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CHAPTERI
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Overview

This literature review describes research related to the growing efforts to decrease
the educational outcome gap between African American student engagement in advanced
curricula compared to their peers. More specifically, this literature review describes the
need to examine academic engagement in relation to educational achievement, to provide
a review of the theoretical frameworks that researchers have used to assess African
American student engagement, to identify the personal, cultural, and school factors that
influence student engagement, to describe the correlation among influencing factors, and
to describe what needs to be learned about racial and gender effects on academic
engagement.

Academic Engagement and Achievement

Academic engagement plays a substantial role in student academic achievement
(Ogbu, 2003; Stewart, 2007). To summarize the definitions provided in the literature,
academic engagement can be described as the level of commitment and involvement or
the amount of time, energy and effort that students put into their educational learning
activities (Green, Marti, & McClenney, 2008; Stewart, 2007). Research studies show that
student effort has a significant effect on academic achievement (Carbonaro, 2005;
Johnson, Crosnoe, & Elder, 2001). In a study of individual-level predictors of
achievement, Stewart (2007) found that student effort increases student achievement. In
particular, the study concludes that students with increased levels of attachment and

commitment to their schoolwork also have increased grade point averages. Considering



the nationwide effort to narrow the achievement gap and to recruit minority students into
academically rigorous courses and programs, it is important to ensure that African
American students are academically engaged.

As demonstrated by the expanding achievement gap, African American students
are not academically involved in their schoolwork at the same level as their peers. The
present state of academic engagement for African American students is often depicted
specifically by the Black-White achievement gap, which is most commonly defined by
the academic achievement levels on national and state administered standardized tests
(Haycock, 2001). In relation to standardized tests, African American students have
traditionally performed much lower than White students. Despite the findings of the
Sandia Report (Stedman, 1994) that suggests a steady improvement in public school
education results, the reading and vocabulary achievement gaps between African
American and White students continue to expand (Education Trust, 2004). In this same
manner, minority students lag behind their peers in math and science (Johnson and
Kritsonis, 2006). Further research demonstrates that academic failure perpetuates low-
levels of attainment in other areas. African American students have higher dropout rates
(Kaufman, Kwon, Klein, & Chapman, 2000), they are more likely to be suspended from
school (Jackson, 2001), and they are more likely to delay college enrollment (Rowan-
Kenyon, 2007). In order to improve academic achievement, policymakers and
researchers must began to focus on what influences students to become engaged in their
schooling and thereby put forth the effort needed to attain increased educational

outcomes.



The primary goal of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) and other
curricular reform efforts is to narrow the achievement gaps by ensuring that all students
are academically prepared for college. Accordingly, many states are responding to NCLB
by increasing minority student access to rigorous coursework; however, College Board
(2007) reports that equitable representation of African American students has not been
achieved by any states. In the same way, for the 2006-2007 school year, the U.S.
Department of Education (2007) reports that only 4% of high school students from low-
income backgrounds complete academically challenging courses. More specifically,
research indicates the achievement and learning gaps are a result of low minority
eﬁrollment in high school honors and Advanced Placement (AP) classes (Darity,
Castellino, Tyson, Cobb, & McMillen, 2001). Conclusively, enrollment into advanced
courses and programs describes the level of student commitment to rigorous schoolwork.

Low minority-student engagement in advanced classes has a major impact on the
achievement gap as well as the social and cultural economy. The research speaks to the
ability of advanced curricula programs to help disenfranchised students overcome
systematic and cultural structures that may otherwise prevent them from attaining a
college education (Klopfenstein & Thomas, 2005). Dougherty, Mellor and Jian (2006)
studied the relationship between taking AP classes in high school and graduating from
college, and they found that even low-income students who failed an AP exam had higher
graduation rates of about 20% more than their peers who had no AP experience. The
researchers’ findings also indicate that students who earn a “3” or higher on an AP exam

will graduate college within five years or less. Despite the attempts to increase minority



access to Advanced Placement, racial disparities still exist when it comes to course
enrollment.

In its present state, AP programs have been extended to any student who is
capable and willing to do the work (College Board, 2007). Performance gaps between
African American and White students are narrowed when comparing students who have
taken advanced classes (Aldeman, 2006). Moreover, Brown (2000) found that African
American students who enrolled in higher-level science and math courses felt more
prepared to pursue a college degree. Therefore, if students are not academically prepared
for college, they are less likely to attain postsecondary education and successful work
(Adelman, 2006). Because of academic gains due to Advanced Placement programs, the
federal, state, and locél government officials encourage schools to increase access to AP
courses and generate participant diversity that reflects the growing population of
American schools.

Investments in Academic Engagement

Taking into consideration the expected natioﬁal and international demographic
shifts, the consequences of low African American student engagement not only affects
the individual students but our society as a whole. Based on increasing diversity, a
national report depicts the importance of investing in educational engagement and
achievement for minority students (The National Center for Public Policy and Higher
Education, 2005). This report projects by the year 2020 the workforce will undergo
transformation as the working population of whites will decline to 63% while the
working population of African Americans will double and Hispanics will triple. Like

other research, this report highlights the negative social and economic losses associated



with the lack of educational achievement. The importance of identifying the factors that
influence African American studeﬁt academic engagement manifests into political and
economic sovereignty, which is beneficial to not only the individual but the American
society.

Professional literature continues to demonstrate that improving academic
engagement and achievement provides increased benefits for America’s social, cultural,
and economic future. Owings and Kaplan (2006) show that commitment to education
increases social networks such as voting, volunteering, making charitable contributions,
and participating in cultural and leisure activities. As demonstrated by Lin (2001), this
type of social networking produces social capital, which generates access to other
resources that all the participants can use to their advantage. The literature makes clear
there is a positive increase in social relations with each increase in educational
involvement.

Nonetheless, students who lack cultural capital unintentionally do not invest their
time and energy into their education as first demonstrated in a research study conducted
by Bourdieu & Passeron (1977). Further supporting the cultural capitalist theory that
values can be passed on from one generation to the next (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977),
Owings and Kaplan (2006) present evidence for the cultural benefits of investing in
education. Citizens who have more education are less likely to continue negative social
and educational trends associated with culture. Similarly, they propose higher levels of
education result in decreased achievement gaps. For African Americans, this means as
they invest more effort towards advancing their education, they will develop and pass on

a stronger culture of achievement.



Nonetheless, the growing body of literature indicates that investments in
education directly impact the economy and quality of life (Owings & Kaplan, 2006;
Schweke, 2004). According to (Schweke, 2004), high-quality education programs lead to
higher gains in economic and social achievement that benefits not only the individual but
also society at large. Disenfranchised students who are committed to receiving at least an
associate’s degree earn almost 23% more than their peers who do not receive a degree
(Schweke, 2004). In the same manner, other research shows the economic value of
investing in programs that prepare students to obtain a college education. Compared to
workers who only graduated from high school, workers who receive a college degree
earn about 60% of the median income in the U.S. (Baum & Payea, 2005). A study from
the U.S. Department of Commerce found that African American workers with less than a
high school diploma would earn less than a million dollars in their life time, while those
with a high school diploma will earn close to a million and those with advanced degrees
earn from $1.7 to $2.5‘ million (2002). As demonstrated in similar studies, as the level of
educational investment increases so does economic success. Specifically, the literature
speaks to the need to provide minority students with high-quality educational
involvement in order to improve our society’s financial power and way of living.

Influencing Factors of Academic Engagement

The research suggests that structural inequalities and cultural characteristics are
major influences of low levels of African American student engagement (Krei, 1998;
'Peske & Haycock, 2006; Skiba, Simmones, Ritter, Kohler, Henderson, & Wu, 2006).
More specifically, “within-school” system structures in terms of funding, staffing,

tracking and ability grouping limit student engagement (Smith-Maddox, 1999; Saddler,



2005). On the other hand, cultural associations such as social identity and self-efficacy,
cause African American students to academically disengage by putting forth minimal
effort (Whiting, 2006).
School Structural Inequities and Academic Engagement

Because school funding is not equally dispersed, urban schools, comprised of
majority African American students with low student engagement, are inferior to
suburban schools, majority White students. According to the Education Trust’s Funding
Gap 2005 report,

28 states, high-minority districts receive less state and local money for each child

than low-minority districts.... Across the country, $908 less per student is spent

on students in the districts educating the most students of color, as compared to

the districts educating the fewest students of color (p. 6).
Because serious consequences result from failing to adequately and equitably fund
poverty stricken minority schools, funding disparities appear to have a negative effect on
a school’s ability to provide African American students with academically engaging
programs and resources. Consequently, funding disparities are also linked to staffing
inequities that circumvent African American student academic engagement and
achievement. Well-funded schools receive high quality teachers while poorly funded
districts receive majority inexperienced teachers (Krei, 1998). A more recent empirical
study conducted by Peske & Haycock (2006) found there is a large number of teachers
with less experience, education, and skills teaching in schools that serve a large number
of poor and minority students. According to their study, minority students from low

income backgrounds who are already unequipped with advance knowledge and skills are



limited because they lack opportunity to have highly qualified teachers. Skiba et al.
(2006) found that a lack of resources contributes to the overrepresentation of minority
students in special education The research suggests that structural inequalities are major
influences in the low performance of African American students.

Tracking, which is known among educators as a structural inequality that limits
academic engagement, continues to exist as common practice in our contemporary
schools. Tracking manifests as a form of “within-school segregation” that creates a clear
racial divide between students enrolled in the lower tracks versus those enrolled in
accelerated tracks. Students enrolled in lower track programs receive a separate
educational experience from those enrolled advanced level programs. Most commonly,
African American students are over represented in lower, more general vocational tracks
(Burris & Welner, 2005). In addition to tracking, ability grouping poses a challenge to the
education of African American students. Ability grouping is the systematic process of
labeling students based on their genetic or intellectual weaknesses. Ability grouping has
made way for African American students to be disproportionately placed into special
education programs (Green, MclIntosh, Cook-Morales, & Robinson-Zanartu, 2005).

Cultural Characteristics and Academic Engagement

Prominent researchers have shown that African American students themselves
also play a part in their own mis-education or academic disengagement (Ogbu, 2003;
Gayles, 2005). Based on thorough research of affluent African American students, Ogbu
(2003) asserted African American students in general possess a “norm of minimum
effort” that binds them to low academic achievement. He found high-achieving African

American students put forth only enough effort to pass their classes so they could avoid



the demands of workloads with high expectations. Based on his research, Ogbu
concluded African American students themselves create the racial barriers that block
their educational achievement. While minority students share a common belief that
education is an important component of success, most of them demonstrate a lack of
academic effort (Ford, Grantham, Whiting, 2008; Ogbu, 2003).

Although current education reform movements focus on recruiting and retaining
minority enrollment in accelerated programs, a large number of African American
students elect not to participate in what they perceive as academically-challenging
courses. Researchers hypothesize the low-participation results from a fear of “acting
white” or “selling out their social and ethnic identity for an academically successful
identity of their white countérparts” (Alexander, 2004; Fordman & Ogbu, 1986).
Consistent with Ogbu’s findings, Ford et al. (2008) found that gifted African American
students perform poorly in school because they exert little effort and do not engage in
academically rigorous activities and hobbies. Further research attempts to explain low
academic effort among African American students by examining two themes: 1)
distanced and diminished achievement and 2) utilitarian achievement (Gayles, 2005).
Accordingly, Gayles (2005) found high achieving African American students tend to
reduce or diminish the importance of their own academic achievement as not to be
distinguished socially from the culture, yet at the same time, those students consciously
behave in a manner that does not distance them from academic achievement. Too add,
high achieving African American students have a utilitarian value of achievement, which
means to separate one’s academic achievement from one’s social status within ones

culture in order to avoid negative social consequences. In examining the effort towards
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academic success, the literature suggests, in general, African American students
intentionally put forth little to no effort in resistance to a scholarly identity.

Drawing frorﬁ the review of the literature, the study of academic engagement is
the first step toward a better understanding of the factors that influence academic
achievement. To address the complex effects of the social and academic achievement
gaps in order to create social, cultural, and economic capital, researchers and policy
makers must consider the factors influencing the restricting confines of student academic
effort.

Theoretical Frameworks

Researchers have used a number of theories and developed varying perspectives
to explain academic engagement (effort). This section will critically review the personal
perspective, the ecological theory, and the cultural-ecological theory used to investigate
factors that influence students’ academic effort.

Personal Perspective

The most widely shared explanation for academic disengagement pinpoints the
unique characteristics of the individual students. Individual characteristics reflect the
students’ educational values and determine their motivation for completing classroom
assignments. According to espistemological research, students’ self-identity and social
relationships make them into passive or active receivers of knowledge (Schommer-
Aikins, 2004). The personal perspective of learning focuses on factors that describe
students’ personal behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes toward schooling.

As cited in an empirical study by Hardre[J, Crowson, Debacker, and White

(2007), a student’s self-perception of his/her ability has an impact on the time and effort
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spent on learning and completing coursework. Accordingly, the researchers conclude
school engagement is positively predicted by self-perception measures that control
performance-approach goals. Derived from the ideas of the personal perspective, this
study attributes the students’ sense of self as the predicting variable of student success.

Moreover, research across time consistently finds that feelings of efficacy have a
positive impact on students’ efforts to study (Duckworth, 1986). In particular, Johnson et
al. (2001) found the more students feel vested in their school, the more effort they put
towards school. On the other hand, the research shows students exhibit low effort when
they do not understand how schoolwork relates to their lives (Damico, Fradd, Roth, &
Hankins, 1990). Students put forth varying amounts of academic effort based on their
own personal feelings towards the school work in terms of its meaningfulness, relevancy,
and ability to be transformative.

While the personal perspective provides useful insight into the personal
characteristics influencing student engagement, this theory does not consider the complex
relationships of human development and the surrounding environment. In order to
critically examine student academic engagement, the internal and external influences
must be considered simultaneously.

Ecological Theory

Researchers looking to explore the individual and the social contexts of the
environment draw on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory. The central idea of this
theory is that human developmental behavior is affected by the environment. The
ecological theory is a developmental model of social structures and processes that

impacts an individual’s behavior.
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Specifically, Bronfenbrenner’s structural environment is categorized by several
interacting levels: the microsytem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, and the macrosystem.
The microsystem consists of structures in which an individual has direct contact (i.e.,
peers and family) and the mesosystem refers to the interaction between the individual and
the structures of the microsystem. Similarly, the exosystem consists of the larger social
environment of which indirectly affects an individual (i.e., school and neighborhood)
while the macrosystem (i.e., cultural values, beliefs, societal norms, and laws) influences
all layers of the individual’s environment. Similar to the personal perspective, the
ecological theory targets internal influences of the individual on external constructs
(Stewart, 2007).

By examining the social contexts of the ecological theory, researchers are able to
understand the complex relationships between the individual, the family, and school level
characteristics. Stewart (2007) used the ecological theory to examine the interactions
between the individual, family, and school level variables to determine the predictors of
academic achievement. Stewart found that student effort, parent-child discussion, and
positive peer associations significantly increased student achievement. In addition, she
supports her finding by citing dther research studies that show a link between African
American students’ individual characteristics and social contexts that impacts African
American student achievement. Those research findings suggest that African American
students living in impoverished inner-city neighborhoods are negatively impacted in
regards to achievement (Stewart, 2007).

Although the ecological theory presumably can be used to explain the broad

aspects of academic engagement, it cannot explain the specific aspects of African
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American student culture in relation to student effort. In terms of assessing the cultural
aspect of academic effort, a different theoretical framework is needed. The cultural-
ecological model is advantageous because it investigates multi-factor characteristics (i.e.
race, individual development, and relationships) related to student engagement.
Cultural-Ecological Theory

Highly criticized yet theoretically sound in that the framework captures the social
impact of face in education, John Ogbu’s (2003) cultural-ecological (CE) theoretical
model addresses two race-related factors that influence minority student performance.
According to this theory, minority students respond to schooling based on the way
society and its institutions treat or have treated the minorities (the system) and how
minorities themselves interpret and respond to their treatments; that is, their adaptations
to the U. S. society and to their minority status (community forces). (Ogbu, 2003, p. 45)
The first theme of CE calls attention to racism as institutionalized or ingrained into the
systematic structure of education. The second theme challenges the cultural experience of
African American students that prevents them from taking on a responsible role for their
own academic attainment.

- To further explain, the impact of the system is based on three types of treatment of
minorities in education that influence their adjustment to school and their academic
performance. The aspects of the system that have the strongest influence on minorify
students’ education: 1) educational policies and practices (school segregation and unequal
funding), 2) school climate and culture (low expectations and tracking), and 3)
achievement rewards (recognition and salary). These three components attempt to explain

the collective discrimination faced by minorities, particularly African Americans.
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Accordingly, African American students respond to education based on how they are
treated within the schools. This theme is consistent with the findings of other empirical
studies that pinpoint school factors such as exclusionary practices, faculty and staff low
expectations, and unequal opportunity as the leading cause of low minority student
participation in rigorous course-taking (F erguson, 2003; Darity, Castellino, Tyson, Cobb
& McMillen, 2001).

Equally important to racial factors within the system, community forces, the
psychological and social background of minority students influence their motivation and
academic engagement. The cultural-ecological theory, sometimes referred to as
oppositional culture theory posits that African American students’ cultural frame of
reference has a significant influence on their resistance to schooling and academic
achievement. The influencing aspects of culture include 1) frame of reference (race and
socioeconomic status), 2) educational beliefs and behaviors (effort), 3) relationship with
the educational system (treatment and representation), 4) collective identity (“acting
white” v. “acting black™) , and 5) educational strategies (course-taking and
accountability). According to this theory, Ogbu makes a clear distinction between
African American students’ voluntary and involuntary mindrity status as a factor of their
disengagement. He posits that immigrants of color whose families willingly come to
America for better opportunities tend to engage more in school than involuntary
minorities who are descendants of slaves. Consequently, involuntary minorities
disengage from school because of deep rooted oppression and discriminatory practices
they have had to endure. However, from a critical perspective, this idea of voluntary and

involuntary minority status is more stereotypical than it is absolute because it does not
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take into consideration individuality and circumstance. Nonetheless, related research
findings demonstrate that cultural factors play a key role in minority students’ persistence
(or lack thereof) towards academic achievement (Borman, Stringfield, Rachuba, 2000;
Fryer & Torelli, 2005).

Ogbu’s cultural-ecological framework helps explore the interlocking factors that
researchers find to have the most impact on African American student engagement and
achievement. Figure 1 is a synopsis of these factors, which demonstrates their
relationships to one another and their ability to interact and consequently, mold the
educational engagement and achievement of African American students. The figure
illustrates the links between equivalent concepts of the system and within-school factors
as well as the relationships between synonymous concepts of community forces and

within-culture factors.
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Role of Personal Factors

This section focuses on the role of a student’s individuality or personal
characteristics that ultimately impact whether or not he or she will choose to engage
in school. In particular, this section describes the individual traits surrounding African
American students’ sense of self-efficacy as it relates to their beliefs, behaviors, and
aspirations that impact student engagement or academié effort.

Student Beliefs

As documented by the personal perspective, the amount of time and effort-that
students put towards schooling depends on how they perceive themselves
academically. Negative perceptions of high academic achievement, sometimes
referred to as anti-intellectual attitudes, lead African American students to disengage
in rigorous coursework. Hofstadter (1963) used the term “anti-intellectualism” to
describe the American culture’s disrespect toward intellectual thought and academics.
According to the original definition, anti-intellectuals prefer an educational
experience that is vocational and based on routine knowledge. As cited by Elias
(2008), the causes of anti-intellectualism in the American culture can be attributed to
how negative portrayal of intellectuals are in movies, the dominance of economic
capital over cultural capital, and instability of a degree to guarantee a job. Based on
this empirical study investigating self-efficacy and anti-intellectual attitudes, students
who possess high academic self-efficacy are less likely to have anti-intellectual
attitudes.

Rooted in historical norms of segregation, the ideas of anti-intellectualism,

which require that African American students put on a show of ignorance and
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inadequacy (Clift, Anderson, Hullfish, 1962) exist among African American students
even today. Although there is very little empirical research regarding the impact of
anti-intellectualism, critical race theorists and other scholars identify anti-intellectual
beliefs as a major factor impacting Afﬁcan American students’ disinterest in
academic school work and concentration on learning more economically beneficial
vocational skills (McWhorter, 2000; Cross, 1990). A common but controversial
belief among scholars, African American students become victims of anti-
intellectualism, which causes them to question themselves in regards to their own
ability to succeed as intellectuals. African Americans who choose to become
intellectuals do so based on their personal pleasure, sense of self-worth, or sense of
personal duty (West, 1994). Accordingly, the anti-intellectual belief is so ingrained
into the African American community that black intellectuals are not trusted or held
in high regard within their own culture. This anti-intellectual identity permeates
students’ self-perceived ability to use academics as a means to success.

Accordingly, Hardre(O et al. (2007) conducted an empirical study, which
investigated whether or not perceived ability among other factors predicted
engagement and effort in school. The researchers found that students’ self-perception
of their academic ability influences their performance-approach to academics. In fact,
their research suggests that students who believe they can learn the content and
complete challenging tasks engage in academic competition with their peers but those
students who do not tend to avoid even putting forth the effort.

To further explain how students’ personal beliefs influence their behavior,
researchers postulate that African American students disengage because they do not

believe that academics is the key to success (Ogbu, 2003). However, as cited by
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Hawkins and Mulkey (2005), other studies find a positive correlation between
participation in sports and enrolment in academic coursework among African
American students. Taking these two points into consideration, the connecting thread
is that generally African American students do believe academic achievement is a key
to success; they just may not believe academic achievement alone is the key to
success.

Student Behaviors

Ogbu (2003) asserts that African American students in general possess a
“norm of minimum effort” that binds them to low academic achievement. He found
high-achieving African American students put forth only enough effort to pass their

_classes so they could avoid the demands of workloads with high expectations. Ogbu’s
findings led him to conclude that minority students resist academics. Based on his
research, Ogbu argued that African American students themselves create the racial
barriers that block their educational achievement. Consistent with Ogbu’s findings,
Ford, Grantham, and Whiting (2008) found that gifted African American students
perform poorly in school because they also lack effort and they lack academically
rigorous activities and hobbies.

Nevertheless, some research supports a culture of resilience among high
achieving African American students (Borman et al., 2000; Gayles, 2005; Whiting,
2006). In an attempt to explain why minority students lack confidence in school,
Whiting (2006) found that African American and Hispanic males who possessed a
scholarly identity had a strong sense of self-efficacy. Because of their intelligence,
those students refused to succumb to negative stereotypes and held a strong need for

achievement. To further explain the behavior of high achieving minority students,
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Gayles (2005) examined the way resilient African American males defined academic
achievement. In spite of the threat to generalizability, the study found that the three
students strategically behaved well socially so théy would not be ostracized by their
peers. They wanted to show they could “act black™ and be intelligent at the same
time. Accordingly, those high achieving African American students believe academic
achievement is a means to positive educational outcomes. As discussed, in regards to
African American student beliefs and behaviors, identity is a major influencing factor
on academic engagement and achievement.

Student Aspirations

In order to explore academic effort, it is essential to examine students’
educational aspirations. In general, aspirations are defined as one’s personal view of
the extent he or she will succeed in life. When exémining African American student
aspirations, researchers discovered conflicting findings of low-levels of performance
and high-levels of aspirations. Existing research pinpoints teachers, counselors,
parents, and peers (Flowers, Milner, and Moore, 2003; Smith-Maddox, 1999) as
major influences of an African American students’ aspiration.

An extensive amount of research focuses on the development of student
aspirations; however, the link between student effort and aspirations is rarely
explored. Because of contradictory findings of low performance but high self-
perceptions of ability among African American students, Flowers et al. (2008)
examined the impact of locus of control on student aspirations. Controlling for
internal and external factors that impact student performance, the researchers
investigated how students perceive what happens to them in life. The researchers

found African American students who believe they have control over their life have
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higher aspirations. Having controlled for student, family, and school characteristics,
the researchers concluded that internal attributions for success significantly effects
educational aspirations.

In agreement with existing research, a student’s personal ambition impacts his
or her level of academic commitment and involvement. Cooper (2006) found
minority students, including African Americans, were more likely than Whites to
have plans on receiving at least a bachelor’s degree. In the same study, she found
compared to students enrolled in lower-vocational tracks, students in higher-level
tracks were more likely to aspire to attain a bachelor’s degree. Similarly, Smith-
Maddox (1999) found that students in low-ability groups were less likely to have high
aspirations. This line of research suggests students’ educational aspirations are linked
to students’ academic engagement (effort).

In conclusion, the connecting themes in the literature demonstrate how a
student’s personal characteristics play a part in their academic engagement. What a
student believes, the way he or she behaves, and what he or she aspires to be clearly
has a connection to how much effort he or she will put forth in school.

The Role of Cultural Factors

The purpose of this section is to describe the role of cultural background or
community forces that perpetuate African American engagement and participation in
advanced curricula. This section identifies the social characteristics surrounding the
peer and family associations and socioeconomic status (SES) that impact African

American student engagement and achievement.
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Peer and Family Associations

Peers

The social characteristics of peer pressure greatly influence the academic
goals and development of African American students (Gibson, Gandara, and
Koyama, 2005; Smith-Maddox, 1999). In general, African American students value
their collective identity more than they value being racially segregated in rigorous
classroom settings. Research identifies negative peer pressure as a reason African
American students resist academic achievement (Saunders & Maloney, 2004).
Minority students,‘African Americans in particular, limit their own academic
achievement because they fear being chastised for “acting White” (Fordham and
Ogbu, 1986; Ford et al., 2008). Andrew Sokatch (2006) examined the roles that peers
play in minority student willingness to go to college. He found that minority student
graduates are ten times more likely to enroll in college if their friends plan on
attending college as well. Accordingly, minority students base their educational
attainment on their friends’ plans and desires. In this manner, high achieving minority
students who associate with other high-achieving peers have higher aspirations
(Borman et al. 2000). Conclusively, social status impacts academic engagement and
achievement among African American students.
Family

Similar to peer effects, parental expectations or family support are cultural
factors that impact student engagement. Jacobs and Harvey (2005) found that
students achieve according to their parental expectations. Contrary to assumptions

inherent in conventional thinking that African American students underachieve



