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Abstract: One of the major tasks of adolescence is to integrate the different aspects of identity
into a coherent sense of self. Prior research has found that under certain circumstances, students
who identify as members of groups about which there are negative stereotypes can experience a
disassociation between their academic identity (i.e., academic self-concept) and the aspect of their
identity that is negatively stereotyped (i.e., their ethnic or gender identity). In this study, we examined
the association between ethnic identity, academic self-concept, valuing of school, and feelings of
belonging among a sample of Hispanic high school students attending a majority-Hispanic high
school. In addition, we used an Implicit Associations Test (IAT) to assess their implicit associations
between success and ethnic group (Hispanic or white). Results indicated that centrality of ethnic
identity was positively correlated with academic self-concept and the regard dimension of ethnic
identity was associated with feelings of belonging. The IAT indicated that Hispanic students had
implicitly associated success more with being white than with being Hispanic.
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1. Introduction

Ethnic identity is a multi-faceted construct. One popular conceptualization of ethnic
identity, the Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity (MMRI) [1], divides ethnic identity
into four dimensions: centrality, salience, regard, and ideology. Centrality refers to the
importance or weight of one’s ethnicity to their overall sense of self. How conscious one is
of their ethnicity in any given situation is referred to as salience. The regard dimension
refers both to one’s feelings about the ethnic group with which they identify and their
perceptions about how others view their ethnic group. Ideology is about one’s beliefs
regarding how members of one’s ethnic group should think and behave.

For most students in the ethnic majority in the United States, ethnic identity is gen-
erally not a central feature of overall self-perceptions, and the salience of ethnic identity
is usually quite low. For students in the minority in the U.S., however, ethnic identity
is often central and salient. Some researchers have argued that for students who often
experience racism in school and in the broader society, a strong ethnic identity can serve as
a buffer against such racism and provide academic benefits [2]. For example, research has
found that ethnic identity was positively associated with academic motivational beliefs,
such as intrinsic valuing of academic achievement and feelings of belonging in school [3,4].
The argument is that strong feelings of connection with one’s ethnic identity, and positive
feelings about one’s ethnic group, create resilience against negative stereotypes about one’s
ethnic group and personal experiences of racism.

However, other research has painted a more complex picture about the association
between ethnic identity and academic motivation for some students, especially students
who belong to ethnic or cultural groups that have negative stereotypes about their academic
abilities [5,6]. In the U.S., such negative stereotypes exist about Hispanic students [7]. (In
this paper, we use the pan-ethnic term Hispanic to refer to students of Latin-American
descent. Of the various terms used to refer to this population (e.g., Latino/a, Latinx,
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Chicano/a, etc.), Hispanic or Latino were the preferred pan-ethnic terms of most members
of the population [8].) In addition, the academic context may affect the association between
ethnic identity and academic motivation for Hispanic students. For example, whether
Hispanic students are in the ethnic majority or the minority may have an effect. In college-
track high school classrooms and selective four-year universities, Hispanic students are
often in the minority [6,9].

1.1. The Intersection of Ethnic Identity and Stereotype Threat

Stereotype threat is defined as a “state of psychological discomfort that is thought to
arise when individuals are confronted with a negative stereotype about their own group in
a situation in which the negative stereotype could be confirmed” [10], p. 2. When stereotype
threat is activated, it can undermine performance by drawing cognitive resources away
from the task and toward concern about confirming the negative stereotype. Over time, as
stereotype threat impedes performance, students can experience a disidentification with
the domain (e.g., a devaluing of math, or of school more broadly, as an important aspect
of one’s self-perception) [11,12]. As the definition indicates, certain conditions must be
present for stereotype threat to exert its negative influence. First, there must be negative
stereotypes about one’s abilities. Second, one must be aware of these negative stereotypes.
Third, one must identify with the group about which there are negative stereotypes. Finally,
one must be in a situation in which the stereotype threat becomes activated. In other words,
an opportunity must arise in which the negative stereotype can be affirmed, and there must
be people there who can witness this stereotype affirmation. For example, a female college
student who is aware of the negative stereotype about women’s mathematical abilities will
not be affected by stereotype threat while in English class and is less likely to be affected
by it if she is in a math class but attends an all-female university. In contrast, if she is
in a coeducational classroom and about to take a math test, stereotype threat is likely to
be activated.

As identifying with the negatively stereotyped group is a prerequisite for stereotype
threat activation, the combination of negative stereotypes about the academic abilities of
one’s ethnic group and a strong ethnic identity (i.e., centrality) may weaken academic
motivation or performance in some situations. For example, there is evidence that for
some immigrant students, higher stereotype vulnerability combined with stronger ethnic
identity is associated with higher dropout rates, stronger decline in GPA, and lower levels
of academic belonging compared to non-immigrants or other students who did not face
the stereotype vulnerability [13]. Similarly, a study of Hispanic college students found that
when negative academic stereotypes about Hispanics were made salient, students with
stronger ethnic identification performed worse on a math exam than those with weaker
ethnic identification [14]. Consistent with these results, researchers have speculated that
Hispanics with stronger ethnic identification are more susceptible to stereotype threat
effects because their membership in the stereotyped ethnic group is a more salient feature
of their self-concept [6].

Other research has found that for some minoritized students, the association between
ethnic identity and academic self-concept was weak. In their study of 9th grade students,
Fuligni and his colleagues found that ethnic identity was positively associated with several
motivational beliefs (e.g., intrinsic value of school, academic value, utility of education),
but was not correlated with academic self-concept [3]. These results were found with a
multi-ethnic sample that included Hispanic students, but the researchers did not examine
Hispanic students separately in this analysis. With a sample of Hispanic students attending
a majority-white, four-year university, Urdan also found that ethnic identity was not
significantly associated with academic self-concept [15]. This research suggests that there
may be a disassociation between academic and ethnic identities among some Hispanic
students, especially when they are in the minority in an academic context and stereotype
threat may be activated.
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1.2. The School Context

The associations among stereotype threat, ethnic identity, and academic motivation
and performance may depend on the ethnic makeup of the learning environment. Stereo-
type threat is most likely to be activated when ethnic identity is salient. Awareness of
ethnic identity tends to increase in contexts where one is in the ethnic minority. Much of
the research examining the associations between ethnic identity and stereotype threat have
occurred in majority-white universities, where Hispanic or African American students
are in the minority. In such contexts, in addition to the negative effects on academic per-
formance described above, strong ethnic identity combined with stereotype threat may
affect feelings of belonging among Hispanic students who are in the minority. Erba [16]
found that undergraduate Hispanic students at a majority-white university were more
likely to change their behavior in an effort to counter negative stereotypes if they had a
strong ethnic identity. Conversely, Hispanic students at the same university who had a
weaker ethnic identity did not believe that they needed to change their behavior around
non-Hispanic students. These students talked about how their white peers would see them
as equal because they were all attending the same university. The lack of perceived need
to alter their behavior suggests stronger feelings of belonging at the university among
Hispanic students with weaker centrality of ethnic identity.

There has also been a limited amount of research examining the effects of stereotype
threat in pre-college populations. In one study conducted at a majority-white middle
school, Hispanic students who completed affirmation writing exercises, where they were
encouraged to write about their key values and different times in which they were impor-
tant, over the course of the school year earned higher grades and were less likely to have
their sense of academic belonging and motivation be negatively impacted by identity threat
when compared to Hispanic students who did not complete the writing exercises [17]. The
effects of the intervention persisted two years later with the grade point averages of the
affirmed students being higher than those of the non-affirmed students. This suggests that
there can be interventions that can be put in place to counteract the stereotype threats that
Hispanic students face when the salience of ethnic identity is heightened. In the present
study, we were interested in examining the intersection of ethnic identity, stereotypes, and
academic motivation among Hispanic students attending a majority-Hispanic high school.

1.3. Sub-Conscious Processes

Non-conscious processes have long been recognized as a source of motivation and
behavior [18,19]. In recent years there has been increasing attention focused on non-
conscious processes, both in the scientific literature [20] and the popular literature [21].
Measuring implicit associations is one increasingly popular method of examining non-
conscious processes. Implicit associations refer to connections that people make between
certain stimuli or concepts even when they are not aware that they are making such
an association, or that the implicit association is affecting behavior. Scores of studies
have examined implicit associations to assess everything from voting tendencies [22] to
stereotype threat [23] to a variety of different “isms” such as racism [24] and agism [25]. This
research has documented that self-report data are often at odds with implicit associations.
For example, people who profess to harbor no ill will toward members of ethnicities
different from their own nonetheless have patterns of implicit associations that reveal less
favorable perceptions of other ethnic groups than they hold of their own ethnic group [24].

The extant research examining the associations between ethnic identity and academic
motivation have relied almost exclusively on explicit (i.e., self-report) measures. As noted
earlier, some of this research has found a positive, buffering effect of a strong ethnic
identity on measures of academic motivation and performance [3,26], but this association
may be moderated by stereotype threat conditions that exist in a given achievement
context [14]. But how might sub-conscious processes affect Hispanic students? Students
who attend to societal messages may become aware of the negative stereotypes about
the academic abilities of Hispanic students. Even if they do not believe these negative
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stereotypes explicitly, it is possible that they may internalize these messages and form
implicit associations linking success more with being white than with being Hispanic. Such
sub-conscious processes may undermine the academic motivation of Hispanic students.
We were interested in examining the implicit associations of Hispanic high school students
attending a majority-Hispanic school.

1.4. The Present Study

Explicit measures (i.e., survey data) have revealed that Hispanic students, a group
with negative stereotypes about their academic abilities, may experience limited academic
motivation benefits of a strong ethnic identity, especially when they are in the minority
in the classroom or school. In the present study, we wanted to examine whether this
disassociation that has been found between ethnic identity and academic self-concept
among Hispanic college students would also be found among a sample of Hispanic high
school students attending a majority-Hispanic school. We hypothesized that when Hispanic
students are in the majority ethnic group in their school and classrooms, stereotype threat
would be less active, ethnic identity would be less salient, and a positive association
between ethnic identity and academic self-concept would be found. However, given the
prevalence of negative stereotypes about the academic abilities of Hispanic students in the
broader U.S. society, we also hypothesized that the implicit associations of Hispanic high
school students would follow a stereotypical pattern that associates success more with
Caucasian than with Hispanic ethnicity.

2. Methods
Participants

A sample of 95 students from a medium-sized high school (approximately 1500 students
in grades 9 through 12) in the San Francisco Bay Area participated in this study. The
high school has a student population that is over 99% minority (i.e., non-white) and 85%
Hispanic. The student population is relatively low achieving with 17% of the students
identified as proficient in math and 43% proficient in reading, according to standardized
tests administered by the state. In addition, most of the students (77%) are considered
economically disadvantaged.

Participants were provided with a list of dozens of cultural and ethnic labels and
asked to select up to five labels that described themselves. Then, participants were asked
to select the one label that they felt best described their cultural or ethnic background. Of
the original sample, 84 participants selected a best-fit label that would fall under the broad
category of Hispanic (i.e., Hispanic, Mexican, Mexican American, Hispanic/a, Chicano/a,
Central American, etc.). As Hispanic adolescents were the focus of the present study, those
students in the original sample who did not identify as Hispanic were excluded from
the study.

Our remaining sample of 84 Hispanic students was evenly divided between male
and female participants. There were an even number of 9th and 10th graders (49% each)
as well as one 11th and one 12th grade student. Roughly a quarter (27.4%) of the sample
was born outside of the U.S. and nearly 80% said their mother, father, or both parents
were immigrants to the U.S. The majority of the sample (85%) spoke Spanish as their first
language, and only 26% believed that they had at least one parent who graduated from
high school. Although most of the students in our sample learned to speak Spanish as
their first language, all of them were labeled as proficient in English according to testing
conducted by the school district. As per state law, all of the instruction in the school, except
for in foreign language classes, was conducted in English. (A summary of the demographic
characteristics of students who participated in this study is presented in Table 1) .
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Table 1. Summary of participant demographic characteristics.
Demographic Variable Percentage in Each Category
Gender 50% male, 50% female
Grade 49% 9th, 49% 10th, 1% 11th, 1% 12th
First language spoken 85% Spanish as first language, 15% English as first language

26% at least one parent graduated high school, 74%

Parent graduated high school neither parent graduated high school

Student is immigrant 27.4% immigrant, 72.6% born in U.S.
One or both parents are 80% had at least one immigrant parent,
immigrants 20% had parents born in U.S.

3. Measures
3.1. Survey

The survey was organized into four sections. First, participants were asked to provide
demographic information including gender, year in school, birth country for each parent,
frequency of English language use with parents and with friends, and the preferred ethnic
or cultural label of the participant (e.g., Asian American, Hispanic, White, etc.). This
method of determining participants’ preferred ethnic identity label was developed by
Alarcén and colleagues [27] and reported in Fuligni et al. [3]. Second, participants were
asked about their ethnic identity, including how important their ethnic identity was to
their self-concept (Centrality of Ethnic Identity, sample item: “In general, being a member
of my ethnic group is an important part of my self-image.”) and how positively they
felt about their ethnic group (Regard for Ethnic Group, sample item: “I feel good about
the people in my ethnic group”). To measure these aspects of ethnic identity, we used
a subset of items that were used by Fuligni and his colleagues [3]. We used four of the
seven items from Fuligni to measure Centrality of ethnic identity and three of eight items
to measure the Regard dimension of ethnic identity. In the third section of the survey,
participants were asked about academic motivation variables, including academic self-
concept, valuing of academics, and feelings of belonging at school. These measures were
adapted from the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey (PALS; [28]). Whereas the PALS
items referred to specific academic subjects and classrooms, the items in our study referred
to school in general. This section also included an item to assess students’ awareness
of stereotypes about their cultural group: “People outside of my ethnic group expect
members of my ethnic group to do well in school.” Finally, students were asked about
their plans to attend college and how family members and their cultural backgrounds
influenced their college attendance plans, if at all. Most of the items (ethnic identity
dimensions, academic motivation) employed a 5-point, Likert-like scale, with 1 = “Not
at all true for me” to 5 = “Very true for me”. Individual items were averaged to produce
scales. All scales had Cronbach’s alpha levels above 0.65. A final item asked participants
to identify which culture they felt most strongly connected to: the native culture of the
family, the mainstream culture in the U.S., neither, or both. This item is based on the ideas
of Berry [29,30] and others about biculturalism and the various forms it can take. Sixty-one
percent of participants reported identifying as bi-cultural (identifying with their family’s
native culture as well as American culture), 18% favored the family’s native culture, 7%
identified more with American culture, and 11% said neither culture. Surveys were written
in English on one side and Spanish on the other. No participants completed the Spanish
version of the survey.

3.2. Implicit Associations Test (IAT)

Participants completed a measure of their implicit associations among success and
failure for Hispanic and Caucasian ethnic groups. The IAT was created using DirectRT
software and administered via computer. In this test, participants were first presented
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with a series of words, one at a time, and participants indicated whether they believed the
word represented success or failure by pressing the appropriate key on the keyboard. For
example, in the first trial users were presented with a word in the middle of the screen (e.g.,
“Achievement”) and had to press the letter D if they thought the word represented success
or the letter K if they thought the word represented failure. “Success” appeared in the
upper left corner of the screen in this trial and “Failure” appeared in the upper right corner
of the screen. In the second trial, the response options were switched so that “Success”
appeared in the upper right corner of the screen and “Failure” appeared in the upper left
corner. Twenty words that could be associated with success or failure were presented in
random order and participants were asked to respond to each word presented in the middle
of the screen as quickly as they could but making as few errors as possible. The computer
recorded reaction time (in milliseconds) and whether the participant correctly classified
each word. Examples of success words included “Achievement”, “Graduate”, “Motivated”,
and “College”. Examples of failure words included “Disappointment”, “Unsuccessful”,
“Loser”, and “Dropout”.

In the second section of the IAT, participants were presented a set of 20 photographs
of faces, in random order. Each face was either of a Caucasian adult person or a Hispanic
adult person and were evenly divided into male and female faces for each ethnic group.
The users then had to classify the faces as either Caucasian or Hispanic. As with the
classification of words in the first two trials, the classification of photos occurred over two
trials, counterbalancing the placement of “Caucasian” and “Hispanic” in the upper left
and right corners of the screen and using the “D” and “K” keys to classify the faces. Again,
reaction time and correctness of each response were recorded.

In the third section of the test, participants were presented with either a word or a
picture. They had to indicate whether the word or picture represented Success/Caucasian
(paired together) or Failure/Hispanic (paired together). For example, a word was presented
in the middle of the screen (e.g., “Graduate”) and if the participant thought this word
was associated either with Success or Caucasian, they should have hit the “D” key, but if
they thought the word represented Failure or Hispanic, they should have hit the “K” key.
Twenty words or pictures were presented in random order over four trials, with two trials
pairing Success/Hispanic-Failure/Caucasian and the other two pairing Failure /Hispanic—
Success/Caucasian. The pairings and placements of the pairings were counter-balanced
across the four trials. Two sample screenshots of this portion of the IAT, one with a picture
as the prompt and another with a word as the prompt, are presented in the Appendix A.
Reaction time and correctness of classification were recorded.

The goal of the IAT was to determine whether participants had stronger associations
between success and culture for Caucasian or Hispanic ethnic groups. For example, if
participants had a stronger association between success and Caucasians than they did for
success and Hispanics, it should have taken them longer to react when “Success” was paired
with “Hispanic” than when “Success” was paired with “Caucasian.” Similarly, participants
should have responded more quickly when “Failure” was paired with “Hispanic” than
when it was paired with “Caucasian” if they had an association, conscious or not, between
failure and Hispanic ethnic groups.

3.3. Procedure

Participants came to a large meeting room on their high school campus in groups of
four. Research assistants greeted them and explained that the general purpose of the study
was to examine how participants thought about themselves as students and as members
of their respective ethnic groups. Then, participants read and signed informed consent
forms. While two students completed the IAT on separate laptop computers, the other
two completed the surveys. When finished with the first measure, the two groups of
students switched places to complete the second measure. Students were separated and
not allowed to talk or interact while completing either the survey or the IAT measures.
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Then, participants were given the lead author’s name and email address and told to contact
him with any questions or to learn the results of the study if they were interested.

4. Results
4.1. Correlations Among Ethnic Identity and Motivation Variables

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlation coefficients for the survey
measures of ethnic identity, academic motivation, and stereotype awareness are presented
in Table 2. The means reveal that the Centrality and Regard dimensions are quite high in
this sample (Ms > 3.75 on a 5-point scale). Similarly, the means for Belonging (M = 4.01)
and Academic Value (M = 3.80) are also quite high. The means for Academic Self-Concept
and Stereotype Awareness were more moderate (M = 3.29 and M = 3.31, respectively).
Independent ¢ tests revealed no significant differences by gender or generational status
(i.e., whether students were born in the U.S. or immigrated to the U.S.) on any of the ethnic
identity or academic motivation survey measures.

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations for ethnic identity and academic motiva-
tion variables.

Mean
(S.D.)

EL Centrality (f'gg) -

) 3.87 x B
EIL: Regard (0.81) 0.50

. 3.29 ot B
Academic SC (0.89) 0.29 0.21

. 3.82 .
Academic value (0.94) 0.03 0.14 0.47 -

Belonging (4118481) —0.04 0.28 * 0.19 0.34 **

Stereotype awareness (:13?;) 0.23* 0.05 -0.03 0.04 —0.03

* indicates p < 0.05, ** indicates p < 0.01. EI-C = Ethnic Identity, Centrality. EI-R = Ethnic Identity, Regard,
ASC = Academic Self-Concept, AV = Academic Valuing, SA = Stereotype Awareness.

EI-C EI-R ASC AV SA

We were most interested in the correlations between the Centrality dimension of
ethnic identity and the three motivation measures, particularly self-concept. There was a
moderate, positive, and statistically significant correlation between the centrality dimension
of ethnic identity and academic self-concept (r = 0.29, p < 0.01). Students who were more
likely to say that their ethnic identity was an important part of their overall identity were
more likely to report positive perceptions of their academic abilities. This dimension of
ethnic identity was not significantly correlated with the valuing of academics or feelings of
belonging in school but was positively correlated with the perception that people outside
of one’s ethnic group expect those within the ethnic group to do well in school. The
Regard dimension of ethnic identity was positively correlated with feelings of belonging
in school (r = 0.28, p < 0.01), but was unrelated to either academic self-concept or valuing
of academics.

4.2. Implicit Associations Test (IAT) Results

The average response times, in milliseconds, were recorded for the 7th, 8th, 9th, and
10th trials in the Implicit Associations Test. In the 7th and 9th trials, the word “Success”
was paired with the word “Hispanic” and the word “Failure” was paired with the word
“Caucasian”. In the 8th and 10th trials, these word pairings were reversed. Participants
were presented with either a word or a picture in the middle of the screen, and they had
to categorize the words as representing success or failure and the picture as representing
either a Hispanic or a Caucasian face (see Appendix A). Each trial contained 20 words or
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pictures for participants to categorize. The average reaction time across these 20 words or
pictures was calculated for each of the four trials under consideration.

The average response times are presented in Figure 1. A repeated-measures ANOVA
was conducted to compare the reaction times across the four trials. A statistically significant
difference between the means was found (F3, 75) = 8.79, partial n? = 0.10). The cubic effect
was statistically significant (F(;, 75 = 19.48, partial n? = 0.20). An examination of the
means revealed that the average reaction times were slower when Success was paired with
Hispanic and faster when Success was paired with Caucasian. This pattern of implicit
associations indicates that the sample of Hispanic high school students in our study
implicitly associated success more with Caucasians than with Hispanics.

1500
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e
c
8 1291
Q
» 1300
= 1240 1236
1S
£
[}
_g 1200
[)]
(2]
c
[]
Q
3 1100
14

1000

Trial 7: Hispanic Trial 8: Caucasian Trial 9: Hispanic Trial 10: Caucasian
Success Success Success Success

Figure 1. Average IAT response times for trials pairing Hispanic-Success/White—Failure and
Hispanic—Failure/White—Success, in milliseconds.

Additional analyses of the IAT data were conducted to examine potential moderators
of this pattern of implicit associations. We found no significant moderating effects of
gender (F(3 77) = 0.38, ns), whether the mother (F(3 7,) = 1.50, ns) or father (F3 7,) = 0.64, ns)
was an immigrant, or whether the student was an immigrant to the U.S (F(3 7) = 0.29, ns).
Similarly, the IAT pattern did not depend on whether participants identified more with
their family’s native culture, mainstream U.S. culture, both, or neither (F3, 75) = 0.75, ns).
We also found that the awareness of the negative stereotypes that others hold about the
academic abilities of Hispanic students did not moderate the IAT pattern (F3 7,) = 0.45, ns).

In addition to measuring reaction time, we also recorded how many words and
pictures students correctly classified in each trial. There were combinations of 20 words
and pictures presented in each trial. We found that an average of 16.39 out of 20 items
were correctly categorized per trial. To determine whether errors in classification were
associated with response times across the four trials, we added the total number of correct
responses across the four trials for each participant as a covariate in the repeated-measures
ANOVA examining changes in response time across the four trials. The addition of this
covariate did not change the results, as the cubic effect was still statistically significant
(F(1, 78 = 18.88, partial n? = 0.20).

4.3. Association between Ethnic Identity and Implicit Associations

We examined the association between implicit associations and the two dimensions of
ethnic identity (Centrality and Regard) in two ways. First, we calculated Pearson correla-
tions and found that neither the centrality nor the regard dimensions of ethnic identity were
associated with response times or accuracy for the IAT categorizations in any of the four
trials (r’s < 0.23, ns). Next, we conducted two separate repeated-measures ANOVAs with
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response time across the four trials of the IAT as the within-subjects factor and centrality
of ethnic identity as the covariate in the first analysis and the regard dimension of ethnic
identity as the covariate in the second analysis. In each analysis, changes in response time
across the four trials of the IAT became non-significant when controlling for a dimension of
ethnic identity (F3 73) = 0.06 and F 3, 73) = 0.54, ns, for ANOVAs controlling for the centrality
and regard dimensions of ethnic identity, respectively). There is no significant interaction
between changes in reaction time and either of the dimensions of ethnic identity when
they are included as covariates, nor are the two dimensions of ethnic identity significantly
associated with the average reaction time across the four trials.

5. Discussion

One of the major developmental tasks for adolescents and early adults is to forge
a coherent identity that coordinates one’s self-perceptions across multiple contexts. For
Hispanic adolescents in the U.S,, this task is complicated by the fact that Hispanics, as do
all members of ethnic minority groups in the U.S., must develop their ethnic identities
as members of their families’ native Hispanic culture and as members of the dominant
culture in the U.S [31,32]. The primary purpose of the present study was to examine, using
a combination of explicit and implicit measures, the intersection of ethnic identity and
academic motivation, particularly academic self-concept. We were particularly interested
in the association between ethnic and academic self-perceptions among Hispanic students
attending a majority-Hispanic high school, where the salience of ethnic identity, and
subsequent stereotype threat activation, may be lower than it is for Hispanic students
attending majority-white schools.

5.1. The Associations among Ethnic Identity and Academic Motivation

There is some evidence from previous research that having a strong centrality of
ethnic identity is associated with worse motivational and performance outcomes for ethnic
minority students when they are in contexts that may activate stereotype threat [6,13,14].
Prior research has found that Hispanic college students at a majority-white university
had no correlation between their ethnic identity centrality and academic self-concept [15].
Steele [11] argued that one consequence of stereotype threat was a gradual disidentification
with the domain in which the stereotype is present (e.g., math or physics for girls, school
more generally for Black and Hispanic students). However, for stereotyped students who
remain highly identified with the academic domain, it is possible that a different form
of disidentification occurs. Specifically, academically successful minoritized students in
stereotype threat situations may separate their ethnic identity from their academic self-
concept, producing a null correlation between those two aspects of identity. A similar
phenomenon has been observed among women who are successful in mathematics [33].

In the present study, we hypothesized that the connection between ethnic identity
and academic self-concept would be easier to maintain for Hispanic students attending
a majority-Hispanic high school because stereotype threat is less likely to be activated
when students are in the ethnic majority in the achievement context. This hypothesis was
confirmed with a significant, positive correlation between centrality of ethnic identity and
academic self-concept. Contrary to some earlier research, we did not find a correlation
between centrality of ethnic identity and valuing of academics or feelings of belonging in
school [3,4]. However, we did find a significant, positive correlation between the regard
dimension of ethnic identity and feelings of belonging. Students who had more positive
feelings about belonging to their ethnic group and about the accomplishments of that
group felt a stronger sense of belonging in school. Given that over 80% of the students
at the school were Hispanic, it makes sense that feeling good about membership in that
group would be associated with stronger feelings of belonging in the school.

It is not clear why we found no association between centrality of ethnic identity and
valuing of school. In some of the prior research that has found such an association, it
appeared that families explicitly linked ethnic identity with academic achievement [26].
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Other research that found positive correlations between centrality of ethnic identity, valuing
of school, and feelings of belonging, did not examine these associations separately for
different ethnic groups and did not report separate results for students who may have
been in the ethnic majority in their schools [3]. We expected that students with stronger
centrality of ethnic identity, and who felt positive about their membership in their ethnic
group, would value school more and feel a greater sense of belonging there. Although
we did find a positive association between belonging and the regard component of ethnic
identity, the lack of association between centrality of ethnic identity, feelings of belonging,
and valuing of academics may indicate that when students are in the ethnic majority, a
strong ethnic identity is not a necessary protective factor for maintaining higher levels of
academic valuing and belonging.

5.2. Implicit Associations

Although the results of our explicit measures revealed a positive association between
ethnic identity and academic self-concept, the results of the implicit associations test
suggest that our sample of Hispanic high school students tend to associate success with
being white more strongly than with being Hispanic. It is important to keep in mind what
the participant’s task was when completing the IAT. They were not asked explicitly to
indicate whether they thought success was more strongly associated with being Caucasian
than with being Hispanic. Rather, they were simply engaged in a recognition task. As
quickly as they could, they had to recognize whether a picture was of a Caucasian person
or a Hispanic person or whether a word represented Success or Failure. We found that
participants recognized and categorized these pictures and words more slowly when the
word Success was in proximity to the word Hispanic than when it was near the word
Caucasian. We believe that this slower reaction when Success and Hispanic were paired
indicates that participants sub-consciously associated success more strongly with being
Caucasian than with being Hispanic, even if they did not believe this consciously [34].

The finding that Hispanic students attending a majority-Hispanic high school would
implicitly associate academic success more strongly with Caucasians than with Hispanics is
somewhat counterintuitive. After all, the students in our sample had many examples within
their school of academically successful Hispanic students, and virtually no examples of
successful white students at the school. Yet despite having a strong sense of ethnic identity
and positive feelings about their ethnic group, this sample of Hispanic students had the
same pattern of IAT results (although somewhat weaker) as a sample of white students in
our earlier work [15]. One explanation for this result may be that the IAT results simply
reflect this sample’s conscious awareness that society holds low academic expectations for
Hispanic students. Even if the IAT results simply reflect more conscious awareness of the
achievement gap, the nature of the IAT task suggests that this association of success and
being Caucasian has taken hold even at the sub-conscious level and may have negative
consequences for the motivation and aspirations of Hispanic students even if they do not
consciously endorse this association.

Although it is likely that the IAT results reflect an awareness and some internalization
of societal stereotypes about the relative abilities of Hispanic and white populations in
the U.S., it does not appear that these sub-conscious associations have broken the link
between ethnic identity and academic self-concept. Unlike previous research that has
found no association between ethnic identity and academic self-concept (e.g., [3,15]), it
appears that Hispanic students attending a majority-Hispanic school are better able to
coordinate their ethnic and academic identities. We suspect that this may be due to the
lack of stereotype threat activation among students attending schools in which they are the
ethnic majority. Awareness of the negative stereotypes about their ethnic group may exist
but will be less of a perceived threat of fulfilling the negative stereotype due to being in the
ethnic majority. Additionally, the pernicious effects of disassociation between ethnic and
academic identities do not seem to occur.
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Still, the finding of a stereotypical pattern in the IAT results is troubling. It suggests that
these Hispanic students had internalized some of the dominant cultural beliefs, including
the belief that academic success is more strongly associated with being Caucasian than
with being Hispanic, even if they did not consciously believe these stereotypes. This
troubling IAT pattern is consistent with research indicating that there are costs to Hispanics
of acculturating too much into the dominant U.S. culture [35-37], including becoming
aware of, and possibly internalizing, negative stereotypes about Hispanics in the U.S. We
did not find evidence of variation in the IAT pattern depending on the generational status
of the students, their parents, or with which culture (the dominant U.S. culture or the
family’s native culture) students more strongly identified with. However, we did find
that the stereotypical IAT pattern became non-significant when controlling for either the
centrality or the regard dimension of ethnic identity. It appears that the variability in
reaction time on the IAT measure is associated with variability in the dimensions of ethnic
identity. The lack of correlation between the dimensions of ethnic identity and reaction
times, however, makes this reduction in significant changes across the four IAT trials when
controlling for centrality and regard difficult to interpret.

5.3. Limitations

Several limitations in this study are worth noting. First, all of the Hispanic participants
in this study were proficient English speakers, so in that regard they were all quite highly
acculturated. Future research on this topic that includes more recent immigrants and
those who are not proficient in English may offer a better test of the association between
acculturation, ethnic identity, and academic motivation. In addition, this study was limited
by a small sample size. Future research with larger numbers of participants in the various
acculturation groups should shed light on whether and how acculturation is associated with
implicit associations. In addition, this study employed the blanket ethnic label Hispanic
to refer to a population that is, in fact, quite diverse. Although most of the Hispanics in
this study had their family roots in Mexico, the Hispanic population in the U.S. differs
by country of origin, financial and educational status both before and after immigration,
and reasons for immigrating to the U.S., among other differences [38]. Research that more
closely examines these differences within the Hispanic population is needed.

Finally, there are questions about the validity and reliability of the tests of implicit
associations. Some research has demonstrated that IAT results can reliably demonstrate
differences between groups in their implicit associations indicating average levels of
preferences for things like different animals or sports teams [39]. However, there is no
clear consensus about whether the IAT test measures implicit cognition. For example,
some have argued that the IAT can clearly reveal hidden biases that individuals hold [40].
However, some attitudes fluctuate quite dramatically over time and across situations,
making the significance of any single IAT measurement questionable [41]. Nonetheless,
there is some evidence that IAT measures are valid measures of implicit social cognition,
having demonstrated sound sociometric properties including reliability and predictive
validity for some variables, including ethnic biases [42,43]. In the present study, our explicit,
survey measure of students’ awareness of how others perceive the academic abilities of
Hispanic students was not significantly correlated with reaction times on the IAT. It is
not clear whether this indicates a problem with the concurrent validity of the IAT or if it
is an indication that the implicit associations students held were truly subconscious and
therefore completely independent of any conscious beliefs they might hold. As others have
noted, knowing about one’s implicit biases does not necessarily reveal how one will behave
as a result of those biases [44]. We found that Hispanic high school students implicitly
associated success more with being white than with being Hispanic. The behavioral
consequences of these implicit associations remain unknown.
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5.4. Conclusions and Implications

Despite the limitations of this study, we believe these results can provide a useful
stepping-stone for further research in this area. One of the fundamental tasks of adolescence
is to develop a coherent and consolidated sense of self. Ideally, the different aspects of the
self would be complementary, such that positive self-perceptions in one important area (e.g.,
ethnic identity) are associated with positive self-perceptions in other important domains
(e.g., academic self-concept). Previous research has sometimes found that among Hispanic
students, particularly those attending majority white schools, the association between
ethnic and academic self-perceptions has been severed. This can lead to disidentification
with one or the other dimensions of the self, a potentially unhealthy outcome that can impair
motivation and performance. When talented Hispanic students see no connection between
their ethnic identity and their academic self-concept, some may feel that performing well
in school comes at the cost of maintaining a strong connection to their ethnic group [5].
This perceived cost may lead some students to disidentify with school for the sake of
maintaining a strong ethnic connection [23] and others to view their academic success as
unrelated to their ethnic identity.

In the present study, we found that Hispanic students attending a majority-Hispanic
high school did enjoy a positive association between the centrality dimension of ethnic iden-
tity and academic self-concept. We speculate that being in the majority reduced the salience
of ethnic identity, thereby reducing stereotype threat. These results suggest that efforts to
reduce stereotype threat for Hispanic students may benefit the coordination of the ethnic
and academic dimensions of identity. However, the results from the IAT analysis indicate
that even when in the majority in school, Hispanic students hold implicit associations that
pair success more with being white than with being Hispanic. These stereotypical IAT
patterns appear to be reduced when controlling for the centrality and regard dimensions of
ethnic identity, indicating that variability in ethnic identity is associated with variability in
IAT scores. Future research designed to better understand the association between implicit
and explicit attitudes and how they might combine to influence academic motivation
and behavior is needed. In addition, there is a need for interventions that can reduce
the activation of stereotype threat and minimize the formation of implicit biases among
students who identify with ethnic groups about which there are negative stereotypes about
their academic abilities.
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Appendix A

Sample screenshots from the Implicit Associations Test (IAT).
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Hispanic or Caucasian or

Success Failure

Graduate

Figure Al. Sample screen from the IAT with a word as the stimulus.

Caucasian or Hispanic or
Success Falure

Figure A2. Sample screen from the IAT with a picture as the stimulus.
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