling experiences, this researcher hoped to add to the growing body of knowledge
about the relationships between social support, contextual risk, and African American
adolescent achievement outcomes. Therefore, the following study hypotheses were
examined in this investigation:

1. Male and female students will differ in their perceptions of social support, social
capital assets and social support use. Females will have higher scores than males
on the teacher support, peer support and parent support measures. Females will
also have higher scores than males on the social capital assets and social support
use summary scales.

2. Male and female students will differ in their perceptions of contextual risks; males
will report higher levels of contextual risks.

3. African American adolescents who report higher levels of social support from
teachers, peers, and parents will have better achievement outcomes.

4. African American adolescents who report higher levels of contextual risk will

have poorer achievement outcomes.



5. Social support variables will moderate the effects of contextual risks on

achievement.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The primary objective of this study was to examine the relationship between
protective influences (types of social support, social capital assets and social support use)
and two achievement outcomes in a sample of African American high school seniors. The
researcher was also interested in investigating the relationship between level of
contextual risks and the two achievement outcomes in the sample and whether or not the
social support variables moderated contextual risks. The methods that were used in the
study are described in the following sections: research design, instrumentation, data
collection, and data analyses.

Research Design

Cross-sectional survey methods were used to investigate the relationship between
protective influences (gender, types of social support, level of social capital assets, and
social support use) and two achievement outcomes (weighted cumulative grade point
averages and scores on the English/Reading 11" grade Virginia Standard of Learning
Test). These methods also were used to examine the relationships between level of
contextual risk and the two achievement outcomes and whether or not the social support
variables moderated contextual risk on the criterion variables. To address the research

questions, existing data (weighted cumulative grade point averages and English/Reading
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SOL scores) and participants’ responses on two questionnaires (the School Success
Profile and the School Support Questionnaire) were collected and analyzed.

Descriptive, bivariate and multivariate statistical procedures were used to analyze
the relationship between predictor variables (gender, types of social support, level of
contextual risks, level of social capital assets, social support use) measured by the School
Success Profile and the two criterion measures (weighted cumulative grade point
averages and English/Reading SOL test scores). Multiple regression, a multivariate
technique, was used to determine the contribution of each predictor variable to each of
the criterion measures. In choosing to use linear multiple regression, the researcher did
not assume that the associations sought, in and of themselves, would provide conclusive
evidence that exposure to contextual risks or self-report of protective influences (types of
social support) produced or inhibited the selected achievement outcomes (criterion
measures). However, the researcher did expect to find associations between protective
influences, contextual risks and the two achievement outcomes.

Multiple methodologies are often used in social and behavioral science research
to corroborate other findings and to illuminate a theme or theory (Rudestam & Newton,
2001). In this investigation, qualitative data were collected and analyzed to further
explore the relationship between participants’ perceptions of social support from
teachers, peers and parents and their achievement in school. The researcher expected that
the qualitative findings from the School Support Questionnaire would supplement and

corroborate the quantitative findings.
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Sample Description

A systematic (stratified) random sampling procedure was used to select African
American high school seniors who were subsequently recruited to participate in this
study. High school seniors were selected because they had completed at least twelve
years of schooling (kindergarten through the eleventh grade) and were at a point in their
educational career where planning for post high school (training, employment and future
education) is critically important.

The study sample was taken from the total population of African American high
school students enrolled at the five high schools located in an urban school district in
southeastern Virginia. All of the five high schools represented in the sample had met or
exceeded the standards for full accreditation by the state of Virginia in 2006 and each
offered a comprehensive academic program designed to prepare students for work or
further study at a technical school, college or university. In addition to the five high
schools, the school district from which the sample was derived also has nine middle
schools, twenty-six elementary schools, and five early childhood centers. The total
student population as of October 2, 2006 was 32,593. Of that number, 9,301 (9th-12th)
students were enrolled in high school. Of the total student population, 57.7% reported
their race/ethnicity to be African American compared to 31.8% White, 5.9% Hispanic,
2.6% Asian/Pacific Islander, .6% Native American, and 1.5% who did not specify their
race/ethnicity. In this school district, (48.4%) of the students are economically
disadvantaged as determined by their eligibility for free or reduced lunch based on USDA

guidelines.
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According to the school district’s Research and Authorization Committee
designee, on October 2, 2006 there were 1,127 African American students who were high
school seniors during the 2006-07 school year. Because the researcher attempted to
control for possible confounding variables such as supports provided by school personnel
for students who receive special education, English as a Second Language, or 504
services, students receiving these support services were excluded from the sampling
frame. According to a report provided by the school district’s Research and
Authorization Committee designee dated January 19, 2007 approximately 942 students,
from the 1,127 population of African American students, remained and constituted the
population from which the stratified sample was selected.

Human Subjects’ Protection

Prior approval to conduct the study was needed from two different institutions.
The school district from which the sample population was derived required that the
researcher secure written approval from its Research and Authorization Committee before
conducting research projects involving students, parents or staff. This approval was
granted on June 30, 2006. For all doctoral studies involving human subjects, approval
was also required from the Office of Research Subjects’ Protection, the Institutional
Review Board (IRB), at Virginia Commonwealth University. The required application for
approval was forwarded to the IRB office at Virginia Commonwealth University after the
researcher successfully defended the study proposal. Approval for this study was given

by the IRB on October 4, 2006 (see Appendix A approval letter dated October 10, 2006).
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After receiving written approval from the IRB at Virginia Commonwealth
University, parent/guardian consent documents (see Appendix B) along with the
principal’s letter (see Appendix F) were mailed to all of the parents/guardians of those
students who were randomly selected to participate who were under the age of 18 years
as of October 31, 2006. In this study, both parent/guardian consent and youth assent (see
Appendix B and Appendix C) were required for these students to participate. Once
parent/guardian consent was secured, the researcher solicited youth assent from the
students who were under the age of eighteen years. For those students who were 18 years
of age or older, with birthdays on or before October 31, 2006, the investigator solicited
informed student consent (see Appendix E). At least two weeks prior to the researcher
seeking and obtaining informed student consent (see Appendix E) a letter of notification
(see Appendix D) was mailed to the parents/guardians of the students who were 18 years
old or older.

The following safeguards were implemented to protect the identity of the
participants, their personal information, and the information they provided for the
purpose of this study. Only the researcher had access to student contact information
(students’ names, their school identification numbers, their parent/guardians’ names,
mailing addresses and home phone numbers). This personal information was placed in a
locked file and stored in the researcher’s home office. Only the researcher had access to
the student data collected (weighted cumulative grade point averages, SOL test scores
and responses to the questionnaires). During data collection, participants’ data were

coded using student identification numbers as identification. Once all data was collected,
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these numbers were converted to another number to ensure anonymity. All of the data
collected was placed in a locked file and stored in a secure location in the researcher’s
home office.
Sampling Procedure
In this study, stratified random sampling was used because it allowed the

researcher an opportunity to obtain a greater degree of representativeness than simple
random sampling (Rubin & Babbie, 2001). The researcher hypothesized that the
perceptions of support students’ reported would vary according to their achievement
outcomes. To accurately measure the relationship between the predictor variables and the
criterion measures, the researcher needed to obtain reliable data about each student’s
achievement. She also needed to identify and define groups of students for within group,
between group and whole group analyses. To accomplish the second goal, the researcher
stratified the study sample into three separate groups based on their weighted cumulative
grade point averages. Notably, weighted cumulative grade point averages differ from
cumulative grade point averages. Unlike cumulative grade point averages, in calculating
weighted cumulative grade point averages the rigor of each individual course taken by a
student is considered. Courses that are considered more rigorous are assigned a greater
numerical value than those that are less rigorous.

For the purpose of this investigation, the first group of students was defined as high-
achieving, with weighted cumulative grade point averages of 3.0 or higher on a 4.0 point
scale. The second group was defined as middle-achieving, with weighted cumulative

grade point averages that ranged from 2.0 to 2.99. The last group was defined as low-
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achieving, with weighted cumulative grade point averages below 1.99. The decision to
use the aforementioned grade point averages as cutoffs was based on the assumption that
students with at least a B average (3.0 on a 4.0 scale) have more options in terms of
future education and training than students with lower grade point averages. It is also
generally assumed that students in the middle-achieving group may have fewer options
than high- achieving students and students in the low- achieving group have the fewest
options in terms of future education and training as they transition into adulthood.

The preliminary analysis (see Table 1) revealed that within the high-achieving group,
there were fewer students and the male/female ratio was very different from the other
groups. In the total study population of African American high school seniors, only 50
(5%) males were high-achieving males. Fourteen percent (n=128) of the females were
high-achieving. Within the other two groups there were significantly more males and the

male/female distribution was more even.

Table 1
Enrollment and Required Stratified Random Sample
GPA Subset
33-1.99 2.0-2.99 3.0-4.37

M F M F M F
# enrolled 168 160 191 245 50 128
% of total group 18% 17% 20% 26% 5% 14%
Required sample size 49 46 55 71 14 38

Total (N=273)
Note. Total study population N =972.
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To address possible problems associated with a small number of cases within a
group, the researcher disproportionately sampled from the high-achieving and low-
achieving groups in an attempt to give male and female subjects from these two groups a
better chance of being selected than others in the sampling frame (Rubin & Babbie,
2001). In the high-achieving group, the researcher initially selected all of the males and
every 2™ female starting with the first subject. In the middle- achieving group, the
researcher selected every 3™ subject starting with the first subject. In the low-achieving
group, the researcher selected every 2™ male and female starting with the first subject.
The researcher over-sampled the low-achieving group because she anticipated difficulty
securing parental consent from this population of students, who were not performing well
in school. Because the researcher planned to conduct within groups, between groups and
whole group analyses it was important to have a sufficient sample size of male and
female participants within each group to conduct multivariate analysis. Using this
sampling method, a sample size of 424 would reflect 100% participation. However, with
a total study population of 942 potential participants, it was determined that a sample size
of 273 subjects was sufficient to satisfy the requirements for representativeness (see
Table 1). All students selected through the stratified random sampling process were
recruited to participate in the study.

At the end of a two month time period, the researcher had not obtained the
required number of study participants from the initial stratified random sample, so a
second stratified random sampling was conducted from the population of students who

were not selected during the first sampling procedure. The students selected with this
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procedure were subsequently recruited to participate in the study which provided a group
of study participants that exceeded the required sample size for representativeness. The
stratified random sampling procedure yielded a total of 317 students who agreed to
participate in the study. The procedures employed ensured that the number of study
participants was sufficient for multivariate statistical analyses.
Instrumentation

Two separate instruments were used in this study. Each is discussed in the
following section.
School Success Profile

The School Success Profile was used to operationalize the predictor variables
(gender, types of social support, level of contextual risk, level of social capital assets, and
social support usage). The SSP (see Appendix G) is a self-report questionnaire based on
an ecological theoretical perspective that measures the perceptions students have about
social support and individual adaptation within four contexts (neighborhood, school, peer
group, and family). The SSP was developed as a tool to inform program planning and
intervention with middle and high school students. It has also been used by researchers
interested in understanding how social support differentially influences educational
outcomes (Bowen, Rose, & Bowen, 2004). The SSP provides information about twenty-
two summary scales (See Appendix H). Fourteen scales that measure supports that exist
within students’ social environment and eight scales that measure individual adaptation.
All twenty-two summary scales are comprised of multiple items that have been found to

positively correlate with students’ ability to succeed in school (Bowen et al., 2004).
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Since the prototype was initially developed in 1993, the pencil and paper form of
the SSP has undergone two revisions, in 1997 and 2001. The 2001 form of the SSP
requires a fourth grade reading level and is available in both English and Spanish. This
version of the SSP includes 220 multiple choice items and is divided into six modules:
About You (9 items), Neighborhood (35 items), School (55 items), Friends (26 items),
Family (47 items), and Health and Well-being (48 items). The summary scales used in
this study are included in the six modules. Other SSP summary scales were not used in
this investigation. However, the SSP was administered in its entirety because the
researcher was interested in using two composite measures, the Contextual Risk Index
and the Social Capital Assets Index, which are comprised of items taken from a number
of different SSP summary scales.

The SSP has had extensive field testing to ensure content validity and concurrent
validity (Rosenfield, Richman & Bowen, 2000; Rouk, 1999). To further investigate the
psychometric properties of the SSP, Bowen et al. (2004) analyzed data from a national
non-probability sample of 16,037 SSP respondents who were administered the SSP
between 2001 and 2003. Their analysis included reliability and validity testing on each
summary scale and its component items. First, they performed a descriptive analysis on
each summary scale and its components. Next, they studied the internal consistency of
the items in each summary scale. Finally, they used a four-step method to examine the
construct validity of each SSP summary scale.

To examine the internal consistency of each of the SSP items, Bowen et al. (2004)

used Cronbach’s alpha for trichotomous-item scales and Kuder-Richardson 20 formula
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(KR-20) for dichotomous-item scales. Reliability coefficients above .70 are considered to
indicate that measures are consistent or stable (repeated measures of the same thing
provide similar or identical results). Reliability coefficients can range from 0 to 1.0, the
higher the coefficient the more reliable the measure.

[See Table 2 on next page]

Bowen et al. found that the reliability coefficients for the social environment
summary scales ranged from a high of .92 (Parent Support) scale to a low of .75 (Parent
Education Support) scale. Eight of the fourteen social environment scales yielded
reliability coefficients above .85 (see Table 2). In this study, the following social
environment summary scales were examined in data analysis; Teacher Support (.86),
Friend Support (.86), Peer Group Acceptance (.80), Friend Behavior (.90), Family
Togetherness (.91), Parent Support (.92), Home Academic Environment (.76), Parent
Education Support (.75) and School Behavior Expectations (.86).

In their investigation, Bowen et al. (2004) found that the reliability coefficients
for the individual adaptation scales ranged from a low of .65 (Personal Adjustment) to a
high of .84 (Self-esteem). Only two of the eight individual adaptation scales yielded
reliability coefficients above .80. In this study, only one of the individual adaptation
measure, the Social Support scale, was used in data analysis. Its reliability coefficient was
found to be .81. The Social Support scale was used in this investigation because it was
developed to measure students’ self report that there are people to whom they can turn to

at least weekly for various types of support. Given the focus of this study, the researcher
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was compelled to explore the relationship between this individual adaptation measure and

the two achievement outcomes.

Table 2
Social Environment Summary Scales Reliability Assessment
Range

Dimension Cronbach’s Min. Max. Std SEM  Error

Alpha or KR-20 dev.
Neighborhood support 0.81 0 12 3.15 1.38 11%
Neighborhood youth behavior 0.87 0 8 257  0.93 12%
Neighborhood safety 0.81 0 12 229 099 8%
School satisfaction 0.76 0 7 2.09 1.03 15%
Teacher support 0.86 0 11 3.09 1.14 10%
School safety 0.86 9 27  4.64 1.74 10%
Friend support 0.86 5 15 2.68 1.00 10%
Peer group acceptance 0.80 8 24 323 1.45 9%
Friend behavior 0.90 9 27  4.67 1.45 8%
Family togetherness 0.91 7 21 3.82 1.13 8%
Parent support 0.92 6 18  3.48 1.00 8%
Home academic environment 0.76 0 6 1.94  0.96 16%
Parent education support 0.75 0 8 2.21 1.10 14%
School behavior expectations 0.86 8 24 3.61 1.36 8%

Note. The data in Table 2 are from The Reliability and Validity of the School Success

Profile (p. 25), by G. L. Bowen, R. A. Rose and N. K. Bowen, 2004, The University of
Chapel Hill, NC: Jordan Institute for Families. Adapted with permission.
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Table 3
Individual Adaptation Summary Scales Reliability Assessment
Range

Cronbach’s Std.
Dimension Alpha or KR-20 Min. Max. dev. SEM  Error
Social support 0.81 0 8 2.24 0.98 12%
Physical health 0.78 8 24 3.18 1.49 9%
Happiness 0.72 6 18 2.71 1.43 12%
Personal adjustment 0.65 0 3 1.07 0.64 21%
Self-esteem 0.84 4 12 1.96 0.78 10%
School engagement 0.79 3 9 1.86 0.84  14%
Trouble avoidance 0.78 8 24 2.62 1.23 8%

Academic performance 0.75 3 9 1.50 0.75 12%

Note. The data in Table 3 are from The Reliability and Validity of the School Success
Profile (p. 34), by G. L. Bowen, R. A. Rose and N. K. Bowen, 2004, The University of
Chapel Hill, NC: Jordan Institute for Families. Adapted with permission.

In their final analysis, Bowen et al. (2004) examined the construct validity of each
of the SSP scales. Using data from the entire sample, they found that the construct
validity of the social environment scales was upheld. The inter-item correlations were
also supported by the factor analysis of each scale. Bowen, Rose and Bowen also found
that the individual adaptation scales demonstrated good construct validity.

School Support Questionnaire

The researcher developed the School Support Questionnaire (see Appendix I). In

developing this instrument, both the assumptions of the EID perspective and prior

research that supports the importance of the three social contexts (parent, teacher and
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peer group) on individual student achievement were considered. The School Support
Questionnaire (SSQ) is a self-administered instrument which is comprised of seven
questions (one close-ended and six open-ended).

The first question on the School Support Questionnaire is close-ended
(dichotomous) and was developed to assess whether or not the participants viewed
themselves as a successful or unsuccessful student. The respondents either answered yes
or no to this question. The decision to use a close-ended question was based on the
knowledge that in survey research it is appropriate to use close-ended questions when all
possible theoretically relevant responses can be determined in advance and the number of
responses is limited (Monette, Sullivan, & DeJong, 2002). All of the other six questions
on the School Support Questionnaire are open-ended and designed to elicit participants’
perspectives about the relationship between social support from parents, teachers and
peers and their academic achievement. Open-ended questions are often used in qualitative
inquiry in an effort to minimize the imposition of predetermined responses, unlike fixed
response questions that limit or predetermine the possibilities (Patton, 2002). A well
constructed open-ended question allows the respondent an opportunity to select from a
full range of possible responses that they may perceive to be most salient.

In qualitative data analysis, open-ended questions can be handled in two different
ways (Monette et al., 2002). The researcher can accept only the first responses or she can
accept all of the responses as usable data. In this investigation, all individual responses
were accepted as usable data in an effort to capture a broad range of thoughts and

perceptions.
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The inclusion of the School Support Questionnaire in the study enabled the
researcher to elicit information from the participants’ themselves about the relationship
between the three types of support (parent, teacher and peer) and their achievement in
school. The decision to include the SSQ was also based on the knowledge that gathering
data from multiple sources to corroborate and illuminate a theme or theory is a well
established and acceptable practice in the social and behavioral sciences (Rudestam &
Newton, 2001). The researcher anticipated that the qualitative data generated from the
SSQ would supplement, enrich, and support the data obtained from the School Success
Profile.

Data Collection

Data was collected during the 2006-07 academic school year. Prior to data
collection, the researcher color-coded the School Support Questionnaires. Participants
who were high-achieving received gray questionnaires, those who were middle-
achieving completed pink questionnaires and those who were low-achieving completed
gold questionnaires. Color coding the School Support Questionnaires enabled the
researcher to easily sort the textual data by groups (high-achieving males, high-achieving
females, middle-achieving males, middle-achieving females, low-achieving males, and
low-achieving females).

The process of data collection involved two different procedures. The first process
involved collecting survey data from the participants themselves. The second process
involved the collection of existing data about the participants. Both processes will be

discussed in this section.
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Survey Data Collection

The collection of survey data began with seeking informed consent from study
participants. Parent/guardian consent and youth assent were sought from students who
were not yet 18 years of age. Informed consent was solicited from those students who
were 18 years of age or older.

A letter introducing the research project and requesting parent/guardian consent
(see Appendix B) for student participation and the principal’s letter (see Appendix F)
were mailed to all of the parents/guardians of the students in the sample who had not
reached the age of 18 years before October 31, 2006. A copy of the parent/guardian
consent letter was included in the consent packet for the parent/guardian to keep. As
noted in the parent/guardian consent letter (see Appendix B), their son or daughter could
not participate in the study unless the parent or guardian signed the parent/guardian
consent letter. Parents/guardians were asked to return, by mail, the parent/guardian
consent letter within two weeks. A self-addressed postage paid envelope was included in
the parent/guardian consent packets. One month after the initial mailing, a second
parent/guardian consent packet was mailed to the parents/guardians who had not returned
the first parent/guardian consent form.

After the researcher received parent/guardian consent, arrangements were made to
meet with the students who were not yet 18 years of age in small groups at their
respective high schools. Before meeting with the students, the researcher contacted the
guidance director or the designated administrator at each of the five high schools to

schedule an appropriate time and location to meet with students to obtain informed youth
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assent and administer the questionnaires. After these arrangements were finalized, the
researcher scheduled visits to each of the high schools, within a two to four week time
frame, to solicit informed youth assent and administer the questionnaires. The meetings
were held in conference rooms designated by a school administrator, which allowed for
minimal distractions and no interruptions. Once the students arrived at the conference
room, the Youth Assent Form (see Appendix C) was read to all of the students. The
Youth Assent Form advised the students that their participation in this study was
voluntary and confidential. It also explained the purpose of study, the survey process,
benefits and risks, confidentiality issues and how the data would be used and stored.
Although covered in the Youth Assent Form, students were also verbally assured that
their decision to participate or not to participate in the study would in no way impact their
school performance (grades) or academic standing. Students who agreed to participate
were asked to sign the Youth Assent Form and given a copy of this form for their own
records. Students who declined participation received passes to return to class. No
additional efforts were made to seek their participation. Students who agreed to
participate were administered the questionnaires (the School Success Profile and the
School Support Questionnaire). As anticipated most students required 40-45 minutes to
complete the questionnaires and missed approximately 55 minutes from class. After
completing the questionnaires, the students who participated were thanked for their
willingness to participate and given passes to return to class.

For those students who were 18 years of age or older, with birthdays on or before

October 31, 2006, the researcher secured their informed consent (see Appendix E).
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Before seeking these students consent, a letter of notification (see Appendix D) was
mailed to their parents/guardians. The researcher waited at least two weeks after the
parent/guardian notification letters were mailed to seek informed consent from these
students. Informed consent was secured in meetings with these students in small groups
at their designated high schools in a conference room set aside by a school administrator.
This allowed for minimal distractions and no interruptions. Once the students arrived at
the conference room, the Student Consent Form (see Appendix E) was read to all of the
students. This form advised students that their participation in this study was voluntary
and confidential. It also explained the purpose of study, the survey process, benefits and
risks, confidentiality issues and how the data would used and stored. Although covered in
the Student Consent Form, students were verbally assured that their decision to
participate or not to participate in the study would in no way impact their school
performance (grades) or academic standing. Students who agreed to participate were
asked to sign the Student Consent Form (see Appendix E) and given a copy of this form
to keep. Students who declined participation received passes to immediately return to
class. No additional efforts were made to solicit their participation. Students who agreed
to participate were administered the questionnaires (the School Success Profile and the
School Support Questionnaire). After completing the questionnaires, each student was
thanked for their willingness to participate and given a pass to immediately return to
class.

Two months after the initial stratified sampling procedure was used to recruit

participants, the researcher found that the desired sample size had not been obtained. In
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an effort to obtain the desired sample size, a second stratified random sampling procedure
was done from the population of students who had not been previously recruited. The
same procedures for obtaining parent/guardian consent, youth assent, and student consent
were followed. However, in the second stratified sampling process, the birth date of
February 28, 2007 was used to determine which students were 18 years of age and which
students were younger than 18 years of age. Parent/guardian consent and youth assent
were sought from students who were not yet 18 years of age. Informed consent was
sought from those who were 18 years of age or older and whose birthdays were on or
before February 28, 2007.
Existing Data Collection

In addition to the questionnaires, participants’ weighted cumulative grade point
averages and 11" grade English Reading Standards of Learning (SOL) test scores were
collected. The school district’s Research and Authorization Committee designee provided
this information to the investigator. Weighted cumulative grade point averages were
collected on the entire population of potential participants prior to sample selection. This
data was initially used to define the categories of participants. SOL test scores were
collected after the Spring 2006 scores were available (confirmed and released by the
Virginia Department of Education). The SOL test scores were obtained from the school
district’s designee on January 19, 2007.

During the data collection process, all student data (weighted cumulative grade
point averages, English Reading SOL tests scores and questionnaire responses) were

coded using the student’s identification (ID) number as identification. Once data
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collection was complete, the ID number for each individual student was converted to
another number to further ensure anonymity.
Data Analyses
Variables and their Measures
The following variables were used in quantitative data analysis.
1. Gender- students’ self-report of their gender (item # 1 on the SSP-dichotomous,
female=1 or male=2).
2. Age- students’ self-report of their current age (item # 3 on the SSP).

3. Family Income-free or reduced lunch status (see item # 9 on the SSP-

dichotomous, yes or no).

4. Family Structure-students’ self-report of their family situation (see item # 5 on the

SSP).
5. Parent Support- as measured by items of the following summary scales of the
SSP:

a. Parent Support (page 5, items # 5 items a-f). Six 3-point items assess
students’ perceptions of ways in which adults in their home provide them
with emotional support. All items are stated positively. Responses are
summed, which increase in value for more positive responses, to create a
scale ranging from 6-18, with higher numbers indicating more parent
emotional support.

b. Family Togetherness (page 5, items # 1 a-g). Seven 3-point items assess

students’ perceptions of emotional connections and bonding among family
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and household members. Family is defined as “the people you live with.”
All items are stated positively. The responses are first reversed, such that
A lot like us corresponds to a value of 3 and Not like us corresponds with a
value of 1(with A little like us unchanged). These numbers are then
summed to create a scale ranging from 7 to 21, with higher numbers
indicating more family togetherness.

Home Academic Environment (page 5, items # 7 a-f). Six dichotomous
items that assess whether students have discussed a variety of school-
related topics, current events, and future plans with adults in the home. All
items are stated positively. Count Yes responses to create a scale ranging
from 0 to 6. Higher numbers represent a more academically oriented home
environment.

School Behavior Expectations (page 6, items # 12 a-h). Eight 3-point
items assess students’ perceptions of parent/guardian expectations of their
behavior and academic performance at school. All items are stated
negatively. The responses are first reversed, such that Very upset
corresponds to a value of 3 and Not upset corresponds to a value of 1(with
Somewhat upset unchanged). Items are then summed to create a scale
ranging from 8 to 24, with higher numbers indicating more positive
parental school behavior and performance expectations.

Parent Education Support (page 6, items # 8 and a-h). Eight dichotomous

items assess students’ perceptions of parent-school contacts and the extent
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to which parents provide structure at home to encourage school
achievement. All items are stated positively. Count the Yes response to
create a scale ranging from 0 to 8. Higher numbers represent greater
parental educational support.

6. Teacher Support- as measured by the items including in the following summary

scales of the SSP, Teacher Support (page 3, items # 11 a-k). Eleven dichotomous
items assess students’ perceptions about teachers’ attitudes and behaviors toward
the respondent, including encouragement, praise, and academic expectations. All
items are stated positively. The True responses are counted to create a scale
ranging from 0 to 11, with higher numbers representing higher levels of teacher
support.

7. Peer Support- as measured by the items in the following summary scales of the
SSP:

a. Friend Support (page 4, items # 1 a-¢). Five 3-point items assess students’
perceptions of friend support and satisfaction with peer relationships.
Friends are defined as "non-relatives from your school or community with
whom you have a good relationship.” All items are stated positively. The
responses are first reversed, such that A lot like me corresponds to a value
of 3 and Not like me takes on a value of 1 (with A little like me
unchanged). [tems are then summed to create a scale ranging from 5 to 15,

with higher numbers representing greater friend support.
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b. Friend Behavior (page 5, items # 7 a-i). Nine 3-point items that assess
students’ friends’ illegal, aggressive, and acting-out behaviors. Friends are
defined as "non-relatives from your school or community with whom you
have a good relationship.” All items indicate negative friend behavior.
Sum the responses, which increase in value for more positive responses, to
create a scale ranging from 9 to 27, with higher numbers indicating lower
levels of negative friend behavior.

c. Peer Group Acceptance (page 4, items # 5 a-h). Eight 3-point items assess
students’ perceptions of their relative standing in their peer group, and
their ability to be themselves and resist peer pressure. Friends are defined
as "non-relatives from your school or community with whom you have a
good relationship.” All items are stated negatively. Sum the responses,
which increase in value for more positive responses, to create a scale
ranging from 8 to 24, with higher numbers indicating greater peer
acceptance.

8. Social Support Use- an individual adaptation summary scale of the SSP, as

measured by the items of the Social Support scale (page 8, items # 20 a-h). Eight
dichotomous items assess students’ perception that there are people to whom they
can turn at least weekly for various types of social support. All items are stated
positively. The Yes responses will be counted to create a scale ranging from 0 to

8, with higher numbers indicating greater social support.
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Level of Contextual Risks- as measured by the Contextual Risks Index score- a
composite of 20 items of the SSP related to environmental factors (e.g. # of
household moves in the previous year, neighborhood crime, peer substance use)
thought to increase the likelihood of problematic outcomes during adolescence
(Nash & Bowen, 2002). Scores for each risk measure (single item) will be divided
into low/high risk categories. A higher percentage is associated with a higher risk
level.

Level of Social Capital Assets- as measured by the Social Capital Assets Index

score. This index is a composite of 20 items of the SSP that are associated with
support and encouragement that youth receive from adults in their social
environment that facilitate their ability to manage life demands, achieve goals,
and fulfill ambitions. Scores for each social capital measure (single item) will be
divided into low/high risk categories. A higher percentage is associated with a
higher asset level.

Academic achievement- was measured by two different criterion variables.

a. Weighted cumulative grade point average-as measured by a number that
represents the average of students’ grades during their tenure at a
particular institution. Most high schools and colleges in the United States
use a four point system, where numerical values are applied to grades as
follows: A=4.0, B=3.0, C=2.0, D=1.0 and F=0. In this school district,
students can receive weighted credit value in some courses because the

courses are more or less rigorous. In Advanced Placement (AP) and
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International Baccalaureate (IB) courses, an A=5.0, a B=4.0, a C=3.0, a
D=2.0 and an F=0. In Honors and Pre-IB courses, an A=4.5,a B=3.5, a
C=2.5, a D=1.5 and an F=0. In Modified courses (select special
education), an A=3.5, a B=2.5, a C=1.5, a D=.5 and an F=0. To determine
the weighted cumulative grade point average, a student’s total grade points
earned are divided by the total of course credits attempted. Courses in
which a student did not receive a grade, such as pass/fail and audited
classes, do not factor into the weighted GPA calculation.

b. SOL Test Performance- was measured by the score participants’ received
on the required English Reading Standards of Learning test administered
at the end of their 11" grade school year. On this test, the required score
for passing is 400. Scores below 400 fall within the Failed range. Scores
that range from 400-499 fall within the Passed range. A score of 500 to
600 falls in the Advanced/Proficient range. If there was no score available
for the participant, it was coded as No Score.

Data Analyses Procedures

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 15.0 was used as
the primary statistical tool in the analysis of quantitative data. In the first stage of data
analysis, selected univariate analysis was conducted on socio-demographic variables to
provide a summary of the sample population. In this analysis, the following categories
were summarized; gender, ages, weighted cumulative grade point averages, 11 the Grade

English Reading SOL test performance (No Score, Failed, Passed or
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Advanced/Proficient), family structure (see item # 5 on the SSP), and free or reduced
lunch status (see item # 9 on the SSP).

During the second stage of data analysis, several different types of bivariate
analysis were used to examine the relationships between the study variables. Chi square
tests, Independent Sample T tests, One Way ANOVA and Kruskall-Wallis tests were
used depending on the sample size, level of measurement of each variable and the
relationship between the variables of interest. Pearson correlation coefficients were also
obtained on all of the independent variables to determine the linear relationship between
each interval ratio independent variables and the two interval ratio level dependent
variables. These results were also used to evaluate any problems with multicollinearity.

In the next stage of data analysis, linear multiple regression analysis was done, to
examine the relationships that existed between each of the predictor variables (gender,
teacher support, friend behavior, peer group acceptance, friend support, family
togetherness, school behavior expectations, home academic environment, parent
education support, parent support, level of contextual risks, level of social capital assets
and social support use) and each criterion measure. Standard linear multiple regression
techniques were utilized to analyze the contributions of each variable in a set of predictor
variables. As a predictor variable was removed one at a time from each model, the
relationship between the group predictor variables and the criterion measure was re-
assessed. This process enabled the researcher to determine whether any changes
increased the model’s predictive value or indicated a need to explore the possibility of

mediating influences.
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In the final phase of data analysis, qualitative data from the participants’
responses to the questions that comprise the School Support Questionnaire (SSQ) were
analyzed. The SSQ includes one close-ended and six open-ended questions that were
designed to elicit participants’ perspectives about the relationship between teacher, peer,
and parent support and their success as a student. The first question is close-ended and
asks the respondent whether or not they consider themselves to be a successful student. If
the respondent answered yes to the first question, then they were requested to complete
the next three questions. If their response was no to the first question, they were
instructed to answer the last three questions. In some instances, the respondents answered
all of the seven questions. In those cases, all of the data provided was considered usable
data for analysis.

Atlas-ti, a software program developed for qualitative analysis of large bodies of
textual data, was used as a primary tool in qualitative data analysis. This computer-based
program provides a framework for data management and it can also be used for both
building and testing theory because it enables the researcher to use semantic networks
that emerge from the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In this investigation, it provided a
computer based format for linking concepts and evaluating the relationships between
them.

To prepare the textual data for analysis, each participant’s student identification
(ID) number was placed at the top right hand corner on their questionnaires. The gender
of each participant was also recorded on the top right hand corner of the SSQ. After data

collection was complete, the identification number was converted to another number (an
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identification code) to further ensure anonymity. These identification codes (i.e.
102pinkF to denote participant #102 middle-achieving female) were placed on the front
of each SSQ which enabled the researcher to link each participant to their responses and
to later group the respondents by gender and achievement level.

After each questionnaire was given an identification code, the qualitative data was
transcribed. Separate word documents were created for each study participant that
included all of their responses to the SSQ items. These documents were saved in Rich
Text Format, a Microsoft Word option.

Once all of the text data was transcribed, it was downloaded into Atlas-ti and a
Hermeneutic Unit was created (a folder which contained all of the collected data). Each
separate file was then assigned as a Primary Document (PD) to the Hermeneutic Unit
(HU). These Primary Documents were distinguished by the identification codes assigned
after data collection was complete. The participants’ responses (now identified as
separate PD files) were unitized and coded (simultaneously) using the conceptual
framework (the EID perspective) as a guide for drawing inferences and conclusions about
the relationship between each of the factors. A continuous, iterative process was used to
note patterns, regularities, explanations and infer plausibility (Huberman & Miles, 1998).
During this stage of data reduction, memos were used to reflect on observations about the
data and to inform the iterative process.

After unitizing and coding of the textual data was complete, a code list was
printed. This list was used to further reduce the data (identify separate categories or

emergent themes). A cognitive map was used to conceptualize the relationship between
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the numerous codes. This type of data display enabled the researcher to note patterns and
themes, count, cluster and think more abstractly about plausible relationships (Huberman
& Miles, 1998). Seven categories emerged from the data (tangible support, standards,
social support, guidance, communication, behavioral support and emotional support).
Once these seven categories were identified, separate PD families were created for each
using the Family Manager command in Atlas-ti. After that was done, respective codes
(and their units of data) were assigned to the appropriate categorical PD family. The
Family Manager command was also used to create PD families for the six different
groups of participants (high-achieving males, high-achieving females, middle-achieving
males, middle-achieving females, low-achieving males and low-achieving females). After
both of these processes were complete, the researcher was able to use Atlas-ti commands
to organize the data by groups of participants and the seven separate categories. Once this
was done, the researcher printed lists of the codes (and their units of data) subsumed
under the seven separate categories (tangible support, standards, social support,
guidance, communication, behavioral support and emotional support) for each of the six
different groups of participants. Once the data was organized in this manner, the
researcher was able to analyze the word data from each homogeneous group separately.
During this iterative, continuous process the conceptual framework, the EID perspective,
was used as a guide for drawing inferences and making conclusions about what factors
logically influenced others and in what order. In the final analysis, the researcher noted
patterns and themes, counted frequencies, clustered (conceptually grouped), contrasted

and compared in an effort to draw inferences from the data. Once the word data was
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analyzed, a narrative was written that summarized the findings for each group and
explained what variables were related and which ones appeared to be more important in
the sample population. The narrative summary also highlighted group similarities and

differences.



Chapter 4: Results

Introduction

This investigation examined the relationship between protective influences (types
of social support, social capital assets and social support use) and two achievement
outcomes in a sample of African American high school seniors. This research also
investigated the relationships between level of contextual risks and the two achievement
outcomes in the sample and whether or not the social support variables moderated
contextual risks. Cross-sectional survey design methods were used as outlined in chapter
three.

This chapter presents the study findings in several sections. The first section
discusses the results of data collection. The second section provides a descriptive
summary of the sample. In the third section, the results of hypotheses testing will be
discussed and any significant additional findings. The fourth section presents qualitative
findings from the participants’ responses to seven questions that comprised the School
Support Questionnaire. The final section of the chapter is a synthesis of both the
quantitative and qualitative findings.

Data Collection Results
In October, 2006, a systematic (stratified) sampling procedure was used to

identify African American high school seniors who were subsequently recruited to
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participate in the study. In late October and early November 2006, parent/guardian
consent packets or parent/guardian notification letters were mailed to 429
parents/guardians of the students selected through this process. Parent/guardian consent
packets were mailed to the homes of students who were under the age of eighteen years,
as their parents/guardians were required to sign permission for their son or daughter to
participate in the study. Parent/guardian consent was not required of students who were
eighteen years of age or older; however, their parents/guardians were mailed
parent/guardian notification letters. During this phase of data collection, letters were
mailed to the parents/guardians of 50 high-achieving, 65 middle-achieving and 78 low-
achieving males. Letters were also mailed to the parents/guardians of 65 high-achieving,
84 middle-achieving and 87 low-achieving females. In late November and early
December 2006, a second parent/guardian consent packet was mailed only to those
parents/guardians in the sample who had not responded to the first mailing and who had a
son or daughter who was under the age of eighteen years of age.

Two weeks after the first mailing, the investigator began the process of obtaining
consent from those students in the sample who were eighteen years of age or older. The
investigator sought informed youth assent from those students who were under the age of
eighteen only after the receipt of parent/guardian consent.

In early January 2007, it was determined that a sufficient number of
parent/guardian, youth assent and informed consent from students who were eighteen
years of age or older had not been obtained from the first stratified sample. In an effort to

obtain the desired sample size needed for a representative sample, a second stratified
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random sampling procedure was done from the group of students who remained in the
sample population. In the second stratified sampling procedure, 388 students were
selected and their parents/guardians were mailed parent/guardian consent packets or
parent/guardian notification letters in January 2007. Sixty-five letters were mailed to
parents/guardians of middle-achieving males and 88 were mailed to the parents/guardians
of low-achieving males. Sixty-five letters were mailed to the parents/guardians of high-
achieving females, 84 were mailed to middle-achieving females and 86 were mailed to
the parents/guardians of low-achieving females. During this phase of data collection,
letters were not mailed to the parents/guardians of high-achieving males who were under
the age of eighteen because all of these high-achieving males’ parents/guardians had
already received two parent/guardian consent letters. There were only 50 high-achieving
males in the total student population of African American high school seniors in the
entire school district. In an effort to obtain a representative sample from this group, the
researcher continued to seek informed consent from those high-achieving males in the
sample who were eighteen years of age or older.

During all phases of data collection, the procedures for obtaining informed
consent (parent/guardian, youth and student) were adhered to as outlined in chapter three.
After each participant agreed to participate in the study they completed the study
questionnaires. Upon completion of the questionnaires, each participant was thanked for
their willingness to participate and given a pass to return to their class.

Over the course of seven months, the investigator sought face-to-face informed

youth assent and student consent from 327 African American high school seniors. Ten
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students declined the opportunity to participate in the study after being read either the
youth assent or student consent document. Nine of the students who declined were
eighteen years of age or older and low-achieving (8 males and 1 female). One male who
declined was low-achieving and under the age of eighteen. Another male who declined
was high-achieving and eighteen years or older.

Data collection was terminated during the first week in June 2007, at which time
the investigator determined that the obtained a sample size (n=317) exceeded the
required sample size (= 273) for representativeness (see Table 4). The required sample
size was derived at by using a confidence interval of 5% and a 95% confidence level as a

guide.

Table 4

Enrollment and Obtained Stratified Random Sample

GPA Subset
33-1.99 2.0-2.99 3.0-4.37
M F M F M F
# enrolled 168 160 191 245 50 128
% of total group 18% 17% 20%  26% 5% 14%
Required sample size 49 46 55 71 14 38
Obtained sample size 49 50 57 71 33 57

Total (N=317)
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Description of the Sample

The study sample was taken from the total population of African American high
school seniors enrolled at the five high schools located in an urban school district in
southeastern Virginia. Three hundred and seventeen African American high school
seniors agreed to participate in this study.

More than half (55.8%) of the study sample reported their gender to be female
(see Table 5). Most of the participants (60.9%) reported that they were eighteen years of
age and slightly more than half (51.4%) reported that they lived in a household with two
parents. Family income was measured by the students’ responses to question number nine
on the School Success Profile “Do you receive free or reduced price lunches at school?”
Slightly more than half of the sample (56.5%) reported that they did not receive free or
reduced price lunches at school. The remaining 43.4% were considered to be
economically disadvantaged as determined by their eligibility for free or reduced lunch
(based on United States Department of Agriculture guidelines regarding total household
income).

[See Table 5 on next page]

In an effort to further describe the sample, the researcher explored whether or not
there was a significant association between gender and family constellation as well as
gender and free or reduced lunch status in the sample. Chi square analysis determined
that a significant association did not exist between gender and family constellation (y2 (3,
N=1313) =7. 615, p =.055); however, these findings are interpreted with caution because

the data did not meet the assumption of sample size (two cells had less than five cases).
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An additional chi square analysis determined that a significant association did not exist

between gender and free lunch status (y2 (1,) = 1.848, p =.107).

Table 5

Sample Demographics (N=317)

Variable Category N Total Sample %
Gender Male 140 44.2
Female 177 55.8
Ages of participants 16 2 .6
17 109 34.4
18 193 60.9
19 13 4.1
Family constellation One parent 128 40.9
Two parent 161 51.4
Other situation 22 7.0
Alone 2 .6
Missing 4 1.3
Free or Reduced lunch Yes 135 43.4
No 176 56.6
Missing 6 1.9

Note. This data was obtained from participants' responses to questions included in the

School Success Profile.

In 2007, Wooley and Bowen investigated the influence of contextual risk on the

school engagement of middle school students. In their study, they distinguished three

levels of contextual risks, as measured by the School Success Profile’s Contextual Risk

Index (CR). Study participants who reported more than five indicators were identified as

experiencing high-risk. Those who reported two to five indicators were considered to be
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middle-risk and those reporting less than two were described as low-risk. Because the
Contextual Risk Index is one of the variables of interest in the current investigation, the
same distinctions defined by Richman and Bowen were used to provide additional
descriptive information about this study sample. Approximately 15% of the participants
in this study had scores on the Contextual Risk Index that were in the low-risk range,
37.5% were in the middle-risk range and 44.8% were in the high-risk range. The
sample’s mean score on this measure was 5 and the scores on the index ranged from 0 to
14 out of a possible 20. To determine whether or not the sample proportions matched the
theoretical values, a chi square goodness of fit test was calculated to compare the
frequency of occurrence of each level of risk. A significant deviation was found (y2 (2,
N=307) =49.101, p=.000). The observed values did vary significantly from the expected
values. A chi square test of independence was also calculated to determine if there was a
significant association between gender and the three risk levels. There was no significant
association between gender and risk levels (x2 (2, N =307) = 1.991, p =. 369). Levels of
risk and gender appear to be unrelated in the sample.

In this study, gender was conceptualized as an independent variable. There were
twelve other independent variables used in this investigation, all of which were measured

at the interval level. Table 6 provides a descriptive summary of those variables.
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Table 6

Descriptive Summary of Independent Variables

Variable Valid N Mean SD
Parent support 305 14.259 3.400
Home academic environment 307 3.928 1.726
Parent education support 312 3.571 2.049
School behavior expectations 307 20.306 2.691
Family togetherness 305 17.030 3.941
Teacher support 295 8.800 2.618
Friend behavior 305 21.020 4.518
Peer group acceptance 311 22.534 1.164
Friend support 315 13.419 2215
Social support use 312 7.000 1.655
Social capital assets index 317 13.290 3.805
Contextual risks index 317 5.000 3.023

Note. Listwise deletion method was used to handle missing data.

Two types of existing data were collected on the study participants: their weighted
cumulative grade point averages at the end of their eleventh grade school year and their
scores on the 11™ grade English Reading Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL) Test
administered in the spring of 2006. These two measures were conceptualized as
dependent variables in this investigation.

In this study, three separate groups were defined based on participants’ weighted
cumulative grade point averages. The first group of students was defined as high-
achieving students with weighted cumulative grade point averages of 3.0 or higher on a

4.0 point scale. The second group was defined as middle-achieving with weighted
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cumulative grade point averages that ranged from 2.0 to 2.99. The last group was defined
as low-achieving students or those who had weighted cumulative grade point averages
below 1.99. Slightly less than half (40.4%) of the study participants had weighted
cumulative grade point averages that ranged from 2.0 to 2.99 (see Table 7). The

remaining was fairly evenly distributed between high-achieving and low-achieving.

Table 7

Weighted Cumulative Grade Point Averages by Group

Groups Frequency Valid Percent
High-achieving 90 28.4%
Middle-achieving 128 40.4%
Low-achieving 99 31.2%
Total 317 100%

The obtained sample was similar to the total study population of African
American high school seniors in terms of the distribution of weighted cumulative grade
point averages. According to information provided by the school district’s designee on
January 19, 2007, one hundred seventy-eight students (18%) of the total population of
African American high school seniors were high-achieving, 436 (46%) were middle-
achieving and 327 (35%) were low-achieving.

The study participants’ English Reading Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL)
scores were obtained from the school district’s designee on January 19, 2007. Scores
were not available for fourteen (4.4%) of the participants because they did not take the

test when it was administered during the spring of 2006. The required score for passing
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the SOL test is 400. Scores that ranged from 400-499 fall within the Pass/Proficient range
and scores that range above 500 to 600 are in the Advanced/Proficient range. In this
analysis, four categories were used to describe the sample’s performance on this test: (1)
Failed- scores below 400, (2) Passed-scores between 400 and 499, (3)
Advanced/Proficient- scores that were above 500 and (4) No Score-to represent the
participants whose scores were not available. The sample’s performance on this

achievement outcome is delineated in Table .

Table 8

English Reading Standards of Learning Scores

Grouping Frequency Valid Percent
Failed 28 8.8%
Passed 158 49.8%
Advanced/Proficient 117 36.9%
No Score 4 4.4%
Total 317 100%

A large percentage (86.7%) of the sample passed the 11™ grade English Reading
SOL Test administered in the spring of 2006 and nearly 37% earned Advanced/Proficient
scores on this achievement measure. Less than 9% of the sample failed this test when it

was administered during the spring of 2006.
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Hypotheses Testing
The Relationship between Gender and Perceptions of Social Support, Social Capital
Assets and Social Support Use
Hypothesis #1: Male and female students differ in their perceptions of support,
perceptions of social capital assets and social support usage. Females will have higher
scores than males on the teacher support, peer support and parent support measures.
Females will also have higher scores than males on the social capital assets and social
support use summary scales.
Research Question #1: Do the females in the sample report higher levels of social
support from teachers than males?

The Independent t-Test was used to test the hypothesis that there were statistically
differences between females and males with regard to their scores on the Teacher Support
(TS) scale. The results of this test indicated that there were no significant differences in
the scores that males and females reported on the Teacher Support scale (t (df =293) =
835; p=.202). These results are supported by the results of the Mann-Whitney U Test
finding that the difference was not statistically significant (z =-.771, p = .22).

Research Question #2: Do the females in the sample report higher levels of social
support from peers than males?

Three different measures of friend support were used in an attempt to capture
different aspects of peer support. The findings relative to the sample’s performance on

each scale are illustrated in Table 9.
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Table 9
Results of Independent t-Test — Summary Table Peer Support Variables

Variable N Mean SD t p*
FS
Male 139 13.2446 2.1597 1.243 .107
Female 176 13.5568 2.2544
FB
Male 134 20.0597 4.4210 3.339 .0005*
Female 171 21.7719 4.4629
PGA
Male 138 22.3116 1.6776 2.139 .016*
Female 173 22.7110 1.6022

* One-tailed p

The Independent t —Test was used to test the hypothesis that there were
statistically significant differences between the females and males with regard to their
scores on three peer support measures. The results of this test show that the male and
female scores on the Friend Support scale were not statistically significantly different.
However, this test confirmed that there were statistically significant differences in the
scores that males and females reported on both the Friend Behavior and Peer Group
Acceptance scales. The results of the Mann-Whitney U test supported that females had
higher scores on the Friend Behavior scale than males. The mean rank for females is
169.47 compared to 131.99 for males. The difference was statistically significant (z = -
3.695; p =.000). The Mann-Whitney U results also confirm that there was a significant
difference between the male and female scores on the Peer Group Acceptance scale. The

mean rank for females is 166.93 and the mean rank for males is 142.30. Females had
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higher scores on this measure than males. The difference was statistically significant (z =
-2.492, p =.006).
Research Question #3: Do the females in the sample report higher levels of social
support from parents/families than males?

Five different measures of parent/family support wer