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The utility of expectancy/value and disidentification models for
understanding ethnic group differences in academic performance
and self-esteem

Der Nutzen von Erwartungs x Wert- und Disidentifikationsmodellen fiir das Verstehen von
Differenzen zwischen ethnischen Gruppen in der Schuileistung und im Selbstwert

Zusammenfassung: Die niedrigen Schulleistungen ven ethrischen Minderheitsgruppen haben in den Vereinigten Staaten
zu grofier Besorgnis gefithit, Wir prisentieren Befunde aus zwei Longitudinalstudien iiber die Adoleszenzentwicklung,
die zwei motivationale Erkldrungen filr die niedrigen Schulleistungen schwarzer Jugendlicher in Bezichung zueinander
setzen: Die eine griindet auf Erwartungs x Wert-Modellen, die andere auf Disidentifikationsmodeilen. In beiden Studien
war das Begabungsselbstkonzept schwarzer Schiiler weniger mit der tatsdchlichen Leistung und mit dem Selbstwert ver-
kntipft als bei weilen Schiilern. Nach einer Disidentifikationstheorie resultieren diese Differenzen aus der selbstwert-
dienlichen Tendenz vor Personen, ihren Selbstwert in denjenigen Féchern von den Indikatoren tasséchlicher Leistung zu
dissoziteren, in denen sie mit Diskrimination und Stereotypen negativer Begabung konfrontiert sind, Padurch wird ein
Schutz vor den negativen Auswirkungen der Diskrimination aufgebaut. Allerdings schrinkt Disidentifikation auch die
Moglichkeit ein, daf Erfolge in diesen Fachern psychologisch positive Auswirkungen haben. Diese Theorie kénnte sich
als niitzlich erweisen fiir das Verstdndnis niedriger Eeistung bei benachteiligten und stigmatisierten ethnischen Minder-
heiten in verschiedenen Kuituren.

Surmmary: Major concerns have been raised in the United States of America about the underachievement of students from
several ethnic minority populations. We present findings from two longitudinal studies of adolescent development that
refate directly to two different motivational perspectives on the underachievement of African- American adolescents: One
based on expectancy/value models, and one based on disidentification modeis. In both studies, the African-American’s
students’ academic ability self-concepts and academic performance were not as highly linked to either their academic
achievement or their seif-esteem as those of European-American students. These differences, according to disidentifica-
tion theories, result from the tendency of individuals to disassociate their self-esteem from performance indicators in do-
mains in which they face discrimination and negative ability stereotypes in order to protect their seif-esteem. As a result,
they are protected from negative, discriminatory experiences. However, disidentification aiso lowers the potential psy-
chological benefits they can obtain from succeeding these domains. This theory could prove useful in understanding the
underachievement of disadvantaged and stigmatized ethnic minorities in other cultures.

spectives on the underachievement of African-American ad-
olescents: (a} A perspective based on expectancy-value mod-
els of achievement behavior, and (b) a perspective based on

1. Intreduction!

Major concerns have been raised in the United States of

America about the snderachievement of students from sev-
eral ethnic minority populations; most notably African-
American and Hispanic students. Compared to European-
American students, adolescents in these two groups score
lower on standardized tests of academic achievement, earn
lower grades, and are Iess [ikely to graduate from high school
and to attend college (NSF 1995). These differences are es-
pecially marked for both performance and participation in
math and science education (NSF 1993). A wide range of
possible explanations have been offered, ranging from mo-
tivational differences tied to both cultural and social class
dyramics to overt discrimination and inequitabie education-
al experiences (see Graham 1994; NSF 1995; Oghbu 1962;
Stevenson et al. 1990; Steele 1992). In this paper, we present
findings from two longitudinal studies of adolescent devel-
opment that relate directly to two different motivational per-
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disidentification models of academic achievement.

Both of these models stress the importance of self-percep-
tions and values as determinants of achievement and as cop-
ing mechanisms to defend one’s self-esteem. According 1o
expectancy value models of achievement, both academic
performance and educational enrollment patierns are direct-
ly influenced by the confidence individuals have in their ac-
ademic abilities and the value they place on both academic
activities (like doing homework and enrolling in specific
courses) and academic competence (Bandura 1994, Eccles
{Parsons] 1983; Harter 1985; Marsh 1990; Skinner 1995).
Extending this mode} to the realm of ethnic group differences
ieads to the prediction that underachievement could result
from ethnic groups differences in either confidence i one’s
academic abilities or the value placed on different types of
achievement. Similarly, according to disidentification mod-
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els of ethnic group differences in achievement, group
achievement differences may result from group differences
in the value attached to achievement in different domains.
Disidentification theories also suggest that individuals will
disassociate themselves from those achievement domains in
which they believe they face discrimination and inequitable
treatment in order to protect their self-esteem ¢see Ogbu
1992; Steele 1992). In this paper, we present findings rele-
vant to both of these sets of predictions.

1.1. Expectancy/value models of achievement

Scholars have done extensive research to further
our understanding of individual differences in
such school-related achievement outcomes as
grades, academic engagement/motivation, and
course choice. Onemodel, in particular, has been
useful in understanding both individual differ-
ences and group differences — the Eccles et al.
Expectancy-Value Model of Achievement-Re-
lated Choices (Eccles [Parsons] 1983). Since
this model was originally proposed as a frame-
work for studying gender group differences in
both performance and participation in math and
science, it seems appropriate to test its urility as
an explanation for ethnic group differences in
academnic achievement. Extensive evidence sup-
ports the importance of both expectancy-relat-
ed self-perceptions and task value for predicting
both individual differences and gender differ-
ences in academic achievement among Euro-
pean-American students (Bandura 1994; Eccles,
Wigfield & Schiefele in press; Marsh 1990).

Much less work has been done assessing the rel-
evance of these self- and task-beliefs for ex-
plaining ethnic group differences in achieve-
ment. But, by and large, this work has document-
ed a positive association between expectancy-
related beliefs, like self-concept of ability and
personal efficacy, and subsequent academic per-
formance of African-American students (e.g.,
Jordan 1981; House 1993). However, contrary
to what one might expect, recent research on
competence beliefs and expectancies has re-
vealed more optimism among African-Ameri-
can children than among European-American
children, even though the European-American
children are achieving higher marks (e. g., Ste-
venson &t al. 1990). But more importantly, in
Stevenson et al. (1990) the European-American
children’s ratings of their ability related signif-
icantly to their performance, whereas the Afri-
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can-American children’s did not. Graham
{1994) suggested the following explanations:
(a) African-American and European-American
children may use different social compari-
son groups to evaluate their own abilities;
{b) African-American children may say they are
doing well 1o protect their general self-es-
teem, and may also devalue, or disidentify
with, academic activities at which they do
poorly in order to protect their self-esteemn.
However, neither of these explanations has been
adequately tested. If African-American chil-
dren’s competence-related beliefs indeed do not
predict their school performance, then we must
reconsider how relevant expectancy models are
for understanding these children’s academic
achievement,
Much less is known about the value side of ex-
pectancy/value models. There have been very
few ethnic comparative studies specifically fo-
cused on the kinds of achievement values con-
sidered to be central by expectancy value theo-
rists such as Eccles, Wigfield, and their col-
leagues. Studies of minority children’s achieve-
ment values have focused instead on the broader
valuing of school by minority children and their
parents. In general, these studies show that mi-
nority children and parents place high value on
schooling and have very high educational aspi-
rations for their children (e. g., Stevenson et al.
1990). However, the many difficulties associat-
ed with poverty (McLoyd 1990) make these edu-
cational aspirations difficult to attain. So once
again, external constraints on choice may limit
the utility of expectancy/value models of
achievement for explaining the academic under-
achievement of certain ethnic groups.

1.2. Ethnicity and academic disidentification

Researchers interested in ethnic and racial dif-
ferences in achievement have proposed other
meodels linking social roles, competence-related
beliefs and values to school achievement. For
example, Steele (1992) proposed stereotype vul-
nerability and disidentification to help explain
the underachievement of African American stu-
dents: Confronted throughout their school ca-
reer with mixed messages about their compe-
tence and their potential and with the widespread
negative cultural stereotypes about their aca-



demic potential and motivation, African-Amer-
ican students should find it difficult to concen-
trate fully on their school work due to the anx-
jety induced by their stereotype vulnerability
(for support see Steele & Aronson 1996). Inturn,
to protect their self-esteem, they should disiden-
tify with academic achievement — leading to
both a lowering of the value attached to academ-
ic achievement and a detachment of one’s self-
esteem from both positive and the negative ac-
ademic experiences. In support, several studies
have found that academic self-concept of abil-
ity is less predictive of general self-esteem for
some African-American children (Bledsoe
1967; Hare 1977).

Although several investigators found no evi-
dence of greater disidentification with school
among African-American students (e. g., Stein-
berg etal. 1992; Tayloret al. 1994), several stud-
ies have shown that disidentification, particular-
1y as a result of inequitable treatment and fail-
ure experiences at school, does undermine
achievement and academic.motivation (e.g., see
Finn 1989; Taylor et al. 1994). It is likely that
some students, particularly members of invol-
untary minority groups, will have these experi-
ences as they pass through the secondary school
system and, as a consequence, will disassociate
their identity from academic experiences. If so,
then their self-esteem should be less strongly re-
lated to their academic self-concepts and perfor-
mance than the self-esteem of European-Amer-
ican students who are less likely to face nega-
tive, humiliating experiences at school due to
their ethnic group membership.

1.3. Goals

In this paper, we present the findings from two
Iongitudinal studies of adolescent development
that include both African-American and Europe-
an-American students and indicators of expectan-
¢y and value-related self- and task-perceptions as
well as indicators of achievement and self-es-
teem. We use these indicators to evaluate predic-
tions regarding ethnic differences in achievement
derived from both an expectancy-value model
and a disidentification model perspective,

Both studies test the usefulness of expectancy-
value theory in explaining the achievement of
African-American adolescents. Based on strong

evidence that one can not distinguish empirical-
Iy between ability self-concepts and expecta-
tions for success (Eccles & Wigfield 1993), we
have used an indicator that includes both ability
self-concepts and expectations rather than a
measure of expectations for success alone. Con-
sequently, the expectancy component in this
paper is operationalized in terms of students’
general confidence to perform well in scheool
subjects. The value component is operational-
ized in terms of the perceived personal utility of
academic success. Achievement is operational-
ized in terms of course grades in both studies
and as course enrollment plans in the second
study. In addition, since there is such controver-
sy about the causal direction of the relations
between the psychological predictors and
achievement, we control for Time One courses
grades in the regression equation in both stud-
ies. Using this strategy, we test the extent to
which self-concept of ability and valuing of ed-
ucation predict changes in grades over time. We
ask two fundamental questions:

{a) Do self-concept of academic ability and val-
uing of education predict in the hypothesized
direction to changes in course grades in both
African-American and European-American
adolescents?

(b) Do expectancies and values predict equally
well in these two populations?

Next, in order to explore the disidentification

model, we assess the link of ability self-concepts

in three domains (sports, school, and social) to
self-esteem. Researchers who have theorized
about the link between ability self-concepts and
more global self-esteem are agreed on two ba-
sic facts: (a) self concepts are both differentiat-
ed by domain and hierarchically integrated into
more global self-constructs, and (b) although
self-esteem is likely to be related to these more
global self-constructs, the relation of any one
particular ability self-concept to self-esteem is
likely to vary across individuals and groups, de-
pending on the value attached to competence in

each specific domain (e. g., Eccles et al. 1993;

Eccles [Parsons] 1983; James 1963/1890;

Marsh & Shavelson 1985). Consequently, in

both studies we used differentiated ability self-

concept measures o predict to a more global in-
dicator for general self-esteem. We ask two
questions:
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{a) Are there ethnic group differences in the
magnitude of each of these self-concepts?

{b) Do these self-concepts relate similarly to
self-esteem in the two ethnic groups?

2. Study 1
2.1. Method

The participants in Study 1 are 976 adolescents who live in
a county just outside of Washington D.C. Of these, 544 are
African-American (294 are males and 250 are females) and
432 are Buropean- American (203 are males and 233 are fe-
males). The distribution of family income in the two groups
is approximately equal, aithough the African- American sam-
ple had a slightly lower mean level ($ 45 000 versus $ 50 600
per year). Data were collected in the adolescents’ homes us-
ing both a face-to-face interview ard a self-administered
questionnaire. Data were colfected at two time poings: Wave
1 was coliected during the first half of the adolescents” sev-
enth grade school year; Wave 2 was collected ia the five
months following the end of the adolescents’ eighth grade
school year.

The questionnaires and face-to-face interviews contained a
wide assortment of measures of parental involvement, per-
ceptions of teacher expectations, values, peers, social sup-
port, after-school activities, mental health, and other school
related behaviors and outcomes. Most questions were an-
swered on a five or seven point Likert-type scale. The anal-
yses reported here focus on the following measures of aca-
demic self-concepr of ability, sport self-concept of ability
and social self-concept of ability, educational vaiue, grade
reports, and self-esteem:

Self-concept of academic ability was measured at Wave 1 us-
ing four items assessing students” perceptions of their abil-
ity in math and other school subjects (e. g., How good are
you at math?). The scale has very good internal reliability
(Cronbach’s o = 0.77).

Self-concept of sport abiliry was measured at Wave 1 using
two items designed to assess students’ perceptions of their
ability in sports {e. g., Compared 1o other kids your age, how
good are you at sports?; Cronbach’s o = 0.90).
Self-concepr of social ability was measured at Wave | using
two items designed to assess students’ perceptions of their
social ability (e. g., How good are you at making friends?;
Cronbach’s o = 0.86),

Utiliry value was measured at Wave 1 with three items as-
sessing students’ perceptions of the importance or useful-
ness of school for their future (2. 2., Thave to do well in school
if F want to be a success in life. Scale 0 =0.64).

Academic achievement was measured by computing a grade
point average (GPA) from the students’ reports of the num-
ber of A's, B's, C's, D's, F's that they had gotten on their pre-
vious semester’s report card. A's were given acode of 4, B's
ag¢ode of 3,... and F's a cede of Q. Their report at Wave 1 was
used as the indicator of previous achievement; their report
at Wave 2 (the end of the eighth grade) was used as the out-
come achievement measure.

Self-esteem was measured at Wave 1 using 6 items based on
Harter’s General Self-Worth scale (Harter 1982), The items
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were converted 1o use a five point Likert-type response scale
with } = almost never true of me and 5 = almost always true
of me (e. g., How often are you pretty sure about yourself7;
o= 0.80}.

2.2. Results: Expectancies and values as
predictors of achievement

Initial descriptive analyses revealed the follow-
ing race differences (see Table 1): the African-
American students had slightly lower grades
than the European-American students. The two
groups had equivalent academic ability self-
concepts, despite the differences in academic
performance at both time points. Finally, the two
groups placed equivalent utility value on school
SUCCESS.

The results for the first set of regression analy-
ses are summarized in Table 2. Ethnic group,
gender and family income were entered first as
control variables because each of these variables
have been shown to have a significant impact on
achievement in other studies (McLoyd 1990},
Ethnic group continued to have a significant as-
sociation with achievement even after the influ-
ence of both income and gender on achievement
were taken into account, African-Americans
had lower GPA’s than the European- Americans

Tuable 1: Mean differences (SD in parenthesis) between Af-
rican American and Evropean American students on moti-
vation, and performance

Varabie African Am _ Furopean Am -value
Achievement 25 (0.62) 3.3 (D57 -9.7%*
Seif-concept 33(1.0¢ 53000 0.36
Self-Esteem 250072y 2.9 (0.63} 411
Utility value 4.1 (0.69) 4.1 (9.65) £.74
Naote; **p<0.01

Table 2: The influence of demographic characteristics,
prior achievement and motivation on change in achieve-
ment: Standardized B Coefficients

Yariable Model 1: Model 2: Modei 3: Modei 4:
Demographic Prior Motivation Fuil medel
characteristics achievement

Black -0.24%* -D.16%* -0.17 058

Femzle G.24%v 0.19** 0.140 C.14**

Income B.24%% 0.20%* J.15%* G.16*

Prior achievement 0.3g** 0.47%* G.aze=

Self-concept 0.20%* G117

Utility Value 2.07 0.05

Blackxincome 0.31

BiackxSelf Concept 0.23%%

BiackxUtifity Value 0.13

R Square Change G.20 0.20% 9.04%* G.05v*

R square G.20** 0.40** Qa4 G.as**

Hote: **p < 0.01

Biack and female ane dummy coded vaniables.




at both time points. Females had higher GPA's
than males, regardless of race or family income.
Finally, family income had a significant associ-
ation with achievement even with the impact of
race and gender controlled.

Prior academic achievement was entered next to
allow us to test the impact of onr two motiva-
tional variables on change in achievement level
over time. Self-concept of academic ability and
utility value were entered next (Model 3). This
model accounted for 37% of the variance in
Wave 2 academic achievement. As predicted,
students with high self-concept of academic
ability experienced greater gains in their aca-
demic achievement scores than students with
low self-concept of academic ability, Contrary
to the prediction derived from the Eccles et al.
expectancy/value model, the perceived utility
value of school achievement had no relation to
the change in achievement level over time.

On the final step we entered the two race inter-
action terms in order to determine whether self-
concept of academic ability and the value fored-
ucation have a different association with the
change in achievement for African-American
students than it does for European-American
students. The interaction term of self-concept of
academic ability and ethnic group was signifi-
cant indicating that the influence of self-concept
of academic ability on the change in achieve-
ment is different for African-American adoles-
cents than it is for European-American adoles-
cents. In order to determine the exact nature of
this interaction, we calculated the beta-coeffi-
cient for each of the two groups separately. Self-
concept of academic ability had a weaker effect
onthe changein achievement for African-Amer-
ican adolescents (beta =0.19) then it did for Eu-
ropean-American adolescents (beta = 0.25).

2.3. Results: Disidentification

First, we assessed ethnic group differences inthe
two additional ability self-concepts. Contrary to
the results for academic self-concept, there were
significant ethnic group differences for self-
concept of sport ability (t=3.87, p < 0.001; Af-
rican-American M =3.23, SD = 1.67; European-
American M = 4.85, SD = 1.76) and for self-
concept of social ability (t=5.01, p<0.001; Af-
rican-American M =5.67, SD =1.32; European-

American M = 5.29, 5D = 1.40}. There was no
significant ethnic group difference in self-
¢steem,

Next, we ran multiple regressions within each
ethnic group, using the three ability self-concept
indicators as predictors. The R-squared was sig-
nificant for both groups (European-Americans:
R2=15%,F=26.78, p<0.0001; African-Amer-
icans: RZ=14%,F=46.15, p < 0.0001). Inspec-
tion of the unstandardized regression coeffi-
cients (all significant at p < 0.01) suggests that,
as predicted by disidentification theory, academ-
ic self-concept was slightly less important for
the African-American students’ self-esteem (B
= 0.13} than for the European-American
students™ (B =0.17). In contrast, sociat self-con-
cept was slightly more important for the Afri-
can-American students’ self-esteem (B = 0.13)
than for the European-American students’ (B =
0.07). Finally, sports’ self-concept was slightly
more important for the European-American
students’ self-esteem (African-American B =
0.06; European-American B = 0.09).

2.4. Discussion

Ethnic group differences and non-differences in
academic performance and achievement-relat-
ed beliefs. The group differences in school
grades are consistent with the findings from oth-
er studies (e.g., Comer 198(; Hale-Benson
1985). However, unlike previous research, the
African-American adolescents in this study are
performing at quite high levels even though
these Jevels are significantly lower than that of
European-American adolescents. Thus, to say
that these African-American adolescents are not
performing well because they are performing
less well than European-American adolescents
would be inaccurate.

The existence of the difference in performance
level still needs to be understood. The fact that
there were no group differences on either self-
concept of ability and perceived utility rales out
these psychological factors as probable expla-
nations. Although many other plausible causes
have been suggested, we are partcularly con-
cerned with those causes that reflect ethnic
group differences in educational opportanities —
more specifically, those school characteristics
that can undermine the academic achievement
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for African-American adolescents. Possible
characteristics that should be explored are teach-
er characteristics, tracking practices, neighbor-
hood characteristics and the resource distribu-
tion in schools with a high percentage of Afri-
can-Americans. For example, recent evidence
reported by Fleming, Jussim & Eccles (1993)
suggests that African- American students may be
especially susceptible tonegative teacher expec-
tancy effects within their classrooms.

Also, contrary to what some scholars (e. g. Og-
bu 1983) have suggested, the African-American
and European-American adolescents in this
study placed equivalent utility value on school
achievement.

Relations between self-concept of ability and
academic performance. The ethnic group differ-
ence in the association between self-concept of
ability and change in academic performance in-
dicates that the power of these psychological
factors in predicting the African-American stu-
dents’ achievement is smaller than their power
in explaining individual differences in the school
performance of European-American students.
Thus, we should be cautious in generalizing re-
sults from models based on European- American
samples to other ethnic groups. Nonetheless,
each of these four beta’s was significant, indi-
cating that the expectancy/value model yielded
reliable predictability of change in academic
achievement scores for both African-American
and European-American adolescents.
Differential predictive power of self-concept of
ability and perceived utility. The fact that per-
ceived utility value did not predict to change in
grades is also worth noting. A similar result has
emerged in other studies; for example in Eccles
[Parsons], Adler & Meece (1984), only self-con-
cept of math ability predicted to subsequent
math courses grades. In contrast, the perceived
value indicators predicted to future course en-
rollment plans and actual enrollment decisions.
‘We have just found the same pattern for predict-
ing European- American adolescents’ participa-
tion in sports, enrollment in advanced math
courses and enrollment in advanced physical
science courses (Eccles, Barber, Updegraff &
O’Brien 1995). Apparently the two components
of the expectancy/value madel predict to diffe-
rent achievement outcomes with ability self-
concepts predicting performance once one is in
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the achievement setting and subjective task val-
ues predicting the decision to enter the achieve-
ment setting.

Differential predictive power of academic self-
concept for self-esteem. For the European-
American students, academic self-concept was
the most powerful predictor of self-esteem —
with a standardized coefficient of (.23 compared
to 0.20 for sports and 0.13 for social. Also as
predicted, the European- American students’ ac-
ademic self-concepts were more predictive of
their self-esteem than the academic self-concept
was for the African-American students’ self-es-
teem. Both of these results are consistent with
the disidentification model. Although the Afri-
can-American students expressed just as high
academic self-concepts as the European-Amer-
ican students, they were not doing as well aca-
demically. One would predict based on other
studies of self-concept formation (e. g., Marsh
1990) that the African-American students
should be reporting lower academic seif-con-
cepts than European-American studenis given
their lower academic performance. This was
neither the case in this study, nor the case in the
several studies discussed in the introduction.
Graham (1994} suggested that this discrepancy
may reflect either the use of different social com-
parison group or a defensive strategy to protect
one’s self-esteem. Disidentification theory sug-
gests that, although both of these explanation
may be true, African-American students will al-
so defend their self-esteem by disassociating
their general sense of self-worth from perceived
competence in those domains in which they ex-
perience discrimination. Consequently, even
though they may report high academic self-con-
cepts, their academic self-concepts should be
less predictive of their self-esteem. Unfortunate-
ly, although this strategy protects the African-
American students from the negative effects of
academic failure, it also Hmits the psychologi-
cal benefits they can experience when they suc-
ceed in school.

3. Study 2
3.1. Method

In this study the adelescents were questioned about their ac-
ademic ability self-concepts in specific subject arcas rather
than for school achievement in general. This allows us to test



the utility of the expectancy/value perspective for a particu-
iar subject area rather than for the more global academic do-
main. As noted in the introduaction, researchers interested in
the link between ability seif-concepts and achievement have
siressed the importance of using as specific indicators as pos-
sible. Stady 2 was designed to look specially ag math achieve-
ment. Therefore, it provides the opportunity to look at the
same issues explored in Study 1 in a specific academic sub-
ject. In addision, we replicate the analyses related to self-es-
teem. Again our primary question is whether a similar set of
refadonships characterize the findings for both African-
American and Evropean-American students.

2320 Eurcpean-American and 180 African-American ado-
iescents in 12 different school districts were studied over four
waves of data collection: the fall and spring of the students’
sixth grade, and the fall and spring of their seventh grade
school year, The data reported here come from the first two
waves of data collection taken during the adolescents” sixth
grade yesr.

The sixth graders’ ability self-concepts, task values, and glo-
bal self-esteem were assessed with a self-administered ques-
tioanaire taken at school during their math class. The specif-
ic ability seif-concepts and perceived math value were as-
sessed using items developed by Eccles and her colleagues.
These items used seven point Likert-type scales anchored at
the extremes with descriptors. The students were asked to
rate their ability in math, English, sports, and peer social re-
lations using comparably worded guestions for each domain.
For exampte, they were asked, “How good are you at math
compared to other sabjects?” {not at all good - very good}.
They rated their math value on aseries of questions like “How
important is it to you to be good at math?” {tems within each
domain factor together and yield scales with good reliabil-
ity — Cronbach’s o exceeding 0.70 in each case. The reliabil-
ity and validity of these scales and the specific items are re-
ported in Eccles [Parsons] (1983) and Eceles et al. {1984}
Harter’s General Self-Worth Scale was used fo assess gen-
eral self-esteem (Harter 1982).

In addition, since we wanted to determine the extent to which
actual competence in each domain predicted hoth one’s cor-
responding ability seff-concept and one’s general self-es-
teem, we asked the students” teachers to rate each students’
competence in three of these four domaiss: math, sports, and
peer social relations. The teachers were asked to rate, using
a seven point Likert scale, how well each student was doing
in each area and how well they were doing compared to oth-
er students in the class.

Finally, in order to replicate the analyses ia Study 1 using
expectancy-related beliefs and values to predict actual
achievement and math participation, we used math ability
self-concept, math value, teacher ability ratings, and prior
math grade to predict to year 2 math grade, and future course
taking plans. The math grades were collected from the
students” schoel records. Their future course taking plans
were assessed on the same questionnaire used to collect their
self- and task-refated beliefs. They were asked how many
more years of math courses they planned to take once they
enter high school and math courses become optional.

3.2. Results: Predictors of ability self-concepts

Ethnic group was significantly related to the
teachers’ ratings of the adolescents’ competence
in each of the three skill domains: African-
American students received significantly lower
teacher ratings than European-American stu-
dents for math (F=3.99, p <0.05) and peer so-
cial relations (F = 35.03, p < 0.001). In contrast,
the African-American students were rated high-
erin sports ability than the Evropean-American
students (F = 61.79, p <(.001). A different pat-
tern of ethnic group differences emerged for the
students’ ability self-concepts. African-Ameri-
can students rated themselves higher than Euro-
pean-American students for all three specific
ability domains; math F=24.16,p <0.001; Eng-
lish F=26.05,p<0.001;sports F=4535,p<
0.001; and peer social relations F = 5436, p <
0.001). There was no significant ethnic group
effect on either the global self-esteem or the val-
ue of math measures. In contrast, the African-
American students did plan to take slightly few-
er math courses in the foture than the European-
American students (p < 0.05), and the African-
American students also received slightly lower
grades in math both prior to the questionnaire
administration and one term later (p < 0.03).

3.3. Results: Predicting math achievement and
course plans

Table 3 summarizes the regression analyses pre-
dicting second term math grades and high school
math course plans. Contrary to the results in
Study 1, math ability self-concept did not pre-
dict changes in math grades from one term un-
til the next, once indicators of prior performance
were controlled. There was the expected signif-
icant zero-order correlation between math abil-
ity self-concept and both first and second term
grades (for both African- American and Europe-
an-American students; rs ranged from .23 to
0.49 and were higher for European-American
students than for the African-American stu-
dents). These relations, however, were reduced
to non-significance when prior achievement and
teacher rating of performance were entered as
controls. In contrast, in this sample, math value
did predict increases in math grades. This was
more true for the European-American than for
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Table 3. Predicting Spring Math Grades and Future Course
Enrollment Plans; Standardized B Coefficients

Predictors Spring Math Grade  Course Plans
Ethnic Group {1 = European American)  0.04 004
Gender {i = Femnale) 2.03 -0.06%
Teacher Ability Rating 0. 22%%* 2.05
Math Value 0407+ 0. 17%*
Math Ability Self-Concept 002 0.20%*x
Fall Math Grade 0.43%w* 085

F 126,91 %%+ 34 1244
r? 0.40 011

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.08]

the African-American students (unstandardized
coefficients = 0.22 and 0.13 respectively, ethnic
difference significant at p < 0.10).

A slightly different picture emerged for course
plans. In this case, as predicted by the expectan-
cy-value model, both math value and math abil-
ity self-concept significantly predicted plans to
take more math courses and this was equally true
for the African-American and European-Amer-
ican students.

3.4. Results: Predicting ability self-concepts
and self-esteem

We next assessed the relation of the teachers’
ratings of the students’ competence in each do-
main with the students’ own ability self-con-
cepts and global self-esteem. There were signif-
icant relations between teachers’ ratings of the
students’ ability and the students’ self-ratings
for both math {r = 0.42 and 0.51 for African-
American and European-American students, re-
spectively) and sports (r = 0.21 and 0.32 for Af-
rican-American and European-American stu-
dents, respectively). In contrast, the relation of
the teachers’ ratings to students’ self-esteem de-
pended on the students’ ethnic group: None of
the teacher’s ratings were significantly related
to the African-American students’ global self-
esteem (rs ranged from 0.00 to 0.03); whereas
the teachers’ rating of the students’” math (r =
0.20), sports {r=0.15) and social (r = (.12) abil-
ities were significantly related to the European-
American students’ self-esteem.

Next, we correlated the students’ global self-es-
teem ratings with their specific ability self-con-
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cepts. As is true for the associations between the
teacher ratings and global self-esteem, none of
the African-American students’ ability self-con-
cepts were significantly related to their self-es-
teem. In contrast, all four of the European-
American students’ specific ability self-con-
cepts were significantly related to their global
self-esteem — with math and social self-concepts
having the highest association (rs ranged from
0.22 to0 0.35).

We next entered all four of the ability self-con-
cepts and the three teacher achievement ratings
into a single simultaneous multiple regression
equation for each of the two populations. The
results for both groups are summarized in Table
4. What is most striking is that the equation is
not significant for the African-American stu-
dents but is for the European-American stu-
dents. It is important to bear in mind that the size
of the sample was very different for the two
groups and that the multiple R for the African-
American sample would have been significant
in a larger sample. Nonetheless even when you
compare the unstandardized b weights, few of
the predictors approach comparable size in the
two groups. The one exception to this conclu-
sion is the b weight for sports self-concept,
which is actually slightly larger in the African-
American sample than in the European-Ameri-
can sample. But the standard error for the Afri-
can-American sample is much larger than for the
European-American sample making it impos-
sible to interpret this difference. Apparently, in
this sample of African- American students, these

Tabie 4: Predicting Self-Esteem for African-American and
European-American Students: Usastandardized Coeffi-
cients (Standardized Coefficients)

Africar Americans European Americans

Predictors

Math Self-Concept £.06 £.05) .33 {2d4)*+*
English Seif Concept 0.06 (05) .11 L08)**
Spors Self-Concept 0.12 (.09 0.10 {.08y**
Social Self-Concept -0.04 (-.03) 0.24 (. 18)%*=*
Teacher Rating: Math 0.04 (04) 0.93 (.02)
Teacher Rating: Spons 0.03 (L1} 0.05 (.02)
Teacher Rating: Secial -G.01 (-.00) .43 (07"
r? 0.017 0.1ers

Noe: ** p< 001, ***p < 0.001




ability self-concepts and competencies are not
related to individual differences in global self-
esteem.

In contrast, among European-American stu-
dents, several of the standardized predictors are
significant with math self-concept and social
self-concept being the largest. Interestingly,
even though math competence, as rated by the
teacher, was related to global self-esteem at the
zero-order level, it is not significantly related
once math self-concept is controlled. This sug-
gests that math competence is related to global
self-esteem indirectly through its association
with math ability self-concept. In contrast, both
social ability self-concept and actual social com-
petence as rated by the teacher make indepen-
dent contributions to predicting global self-es-
teem.

4. General discussion

Two patterns emerged across both studies: First,
African-American youth have just as high, if not
higher, ability self-concepts as European- Amer-
icans. The African-American youth aiso have
Jjust as high self-esteem. Nonetheless, in both
studies, the African-American youth were per-
forming more poorly in school than the Europe-
an-Amertcan students. These two effects sug-
gest that perhaps too much emphasis has been
placed on the need to enhance the self-concept
of African-American adolescents (Whaley
19933

The second pattern is the generally weaker pre-
dictions of both grades and self-esteem for the
African-American youth. This finding is espe-
cially marked for self-esteem. One might think
that this difference could be explained in terms
of William James’s hypothesis that self-con-
cepts should only affect one’s self-esteem to the
extent that one values the activity. But the Afri-
can-American youth in Study 1 placed just as
much value on education as European-Aineri-
can youth. This is also true in the population in
Smdy 2 (Semior 1989), In fact, the African-
American youth in Study 2 responded slightly
higher than the European-American youth to
questions like “Is the amount of effort it will take
to do well in [math, English, sports] this year
worthwhile to you?” and “For me being good at
[math, English, sports] is important”. Clearly,

then the lack of predictive power of these do-
main specific, ability-based self-concepts is not
due to the lack of importance attached to these
achievement domains by the African-American
students. Future research is needed to answer the
question what else might account for this differ-
ence.

In conclusion, although there are ethnic group
differences that need to be explored, our results
suggest that the expectancy component of the
Eccles et al. Expectancy/value model of
achievement behavior is a good predictor of
changes in academic achievement in both Afri-
can-American and European-American adoles-
cents, The value component did not predict
achievement gains or losses in either population
but did predict course enroliment decisions quite
well for both groups of adolescents. It remains
to be seen whether the value component does as
well for other ethnic groups. The utility of the
expectancies and ability self-concepts for pre-
dicting self-esteem in African-American ado-
lescents is not apparent in either study. Although
these youth placed high value on the ability do-
mains included in the analyses, variations in
their self-concepts of ability in these domains
were unrelated to variations in self-esteem. In
contrast, variations in the European-American
adolescents’ ability self-concepts were related
to variations in self-esteem in the predicted di-
rection. Although these results are consistent
with disidentification theory, further research is
needed to confirm these ethnic group differences
in other samples.
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