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introduction

Research on peer influence has identified the peer group as a strong socializing
force in the lives of adolescents.

The vast majority of this research has examined the relation between peer group
influence and negative outcomes in terms of academic achievement (e.g., Berndt &
Keefe, 1995; Berndt, Laychak & Park, 1990), smoking {e.g., Wang, Fitzhugh,
Westerfield & Eddy, 1995); drug use (e.g., Bahr, Marcos & Maughan, 19395; Mounts
& Steinberg, 1295), sexual behaviors (e.g., Billy & Udry, 1985; Diclemente, 1991),
and a host of others.

Further, gender differences have been found in adolescent's susceptibility to
influence (e.g., Fuligni & Eccles, 1993) as well as the degree to which adolescents
are influenced (e.g., Berndt 1979, Brown, 1982).

However, the positive aspects of adolescent peer influence have not been as
avidly investigated, particularly in terms of the relation between peer group
influence and educational outcomes for African-American adolescents.

For example, in an effort itluminate one of the contributing factors to the
“achievement gap”, Steinberg, Dombusch & Brown (1992) argued that the disparity
in the academic outcomes of Caucasian and African-American students coulid be
partially attributed to the difference in how their peer groups view academic
success. They found Caucasian students’ peers to be more likely to endorse
academic achievement behaviors, whereas African-American's peers did not.

Steinberg, et. al's conclusions support Fordham & Ogbu's {19868) findings that
African-American students in their study believed academic success to be
indicative of “acting White”.

Although some research has found the overarching attitude among African-
American adolescents with respect to school to be negative, there is still strong
evidence that they generally believe education o be important (e.g., Senior &
Anderson, 1993).



Hationale -

Previous studies have reported contradictory findings regarding the roie of peers in
academic outcomes for African-American students, as well as the possibie
existence of what is often referred to as the “attitude-achievement paradox”.

Therefore, it is important to examine the relation between prosocial peer
interactions and academic outcomes in a normative sample of African-American
adolescents, to provide a more balanced picture of the role of peers in academic

achievement.

it couid be the case that African-American adoiescents encourage one another to
do weil in school as much as they discourage one another.

This study has two purposes. The primary purpose of this research is to expand our
knowledge of the relation between peer support and academic outcomes for
African-American adolescenis. It attempts to accomplish this by investigating the
rejation between the adolescent’s perception of global peer support and academic
outcomes. In addition, it examines as the relation between the adolescent’s
perception of the availability of peer support for social and academic problems
within the school context.

Second, this study examines the within-group differences in peer support for
African-Americans by investigating the gender differences in the relation between
peer support and academic outcomes.



Research Guestions

& Are there gender differences in the amount of support adolescents receive from
their peers?

® Are there gender differences in the relation between peer support and
academic ocutcomes?

Hypotheses

1. Adolescent females wili report having more communication and support, as well
as more available support for academic achievement.

2. Therefore, adolescent females’ academic outcomes will be more significantly
related to peer support.



Methods
Participants

The participants are part of the Maryland Adolescent Growth in Context Study
(MAGICS), an ongoing, longitudinal investigation of adolescents’ development and
the contexts (family, schools, peers) that may have an impact upon that
development. The principal investigators are Jacquelynne Eccles and Amold
Sameroff at the University of Michigan.

The 1067 adolescents and their families were asked to complete face-to-face
interviews and self administered guestionnaires beginning with their seventh grade
veor,

JF¥ s

Interestingly, both the African-American and European-American adolescents
families represent a wide range of socioeconomic status.

The data used in this study are taken mostly from the second wave of data
collection (1991), and comprise an entirely African-American subsample (n=635;
337 male, 298 female).

Measures

Peer Communication and Support o=.81

5-item scale that assesses adolescents’ perceptions of how often thev discuss
general life issues with their friends, e.g., How often do you talk to your friends
about how things are going in your life (1=almost never; 6=aimost every day).

Depending on Peers for Support 0=.68

4-item scale that captures adolescent perceptions of the frequency with which they
are able to depend on friends or other students for help with problems in school,
e.g., When you have a social or personal problem at school, how often can you
depend on your friends to help you out (1=almost never; 5=almost always).




Perception of Own Resilience o=.68

4-item scale that assesses adolescents’ perception of his or her resilience and
probtem-solving skills, e.g., Are you very good at bouncing back quickly from bad
experiences? (1=almost never; 5=almost always).

School Utility Value o=.69

4-items; Assesses how important the adolescent believes school to be for his or her
future e.g., | have to do weli in school if | want to be a success in life (1=strongly
agree; S=strongly disagree).

Importance of academic skills o=.81

2-item scale that captures how important specific academic skills are to the
adolescent, e.g. Compared to other students, how important is math to you?
{1=much less important to me than other kids; 7=much more important to me than

other kids).




RESULTS

Hypothesis #1-Gender differences in the amount of perceived

communication and suppori, as well as the availability of support

¢ independent sampies t-tests indicated that adoiescent females reported higher
mean levels of peer communication and support in comparison {o males (see
Figure 1).

¢ [n addition, adolescent females reported higher mean levels of depending on their
peers for support in the school context in comparison to males (see Figure 1).

Hypothesis #2-Gender Differences_in the relation between peer support

and academic oulcomes

Cross-sectional analyses (Tables 1-4)

+ Hierarchical regression analyses indicated that peer communication and support is
significantly related to adolescent perception of the importance of academic skills
for males {p<.01), but nonsignificant for females.

¢+ Depending on peers for academic support is significantly related to school utility
value for males {p<.05}, but nonsignificant for females.

¢+ Peer communication and support significantly related to grade point average for
males (p<.01), but nonsignificant for females.

¢ Peer communication and support is significantly related to adolescent perception of
own resilience for both males (p<.01) and females (p<.001). In addition,
depending on peers for academic support is also significantly related to
adolescents’ perception of own resilience for both males and females {p<.01}.



Longitudinal Analyses (see Tables 5-8}

Depending on peers for academic support significantly related to adolescents’
perception of the importance of academic skills for males {(p<.01) .

Peer communication and support significantly related to adolescents' perception of
own resilience for both males and females (p<.05).

Depending on peers for academic support also significantly related to adolescents’
perception of own resilience for both males (p.01) and females (p<.05).

Summary and Discussion

T-tests indicated mean gender differences in peer communication and support, as
well as dependence on peers for support, supporting the first hypothesis.

However, in general, there was a stronger relation between peer support and
academic outcomes for maies. Therefore, the second hypothesis was not
supported.

There are two possible explanations for these findings.

First, peer support and perception of the availability of support could be more
strongly related to academic outcomes for males as a result of lesser support from
other sources {such as {eachers), in comparison to females. Therefore, support
from one’s peers becomes even more crucial to positive academic outcomes.

Second, these results could be related partially to gender differences in the relation
between problem behavior and academic achievement. Previous research has
indicated that some academic outcomes are more strongly related o problem
behaviors for African-American males. Therefore, it is possible that there are also
gender differences in the relation between peer support and academic outcomes.



+ However, this cannot be determined without investigating possible gender-by-
outcome interactions, though prior analyses for this study vielded few gender

offects.

4 In conclusion, this study clearly indicates the need for more research which
examines the prosocial nature of peer interaction for African-American children and
adolescents, as well as its relation to academic outcomes.

¢ Further, more research is needed to better understand children and adolescents’
perceptions of the meaning of support.
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