


The underachievers feel as if teachers assume black underachievers are the trouble 

makers while the black honors students are perfect. These underachievers are often 

stopped in the halls and asked for their passes, while the high achievers are allowed to 

walk by without question. As you can see the underachievers and high achievers have 

somewhat of a dual relationship, as the high achievers are respected and resented at the 

same time. 

Summary 

The underachievers in this study presented in interesting challenge. As stated in 

chapter three, getting the focus group members together was difficult. As their priorities 

are not academics they were not completely interested in staying after school for focus 

group participation. The final focus group took place only after I made multiple visits to 

the school, pulled students out of class, and two failed meeting dates. Once in the focus 

group the students were constantly looking at the clock, volunteering minimal information 

without probes, and ready to leave before the group even began. 

Four out of the five students in this group appear to have a sense of confidence 

and independence, with Jen being the only exception. This sense of confidence combined 

with a support network of family and friends that accept passing as success allows these 

students to sail through the educational system without much effort or great success. By 

not placing education as priority or a factor that contributes to their self-concept they see 

no real consequence to their academic underachievement. 

As stated earlier in this chapter all of these students and their families have been in 

the United States for over 100 years or more. In chapter six we will look at how 

% 

generational racism may be impacting the future outlook for these students. At the same 
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time we will look at oppositional behavior and the difference between the high achieving 

immigrant students and the underachieving group. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

This study focused on fourteen high school students of African descent. This 

research incorporates data collected with both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. 

The final chapter of this study will summarize the more significant findings that came out 

of the data and offer directions for further research. 

Summary 

The students in this study were identified by teachers as academic high achievers 

or academic underachievers. Based on the interviews, demographic information, and 

student self-concept profiles, several significant findings emerged (these findings are 

summarized in table 2). 

Table 2: Significant Findings 
i 

Significant Findings: Differences Between High Achieving and Underachieving Groups 

Attrition 

Ethnic & Linguistic Split 

Value of Education 

Motivation 

Goals 

Time Management 

Extracurricular Activities 

Self-Concept 

Teacher Identification 

Attrition 

The first significant finding comes from the attrition in the underachieving group. 

Of the original nineteen underachievers identified by teachers, only five participated in the 
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focus group. Two students were suspended, two students were constantly absent, one 

moved out of district, and one dropped out to care for his pregnant girlfriend. Of the 

remaining thirteen one was Latino and seven out of the final twelve chose not to 

participate, their reasons unclear. This is significant because it is impossible to get a 

personal perspective or an understanding of the factors leading to underachievement if you 

cannot speak with the students. Without this perspective it is relatively impossible to make 

significant improvements in the educational system. 

Ethnic and Linguistic Split 

The second significant finding to come out the data was the division of ethnic 

groups within the black student sample in this study. The entire underachieving group is 

African-American while the high achieving group consists almost entirely of African 

heritage students who are recent immigrants or first generation US bom citizens. This 

finding might appear to confirm Ogbu’s theory of voluntary and involuntary minority 

groups that was discussed in chapter two. 

While it is clear that there is an ethnic split between the African-American and 

African heritage students in this study. I would argue that the underachievers in this study 

did not reference white culture or any variation or that topic as having any impact on their 

achievement. Their lack of academic success is not seen by them as a way to be anti-white 

by any means. Although students and their parents have experienced institutionalized 

racism, I would put forth the idea that these students have not responded by developing 

an oppositional culture, but have faced rejection by taking other opportunities to work 

toward success. 
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There was also a linguistic split between the underachieving and high achieving groups. 

The underachievers in this study all were monolingual with English being the only 

language used at home and school. Seventy-five percent of the high achievers in this 

study were bilingual. They were fluent in both English and their parents native languages. 

Further research would need to be conducted to establish the importance of bilingualism 

on education achievement. 

Value of Education 

The underachievers in this study do not view education as a means toward a 

successful future, the high achievers are the exact opposite. Another significant finding 

shows all of the students in the study to value and respect education on a certain level. 

The point of difference between the groups is the fact that high achievers view education 

as valuable to themselves while the underachievers view education as valuable for other 

students. This finding is in agreement with Mickelson’s (1990) theory on abstract and 

concrete attitudes toward schooling. Mickleson found that students are capable of holding 

two differing views regarding education. On an abstract level students in both groups 

value education as an important tool for success in our society. On a concrete level the 

high achievers see themselves as able to benefit from an education, while the 

underachievers do not see direct benefits in obtaining an education. The question remains 

how do some students form contradictory abstract and concrete attitudes that value 

education. 

The high achievers stated that their parents and families held high expectations and 

values toward education. The underachievers stated that their parents and families did not 

have high expectations and they devalued education as a tool for success. Family values 
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and beliefs do impact the students attitude and behavior toward school in this population. 

Parental attitudes and values regarding education are instilled in their children. According 

to Ogbu, black adults often do not see the value in education due to what they see as a 

“job ceiling” (Cross, 1999; Ogbu, 1991). If parents do not value education, motivate their 

children to succeed, and see the value of education, children will often adopt this same 

belief system (Ogbu, 1986; Roscigno, 1999). This devaluation of education is visible 

within the underachieving group in this study. The parents of the underachievers accept 

C’s and encourage students to graduate from high school, yet they do not encourage them 

to further their education or improve their grades. The parents of the high achievers, on 

the other hand, motivate, encourage, and cultivate the students’ academic abilities while 

pushing them toward academic success. 

Motivation 

Another significant finding to emerge from this data focuses on the high achieving 

students’ intrinsic motivation for academic achievement. Without family influences the 

high achievers state they would be motivated to further their education on their own, while 

the underachievers state they are getting their high school diplomas to please their parents. 

The high achievers appear to be intrinsically motivated to achieve academically. One 

could infer based on Fisher (2000) and Kaplan’s 1999 study that both importance peers 

family play a role in developing students’ intrinsic motivation. If students do not have 

proper support networks students may not pursue academic success. In this study it is 

clear that the high achievers have support networks that have instilled a sense of value 

regarding education and these students are now self-motivated to learn. The 

* 

underachievers do not have support networks that value education. Therefore they are 
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not motivated to succeed academically. What is not as clear are what factors contribute to 

a student’s intrinsic motivation, this could be a topic for future research. 

Goals 

The fifth finding to emerge from the data is related to the importance of having 

explicit future goals. During the focus groups it was clear that the high achievers in this 

study have specific attainable goals and plans for the future, including college and 

employment. Although the underachievers did possess some thoughts about the future 

they spoke of goals such as becoming a rapper. A career as a rapper is not traditionally 

seen as a legitimate career goal or related to the formal education system. While teachers 

could use this career goal to spark a student’s interest in English class or poetry for 

example, students with these types of career goals are often dismissed as having no goals 

at all. This group of underachievers did not refer to goals such as going to college or any 

plans past the twelfth grade based on meritocracy. This lack of investment in education 

and the system of meritocracy may decrease a students’ desire or motivation to succeed 

academically. It is apparent from this data that the high achievers have been raised by their 

families to aspire toward the traditional “American Dream” including college, successful 

employment, and raising a family. The underachievers also have goals but they are not 

what is deemed to be the “American Dream”. They include graduating from high school, 

perhaps becoming a rapper, or attending community college. Once again this data 

suggests that underachievers have not given up on life in general. They still have goals 
t 

however being academically successful may not be a priority. 

, 
• • 
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Time Management 

Two findings that were unexpected and not incorporated in the review of the 

literature were the students’ time management skills and participation in extracurricular 

activities. Time management was an important factor for the high achievers. They are 

very motivated to succeed and participate in many extracurricular activities. Therefore 

they must plan and utilize their time appropriately. The high achievers utilize time 

management skills such as: pre-planning activities, scheduling with parents, daily planning 

books, utilizing breaks between activities and school to complete small tasks such as small 

homework assignments, eating meals, or communicating with peers. The underachievers 

did not express concerns regarding time management. They believe academics and any 

school related activity, including homework, should be completed during the school day, 

i.e. between the hours of 7:20AM-1:50PM. The underachievers feel they have plenty of 

free time to enjoy after the school day has ended. 

Extracurricular Activities 

Another interesting point that was not discussed in chapter two is the students 

level of participation in extracurricular activities. As this study progressed this topic 

emerged as a significant possible contributing factor to academic success or 

underachievement. In House’s (2000) study it was shown that involvement in volunteer 

work and student clubs show a slightly positive correlation to students’ perceptions of 

their drive to achieve. Cooper et al. (1999) found that increased participation in 

extracurricular activities is positively associated with better grades, and is consistent with 

the theory that involvement in extracurricular activities helps to form a positive 
% 

identification with school (Marsh, 1992). As shown in chapter four the high achievers in 
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this study participate heavily in extracurricular activities. These same students often take 

leadership roles within these extracurricular activities. Participation in these activities may 

benefit these students by giving them a positive identification with school (House, 2000; 

Cooper et al., 1999; Marsh, 1992). 

Participation in extracurricular activities often requires practice and a strong work 

ethic. A commitment to practice for these various activities ma be analogous to studying 

for academics. Taking leadership roles within these activities also may be build self 

confidence. The high achievers are participating in several activities and this forces them 

to manage and schedule their time in such a manner that academic work gets completed. 

By contrast only two of the female underachievers participated in extracurricular activities. 

Both girls played softball. Garzarelli et al. (1993) document that academically weak 

students tend to participate in fewer extracurricular activities. 

Self-Concept 

A more surprising finding from this research is that the overall self-concept 

between the two groups was not significantly different. The self-concept of academically 

gifted students self-concept is associated with academic percentile, gender, and 

extracurricular activities. While the self-concept of academically weak students is 

associated with extracurricular activities but not with gender or academic percentile 

(Garzelli et al., 1993). Therefore, self-concept may be directly impacted by various 

factors. A students’ self-concept may have little to do with academic performance if they 

have not been socialized to see the value in education. Byrne (1996) also shows how self- 

concept is multidimensional. With an understanding of the multidimensional nature of 

self-concept it is easy to see how students who are underachieving may chose to focus on 
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other aspects of their self-concept whether it be physical, popularity, or behavior rather 

than academic achievement. It is also understandable that students may not have a strong 

investment in academics and view average academic work as positive in terms of self- 

concept development. 

Teacher Identification 

A final surprising finding relates to teacher identification of student participants in 

this study. The school district identifies all black students as African-American. The 

teachers in this study volunteered because they have a self-identified concern for the 

achievement of minority students. It was assumed by the researcher that teachers within 

this study would be able to differentiate African-American students from other African 

heritage students. That assumptions was proven wrong. Teachers in this study identified 

Latinos, Africans, Haitians, Dominicans, and a variety of other immigrant groups, all as 

African-American. How can we begin to understand various ethnic group 

underachievement, in this case African-American, if we cannot identify the population? 

Not all black students have a similar historical context within the United States. How can 

educators document academic challenges within the African-American community if they 

cannot identify the population being studied? 

Suggestions for Further Study 

All of this being said the findings from this research have brought several questions 

for further research, the questions are as follows: 

1. How does the ethnic background of black students impact high achieving and 

underachieving groups? 
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2. How do the multidimensions (ie. Physical, Social, Academic, etc.) of self-concept 

impact academic achievement? 

3. How do academically underachieving students identify success? 

4. Have educational researchers, such as Ogbu, confused causes with effects, i.e. 

rejection vs. opposition? 

5. Is participation in extracurricular activities self motivated or encouraged by others? If 

so who? How is the commitment to practice encouraged and does this commitment 

transfer to academics? 

This study explored some of the contributing factors that impact academic 

achievement in students of African descent. However, this study needs to be conducted 

on a larger population. More demographic data from the students is necessary to gain a 

better understanding of the links between factors. Future research might focus on parental 

and family involvement, as well as family educational attainment. 

The high achievers mentioned the amount of hours spent practicing or rehearsing 

for their various activities several times during the course of the focus groups. In soccer, 

basketball, theater, dance, and singing, all of these students have devoted countless hours 

from a very early age to strengthen their talent. Do in fact the years of practice and 

dedication toward activities that offer delayed gratification promote academic resiliency? 

Practicing for a sport or concert is analogous to studying for an exam. In both cases the 

high achiever goes back to practice and to studying to try again for the next game or 

exam. The underachievers have not had the same experience. They do not participate in 
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these types of activities. Is it possible that they have not been exposed to, and adopted, 

skills that would promote academic resiliency and success? 

Lastly, an examination of the intersections of ethnicity and gender would benefit 

this research. The data from this study documented a difference as to how young women 

in the high achieving group were expected to behave as students and daughters in 

comparison to the young men in the study. Further research could identify how the 

intersection of gender and ethnicity impacts academic achievement or underachievement. 

Conclusion 

This study was an exploratory study designed to identify factors related to the 

academic achievement of African heritage students. The significant findings include 

differences in ethnic background, participation in extracurricular activities, parental 

attitudes toward school, student attitudes toward school, and differences in the formation 

of goals. 

Based on this data one can conclude that high achievers of African descent are 

more motivated and invested in their education as a result of various factors including 

family influences; self determination; time management; goals for the future; and 

participation in extracurricular activities. One can also conclude that the underachievers 

have been unable to achieve their full potential, as measured by their teachers, due to 

factors that include: family influences; peer influences; previous academic experiences; and 

lack of self motivation or concern for the future. This research can be beneficial to 

educators and researchers as they continue to unravel the complexities of academic 

achievement and students of color. 
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APPENDIX A 

TEACHER INTERVIEW GUIDE 

• What subject areas do you teach? 

• How many students do you see per day? Per class? 

• What would you say your racial demographics are in your classes? 

* Does it matter what level the class is? 

• How do you identify high achieving students in your classes? 

* What criteria did you use in selecting the high achievers in this study? 

* Did you find it difficult identifying high achieving African heritage students 

for this study? 

• How do you identify underachieving students? 

* What criteria did you use in selecting the underachieving students in this 

study? 

* Did you find it difficult identifying underachieving African heritage students 

for this study? 



APPENDIX B 

CONSENT FORM 

Study of African-American High School Students Academic Experience 
Consent for Voluntary Participation 

I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that: 

• I will be interviewed by Ericka Fisher from the University of Massachusetts, in a 
group setting consisting of 4-6 students. 

• The questions I will be answering address my views related to my own academic 
experiences and events that have helped me to become the student I am today. 

• I understand the primary purpose of this study is to identify ways to help African- 
American students succeed in school. 

• The group interview will be tape recorded in order to facilitate analysis of data. 

• My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally in any way or at any 
time. I understand it will be necessary to identify participants in the dissertation by 
such characteristics as: grade level, gender, etc. Because of the small number of 
participants, I understand there may be some risk that I may be identified as a 
participant of this study. 

• I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time. 

• I understand that results of this study will be included in Ericka Fisher's doctoral 
dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional 
journals for publication. 

A small sample of students may be selected for individual interviews, please circle yes if 
you would be willing to participate in an in-depth interview. 

YES NO 

Student Participant Signature 

Parent/Guardian Signature 

Researcher's Signature 

Date 

Date 

Date 
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APPENDIX C 

STUDENT INTERVIEW GUIDE 

• What classes are you presently taking? 

• Do you enjoy school? 

• How would you describe yourself as a student? 

• Are there experiences that you have had in your lives that you feel were obstacles 

or barriers to succeeding in school? 

* Were you able to get by these obstacles, if yes, how? 

* If no, why not? 

• What experiences have you had in your life that has helped you to succeed in 

school? 

• Do you have a support network? (probe-family, friends, teachers?) 

• What do you think could help you achieve more in the classroom? 

• Do you know any other African heritage students that are high achievers? 

* What does it mean to be high achieving? 

• Do you know any African heritage students who are underachieving? 

* What does it mean to be underachieving? 
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APPENDIX D 

STUDENT DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 

Date_ 

Student Sex: MALE FEMALE 

Student Grade Level: 10 11 12 

Have you ever been retained a grade in school? 
If YES, what grade?_ 

Have you ever skipped a grade in school? 
If YES, what grade?_ 

Do you participate in school sports or clubs? 
If YES, what activities?_ 

Were you bom in the United States of America? 
If NO, when did you come to the US?_ 

Is English your primary language? 
If NO, what is your primary language?_ 

Is English the language spoken at home? 
If NO, what language is spoken at home?_ 

YES NO 

YES NO 

YES NO 

YES NO 

YES NO 

YES NO 

What is the highest level of education completed by your mother? 
MIDDLE SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL COLLEGE 
GRADUATE SCHOOL DON'T KNOW 

What is the highest level of education completed by your father? 
MIDDLE SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL COLLEGE 
GRADUATE SCHOOL DON'T KNOW 

How would you classify your family socioeconomic status? 
WORKING CL AS S LO WERCL AS S MIDDLE CL AS S 
UPPER CLASS 
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APPENDIX E 

PIERS-HARRIS CHILDREN’S SELF-CONCEPT SCALE 

1. My classmates make fun of me .... yes ho 

2. I am a happy person .yes no 

3. It is hard for me to make friends ..;.. yes no 

4. I am often sad.yes no 

5. I am smart.  yes no 

6. I am shy.    yes no 

7. I get nervous when the teacher calls on me .  yes no 

8. My looks bother me.yes no 

9. When I grow up, I will be an important person yes no 

10. I get worried when we have tests in school.yes no 

11. I am unpopular.yes -no 

12. lam well behaved in school .yes no 

13. It is usually my fault when something goes wrong.. yes no 

14. I cause trouble to my family.yes no 

15. lam strong.  yes no 

16. I have good ideas .yes no 

17. I am an important member of my family i.,.................... yes no 

18. I usually want my own way .yes no 

19. lam good at making things with my hands ..  yes no 

20. I give up easily .yes no 

21. I am good in my school work .      yes no 

22. I do many bad things .yes no 

23. I can draw well .      yes no 

24. I am good in music.yes no 

25. I behave badly at home . .....yes no 

26. I am slow in finishing my school work .yes no 

27. I am an important member of my class •.... yes no 

28. I am nervous.yes no 

29. t have pretty eyes.  ........yes no 

30. I can give a good report in front of the class .yes no 

31. In school 1 am a dreamer ........ yes rio 

32. I pick on my brothers) and sisterfs).yes no 

33. My friends like my ideas .      yes no 

34. I often gel into trouble.yes no 

35. I am obedient at home...!.. yes no 

36. I am lucky .yes no 

37. I worry a lot .yes no 

38. My parents expect too much of me.yes no 

J 39. I like being the way I am.*.’..yes no 

40. I feel left out of things .yes no 

THE WAY 
I FEEL 

ABOUT MYSELF 

The Piers-Harris Children’s 
Self-Concept Scale 

Ellen V. Piers, Ph.D. and Dale B. Harris, Ph.D. 

diene's Name: 

TodzyVDate: 

- 

Sex; (ckck one) Ctrl Soy 

Grade: 

School: 

Teacher's Name (optional): 

Directions 
Here is a set of statements that tell how 

some people feel about themselves Read each 

statement and decide whether or not it describes 

the way you feel about yourself. If it is true or 

mostly true for you, circle the word ‘yes” next to 

the statement. If it is false or mostly false for 

you, circle the word “no.” Answer every ques 

tion, even if some are hard to decide. Do not 

circle both “yes” and “no” lor the same state¬ 

ment. If you want to change your answer, cross 

it out with an X, and circle your new answer. 

Remember that there are no right or 

wrong answers. Only you can tell us how you 

feel about yourself, so we hope you will mark 

the way you really lee! inside. 

Published by 

WESTERN PSYCHOLOGICAL SERVICES 

12031 Wilshire Boulevard 
Los Angeles, Ca 90025-1251 
Pu.b7ahe<i bUlrlknUts 

Copyright® 1969,1996by EllenV,Piers ar*d Dale B. Hams 

No< io b« reproduced In whole or In part without written 
permission of Western Psychological Services 

All rifhti reserved. Printed in U.S.A. 
W.I80J 
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41. 1 have nice hair ..... 
yes no 

42. 1 often volunteer in school . yes no 

43. 1 wish 1 were different . n*. np 

44. 1 sleep well at night . yes no 

45. 1 hate school ..... 

46. 
• . . . • . . . ‘ 

1 am among the last to be chosen for games . 

77* 

yes no 

47. 1 am sick a lot., yes no 

48. 1 am often mean to other people . . yes no 

49. My classmates in school think 1 have good ideas . .......... yes no 

50. 1 am unhappy . yes no 

51. 1 hove many friends....... ■ yos no 

52. 1 am cheerful . . yes no 

53. 1 am dumb about most things . • y« no 

54 ! am good-looking .... . yes r»o 

55. I have lots of pep 

56. I get into a lot of fights 

57. I am popular with boys 

58. People pick on me 

59. My family is disappointed in m® 

60. I have a pleasant face . 

61. 

.yes 

.....yes ' 

62. 

63. 

64. 

65. 

66. 

67. 

68. 

69. 

70. 

71. 

72. 

73 

74. 

75. 

76. 

77. 

78. 

79. 

80. 

yes 

r: 
‘ r*‘ - ..:,^..yes.;- no 

yes 

yes 

When I try to make something, 

everything seems to go wrong ......... 

I am picked on at home . 
• • - • . • •• • , 

I am a leader in games and sports 

I am clumsy .. 

In games and Sports, I watch instead of play ..... 

I forget what I learn . 

I am easy to get along witfl ...... 

I lose my temper easily .... 

I am popular with girls 

I am a good reader.yes 
. . . ~ . ... . .. v • f.”“. • * •* ir-*.i**» 

I would rather work alone than with a group 

I like my brother (sister) . 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 
• • r 
.f • * 

fK> 

no 

no 

.yes no 

—r-y05 no 
.yes no 

^...r..,........:.,yes no: 

no 

-V 

I am often afraid . 

I am always dropping or hreijking things 

I can be trusted . 

yos no ! 

yes no 

yes 

yes no 

yes ^ to 

yes no 

yes ■ no 

yes no I think bad thoughts... 

I cry easily...*.no 

I am a good person.yes no 

\ 
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