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Objectives. We investigate how college student identities and ethnic identities vary
among black, white, and Asian students and among immigrant, second-, and third-
generation students at a large public urban university (in counterpoint to recent studies at
highly selective schools). In addition, we explore how those identities are related to
college students’ sense of self-esteem and efficacy and their academic performance. Meth-
ods. We use survey data from a sample (N 5 652) of students attending a large
diverse public urban university to create new indexes for several dimensions of
college identity and ethnic identity and use existing self-esteem and efficacy indexes
to compare black, white, and Asian students, as well as immigrant, second-gen-
eration, and third-generation students. Results. Among several significant identity
differences, we find: (1) whites are lower than blacks on college identity indexes,
and immigrant students are higher than subsequent-generation students on college
student identity measures; (2) whites are lower than blacks and Asians on ethnic
identity measures; only the ethnic activities index declines linearly from immigrant
to second- to third-generation students; (3) blacks have higher self-esteem and
efficacy than whites or Asians; whites have higher GPAs than blacks or Asians, while
immigrant students have higher GPAs than third-generation students; and (4) at
least one college student identity dimension and one ethnic identity dimension is
related to self-esteem, efficacy, and GPA. Conclusions. How young adults conceive
of themselves as college students and the way they formulate their own racial-ethnic
identities is related to their self-esteem, efficacy, and academic performance. More-
over, the pattern that these relationships take is somewhat different at a large diverse
public urban university than at highly selective universities.

Ongoing research has generated debate about how students’ identities,
social psychological well-being, and academic achievement are interrelated
(Kao, 2001; Ogbu, 2003). Most of this work focuses on elementary and
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high school students (Harris, 2006), but increasingly researchers have stud-
ied college students (Awad, 2007; Cokley and Patel, 2007). This is not
merely because more people are attending college now than in the past, nor
is it just because university campuses have become more ethnically diverse.
Instead, this interest is driven by compelling theory and evidence about
differentials in academic success, variation in student identities, and dispar-
ities in well-being among college students of different racial-ethnic catego-
ries. Our research is intended to contribute to and fill some gaps in this work
on college students.

We have two goals in this article. First, we examine two identities that are
important to young adults: their identities as college students and as mem-
bers of racial or ethnic groups. Second, we explore the relationship between
these identities and three outcomes: two indicators of social psychological
well-being (self-esteem and efficacy) and academic performance (measured
by self-reported grade point average).

Our research can be put in better context by referring to two prominent
studies of college student life—Bowen and Bok’s (1998) The Shape of the
River, and The Source of the River by Massey et al. (2003). Both are large
national studies of students attending the most selective colleges and focus
mainly on the selection process and subsequent academic performance of
blacks, whites, Hispanics, and Asians. Recently, Massey et al. (2007) com-
pare black immigrants and black native-born students at those selective
colleges. In contrast, our study focuses on a single stream (one urban public
university) in the larger ‘‘river’’ of U.S. college life and looks at differences
among racial groups and across immigrant, second-, and third-generation
college students. We also do more than the researchers cited above to de-
lineate different dimensions along which college student and ethnic iden-
tities vary and we make more comparisons of immigrant and native-born
students than do Massey et al. (2007). Finally, by studying a much less
selective educational institution, our findings may reflect better the expe-
riences of the large majority of students who attend less prestigious colleges.

Past studies of college students are found in two disciplinary domains:
educational psychology and sociological social psychology. Scholars in both
fields share some similar interests, but use different measurement scales, and
infrequently cite each others’ work. Although we have attended to contri-
butions from both of these disciplines, our approach is grounded in sym-
bolic interaction theory and its two key assumptions that (1) self and
identities emerge through social interaction; and (2) self and identities in-
fluence a person’s general sense of well-being (Burke, 2004).

Research Literature and Expectations

‘‘Identity’’ is understood as situated self meanings, such as being an
African American or a student, rather than a single, global self-concept
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(Owens, 2003). Stone (1962) proposed that identity is a consequence of two
processes. ‘‘Identification of’’ entails the social learning of the meanings and
expectations associated with the role or group. It highlights what a person
shares with other role occupants or group members and what makes a role
occupant or member of a group identifiable to one’s self and others. ‘‘Iden-
tification with,’’ in contrast, involves the investing of self into a role and
group ties. It entails infusing self and intrinsic meaning or authenticity into a
role or group. In this study, we extend research on multiple identities by
investigating both college student and ethnic identities. Here, we present our
research hypotheses, but to conserve space, we mention only the previous
work most directly relevant to those hypotheses.

College Student Identities

Several studies address whether student identities vary by racial categories.
Oppositional culture theory (Ogbu, 2003) proposes that African-American
adolescents (and other involuntary minorities) may not identify with ac-
ademic goals and instead view them as a threat to group solidarity. Massey
et al. (2003) did not measure college student identity explicitly, but did
evaluate the ‘‘oppositional culture’’ idea and found no empirical support for
it since in their sample black college students’ academic interest and confi-
dence was higher than that of white, Asian, or Latino college students.
Cokley and colleagues (Cokley et al., 2003; Cokley and Patel, 2007)
searched for variation in academic self-concept among college students and
found that white and black students’ academic doubts were based on
different concerns (i.e., whites worry about their own level of ability; blacks
worry about the adequacy of their prior school preparation). Among Asian
Americans, they found, to their surprise, that those more acculturated to
U.S. norms and values had higher academic self-concept than those who
held to Asian norms and values. In another relevant study, Kao (2000)
found similar educational aspirations across racial groups, but due to differ-
ences in group norms and stereotypes Asians, Hispanics, and blacks hold
different ideas about what academic ‘‘success’’ is, with Asian students hold-
ing themselves to a higher standard of success. Since many of these studies
are based on high school students, whether the more positive academic
identity among Asians holds true at the college level is an open question.
Based on the above research, we hypothesize that there will be significant
racial-ethnic differences in this sample of college students and that Asians
will have the most positive college identities, followed by blacks and then
whites, particularly on the dimensions of academics, confidence, and mean-
ingfulness (H1).

We also test for differences in college student identities among immigrant,
second-, and third-generation students. In an influential article, Rumbaut
(1999) questioned the idea that assimilation is a positive linear process that,
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over time, enables immigrants and later generations to improve their well-
being and socioeconomic status; instead, he proposed that while immigrants
face socioeconomic disadvantages, their mutual support and cultural tradi-
tions may bring them better outcomes than subsequent generations. Few
studies directly investigate variations in college student identities by immi-
grant status. Massey et al. (2007) find no difference between black immi-
grant and native-born black college students in terms of their peer-group
support for academic effort and intellectual independence. However, other
work suggests that immigrants or the children of immigrants have higher
educational aspirations and/or better academic performances than do third
or later generations (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001). Based on this, we hy-
pothesize that college student identity scores will be lowest in the third-
generation students and highest for immigrants (H2).

Ethnic Identities

Do ethnic identities vary by race and immigrant status? Phinney, Cantu,
and Kurtz (1997) found African-American high school students have the
most positive ethnic identities followed by Latinos and white adolescents.
Turning to college students, Massey et al. (2003) reported that in-group
racial identity was important to most African-American, Latino, and Asian
first-year students and that racial identity seems especially important in the
identity development of minority group members. For whites, being white is
‘‘normal’’ and thus less likely to be invoked or to impact identity construc-
tion. This supports Phinney’s (1992) finding that black college students had
higher ethnic identity scores than did white college students. Thus, we
hypothesize that black students will have the most positive ethnic identities
followed by Asians, with whites lowest (H3).

Less has been reported on variations in ethnic identities by immigrant
status. There is some support for the ‘‘straight-line’’ assimilation model
among whites, which postulates diminishing ethnic attachments and obli-
gations from immigrant to subsequent generations (Alba and Nee, 2003).
Porter and Washington (1993) suggest that for Asian Americans and His-
panics, ethnic identity is weaker in succeeding generations than in the im-
migrant generation. A similar expectation serves as the starting point for our
investigation: immigrants highest and third generation lowest in terms of
ethnic identities (H4).

Identities, Self-Esteem, Efficacy, and Grade Point Average

Next we investigate variation by racial category and immigrant status on
two indicators of well-being (self-esteem and efficacy) and on grade point
average (GPA). Earlier studies show that African Americans’ self-esteem is
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equal to or higher than whites’ (Van Laar, 2000). Massey et al. (2003) found
that the college students in their study have high self-esteem, but African
Americans show the highest followed by Latinos, whites, and Asians.

The pattern for efficacy has been less extensively studied than that for self-
esteem. Hughes and Demo (1989) summarize past research as suggesting
that African Americans had lower efficacy scores than whites, possibly
because blacks attribute their fate to external sources, such as blocked oppor-
tunities and institutional barriers resulting from systematic racial
discrimination, rather than personal agency or individual actions. Massey
et al. (2003) found that elite college students generally have high efficacy,
though Asians score relatively lower on efficacy, and that mean efficacy
scores for blacks are comparable to those of whites. The efficacy of students
in our sample, who are all attending an urban public institution, may be
especially interesting. We expect that blacks in our sample (many of whom
are the first in their family to attend college) may feel that their educational
status reflects personal control and achievement, so they may have a sense of
efficacy even higher than white students. Our hypothesis for both self-esteem
and efficacy is that blacks will be highest, followed by whites and Asians
(H5).

Comparing groups on academic performance, Massey et al. (2003) re-
ported that among college freshmen, Asians had the highest high school
GPA, followed by whites, Latinos, and African Americans. Studies of Af-
rican-American college students have tested whether different levels or kinds
of black racial identity affect academic performance. Lockett and Harrell
(2003) found that college GPA was positively related with only one black
racial identity scale (internalization), and Sellars et al. (1998) found that
students ranking high on the immersion scale had lower GPA. Recently,
Awad (2007) reported that GPA was positively correlated with black stu-
dents’ academic self-concept but is not related to any of the dimensions of
black racial identity that she examined. In our analysis, we test the hypoth-
esis that Asian students have the highest GPA, followed by whites, and then
blacks (H6).

Studies that investigate immigrant status and well-being variables show
mixed results. In comparing immigrant and native-born blacks in elite col-
leges, Massey et al. (2007) found no difference between them in self-esteem
and sense of efficacy. Harker (2001) analyzed national data on secondary
school students and found that psychological well-being was higher among
immigrant students than among native-born students, after controlling rel-
evant familial and economic variables. Extrapolating to college students, we
therefore hypothesize that self-esteem and efficacy will decline from immi-
grant to second-generation to third-generation status (H7).

Turning to academic performance, Tillman, Guo, and Harris (2006)
report that adolescent grade retention (an early predictor of academic prob-
lems) is similar across first-, second-, and third-generation peers. Rumbaut
(1999) found a negative relationship between length of high school students’
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residence in the United States and their GPA. In contrast, Kao and Tienda
(1995) and Kao, Tienda, and Schneider (1996) found that, for high school
students, the relationship between generational status and academic perfor-
mance varied across racial-ethnic groups. The strongest and clearest effect
was among Asians, where the second generation did better than first-and
third-generation students; on the other hand, immigrant black students had
better grades than second- and third-generation blacks. Massey et al. (2007)
contradict that latter finding in reporting that immigrant and native-born
black college students have equal GPAs. However, several other studies
indicate better academic performance by immigrant students than by native-
born students (Glick and White, 2004; Song and Glick, 2004; Vernez and
Abrahamse, 1996). We therefore hypothesize that GPA will be highest
among immigrant college students, with no difference between second-
generation and third-generation students (H8).

Finally, is variation in the college student and ethnic identity dimensions
associated with self-esteem, efficacy, and GPA? Gecas (1986) proposed that
self-esteem and efficacy are two global or general indicators of self-concept
and well-being that are relatively stable across situations and over time. In
contrast, identity meanings refer to self-meanings in a specific role or group
and are more volatile. Identity meanings may change as responses from
significant others or as self-behaviors change. Positive identities provide the
‘‘reality check’’ that supports and confirms more general indicators of well-
being. Thus, Phinney, Cantu, and Kurtz (1997) report that good ethnic
identities encouraged higher self-esteem for African-American, Latino, and
white students. Similarly, we hypothesize that positive college student and
ethnic identities are associated with high self-esteem, efficacy, and GPA (H9).

Methods

Data

Data for this study come from a survey of college students conducted in
January 2006 at a large public research university located near the center of a
major southern metropolitan area. Its student body is racially diverse—49
percent white; 32 percent black; 11 percent Asian; 3 percent Hispanic; and 5
percent mixed and other—but the average age of students is quite typical: 19
years old for freshmen and 24 years old for seniors. Students entering this
mid-tier university have SAT scores near 1100, which is similar to those of
other public urban universities and somewhat lower than scores for students
entering large, public flagship institutions. Only 13 percent of undergrad-
uates live in university housing (with no racial group disproportionately
represented in these dormitories); however, 73 percent are full-time stu-
dents, and 60 percent indicate they regularly come on campus on the
weekends (USNews.com, 2007). So, these are engaged and involved
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students. Finally, over 60 percent of the undergraduates come from families
where their fathers (62 percent) or mothers (68 percent) have attended
college (NSSE, 2007). This suggests that, on one hand, this university,
similar to other public universities, is still a major avenue for upward mo-
bility, and yet, at the same time, that many students come from families that
have first-hand experience attending college and may have some social and
cultural capital to support their children in college. Our questionnaire con-
tained 16 sets of questions and respondents completed it in approximately
25 minutes. It was administered to undergraduates in lower-division soci-
ology courses. These courses were selected because they are included in the
university’s general education core and therefore draw a wide range of stu-
dents from across different schools and majors.

Results were obtained from 655 students: 264 (40 percent) white; 264 (40
percent) black; 47 (7 percent) Asian; 22 (3 percent) Hispanic; 55 (11 per-
cent) mixed or other; and three who declined to give a racial identity. Our
analysis is based on the 652 students who gave a racial identity. Due to the
small size and internal diversity of the Hispanic and the ‘‘mixed/other’’
categories, we exclude them from Table 1 (i.e., do not test whether those
two categories significantly differ from the whites, blacks, and Asians). In
addition, a few students chose not to respond to some of the questions that
were used to construct the variables in the statistical analysis, and we do not
replace these missing data with an estimate; therefore (as Tables 1, 2, and 3
indicate), the actual number of cases is less than 652 depending on which
variables are in the analysis. Although not representative of all college stu-
dents, this sample allows us to investigate and compare identities, well-
being, and academic performance among a diverse set of college students.

Variables

Beginning with our outcomes measures, we constructed two indicators of
well-being and one of academic performance. SELF-ESTEEM is measured by
Rosenberg’s (1979) self-esteem scale, and in this sample this scale’s alpha
value is 0.89. EFFICACY is a scale composed of eight items from Pearlin et al.
(1981), and its alpha is 0.77. To assess academic performance, students gave
their current GRADE POINT AVERAGE, with nine response categories ranging
from ‘‘below 2.0’’ (coded as 1) to ‘‘above 3.75’’ (coded as 9).

To explore different facets of the college student identity, we began with
the following prompt: ‘‘Think about yourself as a college student and the
things that are special and distinctive about being a college student. How
important are the following activities to you as a student?’’ For each item,
students selected one of five responses ranging from ‘‘Very Important’’ (5) to
‘‘In Between’’ (3) to ‘‘Not at All Important’’ (1). Factor analysis revealed an
initial set of college student identity dimensions that reflect ‘‘identification
of’’ processes and capture meanings that distinguish occupants of college

Urban University Student Identities, Well-Being, and GPA 351



student roles from others. Four items (studying; going to class; discussing
and sharing ideas with teachers and students; and learning and acquiring
knowledge) form a dimension we call COLLEGE STUDENT ACADEMICS. How-
ever, an index created from these four items has a low alpha coefficient
(0.59), so in the following analysis we used these individual items instead
of the composite index. Other items produced four indexes with satisfac-
tory reliability coefficients. The COLLEGE STUDENT ACTIVITIES index is based
on students’ responses regarding the importance of three things: partic-
ipating and/or attending school-related athletic activities; participating
and/or attending school-related lectures, concerts, plays, and other cultural
or entertainment activities; and participating in student clubs and orga-
nizations (alpha 5 0.80). The COLLEGE STUDENT SOCIAL IDENTITY index in-
cludes an item that asks about the importance of hanging out with school
friends plus four items asking if the respondent: feels connected to other
college students; enjoys and values social ties and contacts made as a
college student; has made good friends with other college students; and is
happy with college student friends. This COLLEGE STUDENT SOCIAL index has
an alpha of 0.84.

Two additional indices measure ‘‘identification with’’ processes of self-
investment in the college student identity. COLLEGE STUDENT CONFIDENCE is
based on agreement or disagreement with statements on: feeling good about
being a college student; being satisfied with myself as a college student;
feeling like a failure as a college student (reverse coded); feeling confident
as a college student; and knowing what to do as a college student
(alpha 5 0.85). The COLLEGE STUDENT MEANINGFULNESS index contains three
items based on agreement or disagreement with these statements: being
a college student is meaningful; doing college student things is rewarding;
and being a college student provides a sense of meaning and direction
(alpha 5 0.78).

Factor analysis revealed three indices of ethnic identity that are indepen-
dent of each other (i.e., correlations among them are weak). Two capture
‘‘identification of’’ processes that reflect distinctive features of the ethnic
group. ETHNIC ACTIVITIES is based on a question that asks respondents to rate
the importance of eight activities (eating or preparing food of one’s ethnic
heritage; listening to ethnic music; dressing in ethnic-style clothes; engaging
in ethnic entertainment; learning about one’s ethnic culture and history;
following ethnic group traditions; participating in ethnic organizations; and
spending time with friends from one’s own ethnic group). The alpha co-
efficient for the ETHNIC ACTIVITIES index is 0.92. ETHNIC GROUP ADVANTAGE

contains five items that tap whether a respondent believes that: ‘‘being a
member of my ethnic group is an advantage in life’’; ‘‘members of other
ethnic groups often treat well and act fairly toward members of my ethnic
group’’; ‘‘being a member of my ethnic group is something for which other
people look at me with respect’’; ‘‘members of other ethnic groups often
trust members of my ethnic group’’; and ‘‘being a member of my ethnic
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group provides more opportunities for success in life than other people
have’’ (alpha 5 0.73).

One index captures ‘‘identification with’’ processes and self-investment in
or distance from one’s ethnic identity. ETHNIC ESTRANGEMENT reflects alien-
ation from one’s ethnic group, and is based on responses to five statements: I
feel good about myself as a member of my ethnic group (reverse coded); I
feel that I’m a failure as a member of my ethnic group; I am uncertain about
myself as a member of my ethnic group; sometimes I question the value of
being a member of my ethnic group; and I don’t feel connected to others in
my ethnic group (alpha 5 0.74).

Several other questionnaire items are central to our analysis. Students self-
identify their race by selecting from one of the following: American Indian;
Asian; black; Latino/a or Hispanic; Pacific Islander; white; mixed (please
describe); and other (please describe). Respondents also identified them-
selves as being either immigrant, 1.5 generation, second generation, or third
generation or more. In this analysis, the 1.5-generation students are com-
bined with second generation and referred to as ‘‘second generation.’’

Respondent’s sex is a dummy variable with females coded 1 and males
coded 0. Subjective FAMILY SOCIAL CLASS is measured by a question that asks
about ‘‘the social class of the family you grew up in,’’ with five response
categories: working class; working/middle class; middle class; middle/upper
class; and upper class. We find that these categories do a better job of
spreading respondents across the continuum than do the class categories
used in the General Social Survey. This variable correlates more strongly
with educational and occupational levels of our respondents’ fathers
(r 5 0.427 and 0.429, respectively) than with the educational and occupa-
tional level of respondents’ mothers (r 5 0.295 and 0.206, respectively). A
portion of this sample did not report information about a parent (e.g., 7.2
percent have missing data on father’s occupation), so to prevent shrinkage of
the sample size due to missing data, we use family social class rather than
father’s and/or mother’s education and occupation. Analyses performed us-
ing the parents’ education or occupation variables do not differ from the
findings reported here.

Statistical Techniques

We assess differences among racial categories and across immigrant/gen-
erational status on our dependent variables by using analysis of variance to
determine whether observed differences among means are statistically sig-
nificant. The multivariate analysis is based on ordinary least squares regres-
sion. Diagnostics for multicollinearity show no problems and the variance
inflation factors for the variables we include are below 2.50. In the regression
analysis, we tested race-immigrant interaction terms (e.g., Asian-immigrants),
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but since they are statistically insignificant we exclude them from the analysis
shown in Table 3.

Findings

The first section below compares blacks, whites, and Asians on their
college student identities, as well as how immigrants, second-generation, and
third-generation students compare on college student identities. The next
section examines differences in ethnic identities among these three racial
categories and by immigration status. The third section compares the same
groups on self-esteem, efficacy, and college grade point average. The final
section presents a multivariate regression analysis showing how ethnic iden-
tities and college student identities are related to self-esteem, efficacy, and
grade point average.

College Student Identities

We find some variation in college student identities across racial categories
(mainly between blacks and whites) but, contrary to our first hypothesis,
Asians do not have the most positive college student identities (particularly
on academics, confidence, or meaningfulness) (see Table 1). Although
Asians’ scores for studying and student activities are significantly higher than
whites’, on no student identity measure is Asians’ mean significantly higher
than that of black students.

The clearest finding is that black students are more involved in their college
student identities than white students. White students are significantly lower
than blacks on four college student identity measures (meaningfulness, con-
fidence, activities, and studying). The identity index showing the most in-
tergroup variation in Table 1 is for college student activities: the means for
Asians (9.43) and blacks (8.78) are significantly higher than that of whites
(7.43). On this campus, whites are clearly the least interested in student
organizations and student-related social, cultural, and athletic activities. In
addition, on an academic item (studying), Asians’ and blacks’ means are
significantly higher (4.55 and 4.32, respectively) than whites’ (4.00). As for
similarities, blacks, whites, and Asians are alike in their ratings of the socia-
bility dimension of being a student. On the academic items, there is consensus
that learning and gaining knowledge is the most important element and that
discussing and sharing ideas with teachers and students is least important.

The key finding with regard to immigrant, second-generation, and third-
generation college student identities is the distinctiveness of the immigrant
students: as hypothesized (H2), they have the highest (most positive) college
identities (Table 2). Second- and third-generation students’ college iden-
tities, however, are similar, which contradicts our expectation that college
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student identities are lowest in the third generation. Immigrants are signifi-
cantly higher than second- and third-generation students on two of the four
student identity indices (activities and confidence), and they are higher than
third-generation students on the index reflecting how meaningful it is to be a
college student. Also, immigrants are significantly higher than second- and
third-generation students in the importance they place on three of four items
related to academics (gaining knowledge, studying, discussing ideas). In
particular, the importance that immigrants attribute to studying (4.70) and
their confidence as students (22.07) are especially high compared to other
generations and also compared to the racial categories in Table 1. Clearly,
being a college student is held in especially high regard by the immigrants.
Only on the college social index and attending classes is there no differ-
ence among immigrants, second generation, and third generation. Further

TABLE 1

Means for Black, White, and Asian College Students on Student Identities, Ethnic
Identities, Self-Esteem, Efficacy, Grade Point Average, and Other Variables

Index/Variable Blacks (N) Whites (N) Asians (N)

Student academic items
Gaining knowledge 4.68 (263) 4.60 (263) 4.64 (47)
Attending classes 4.46z (263) 4.33z (264) 4.38 (47)
Studying 4.32Z (264) 4.00 Z Y (263) 4.55Y (47)
Discussing ideas 3.62 (264) 3.52 (261) 3.66 (47)

Student activities 8.78Z (262) 7.43Z Y (261) 9.43Y (47)
Student social 18.43 (257) 18.00 (261) 18.39 (46)
Student confidence 20.75Z (253) 20.04Z (259) 19.80 (46)
Student meaningfulness 12.54Z (258) 11.86Z (259) 12.30 (47)
Ethnic activities 29.72Z (256) 20.13Z Y (258) 27.57Y (46)
Ethnic advantage 7.46Z X (241) 10.22Z Y (232) 9.57Y X (44)
Ethnic estrangement 8.19Z X (262) 10.32Z (259) 10.26X (46)
Self-esteem 43.80Z X (254) 39.91Z (261) 38.84X (45)
Efficacy 32.23Z X (251) 30.37Z (258) 29.07X (43)
Grade point average 4.87Z (261) 5.90Z Y (262) 5.17Y (47)
% Female 72.8Z X (261) 58.7Z (264) 53.2X (47)
Family social class

% Working class 59.4Z X (155) 26.6Z Y (70) 42.6X Y (20)
% Middle class 29.9 (78) 36.9 (97) 31.9 (15)
% Upper class 10.7Z X (28) 36.5Z (96) 25.5X (12)

% Immigrant 2.7X (7) 3.4Y (9) 40.4X Y (19)
% Second generation 16.5X (42) 11.8Y (31) 59.6X Y (28)
% Third generation 80.8X (206) 84.7Y (222) 0.0X Y (0)

NOTE: In each row, matching uppercase bold letters indicate a statistically significant (po0.05)
difference between the two racial groups with matching letters; matching lowercase regular font
letters indicate a statistically significant (po0.10) difference between the two racial groups with
matching letters. Three family social class categories were created by combining ‘‘working
class’’ and ‘‘working/middle class’’; leaving ‘‘middle class’’ by itself; and combining ‘‘upper
class’’ and ‘‘middle/upper class.’’ To save space, standard deviations have been deleted from
this table but are available on request from the first author.
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analysis indicates these immigrants’ high college identity scores typically
exist within racial categories (i.e., they are not due to unusually high scores
of just the Asian immigrants). For example, for black immigrants, white
immigrants, and Asian immigrants, the means on the college student con-
fidence index are 23.00, 22.89, and 21.39, respectively, while among black,
white, and Asian nonimmigrants, the means on the college student con-
fidence index are significantly lower: 20.68, 19.95, and 18.79, respectively.

Ethnic Identities

Tables 1 and 2 compare ethnicity indices across racial categories and
among immigrants, second, and third generations. The results are consistent
with empirical and theoretical literature (and our hypotheses H3 and H4).
Far from having a student body comprised uniformly of individuals
deracinated from their ethnic origins and oriented toward achieved or cos-
mopolitan identities, this university has a mix of students, many of whom
have deep and positive ethnic identities. However, we find strong evidence
that most white students’ ethnic identities are more attenuated than those of
the other groups. Moreover, ethnic identities of immigrants, not surpris-
ingly, are stronger than those of the second and third generation.

Looking across racial categories (Table 1), several differences appear and
support our hypothesis that black students have the most positive ethnic
identities, followed by Asians and whites. On the ethnic activities index, the
means for blacks (29.72) and Asians (27.57) are significantly higher than
that for whites (20.13). In terms of feeling estranged from one’s group,
blacks are significantly less estranged (mean 5 8.19) than are Asians (10.26)
and whites (10.32).

The third ethnicity variable, ethnic advantage, shows an interesting result.
On this variable (in which high scores signify perceptions that one’s group is
treated fairly, is respected, trusted, and provides an advantage or more op-
portunity for success in life), the white mean is highest (10.22), followed by
Asians (9.57), and blacks (7.46), and all intergroup differences are signifi-
cant. This finding is noteworthy for the hierarchy of perceived in-group
advantage or disadvantage it delineates and for the fact that it indicates that
higher percentages of whites perceive that their group receives favorable
treatment in society.

Regarding the data on ethnicity for immigrants, second-generation, and
third-generation students (Table 2), only the results for the ethnic activities
index are fully consistent with a central tenet of assimilation theory and our
fourth hypothesis—that ethnicity declines over the course of generations.
The means on the ethnic activity index decline from immigrants (30.43) to
second generation (27.02) to third generation (24.49), and all these differ-
ences are statistically significant. This pattern of generational decline in
ethnic activity exists within the three racial categories. Among blacks, the
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mean ethnic activity index drops from 33.86 (immigrants), to 30.45 (second
generation), to 29.52 (third generation). Among whites, the trend is from
26.89 (immigrants), to 22.24 (second generation), to 19.62 (third gener-
ation). The sample only contains immigrant and second-generation Asians,
and we note a decline in the mean ethnic activity index from 30.26 (im-
migrant Asians) to 25.67 (second-generation Asians).

The index measuring estrangement from one’s ethnic group shows a more
nuanced pattern than often noted in the literature. Researchers (Zhou and
Bankston, 1998) depict the second generation as often ‘‘caught between two
worlds’’ (i.e., feeling marginal to their immigrant parents’ communities as
well as to native-born Americans’ communities). Our findings (Table 2)

TABLE 2

Means for Immigrant, Second-Generation, and Third-Generation College Students
on Student Identities, Ethnic Identities, Self-Esteem, Efficacy, GPA, and Other

Variables

Index/Variable Immigrants (N) 2nd Generation (N) 3rd Generation (N)

Student academic items
Gaining knowledge 4.85A B (46) 4.61 A (137) 4.64B (456)
Attending classes 4.50 (46) 4.43 (136) 4.41 (458)
Studying 4.70A B (46) 4.22A (137) 4.17B (457)
Discussing ideas 3.96A B (46) 3.46A (136) 3.57B (456)

Student activities 9.83A B (46) 8.26A (137) 8.14B (453)
Student social 18.60 (45) 18.43 (134) 18.20 (452)
Student confidence 22.07A B (45) 19.80A (133) 20.37B (444)
Student meaningfulness 13.04B (46) 12.32 (136) 12.20B (446)
Ethnic activities 30.43A B (46) 27.02A C (131) 24.49B C (448)
Ethnic advantage 9.37 (46) 9.35C (128) 8.73C (405)
Ethnic estrangement 8.78a (46) 10.02a C (135) 9.24C (452)
Self-esteem 41.61 (44) 41.05 (135) 41.92 (450)
Efficacy 30.69 (45) 30.11C (133) 31.33C (445)
Grade point average 6.22a B (46) 5.42a (137) 5.34B (456)
% Female 63.0 (46) 70.1 (137) 65.5 (458)
Family social status

% Working class 50.0 (23) 44.1 (60) 42.5 (194)
% Middle class 34.8 (16) 28.7 (39) 33.3 (152)
% Upper class 15.2a (7) 27.2a (37) 24.1 (110)

% Black 15.2A B (7) 30.9A C (42) 45.0B C (206)
% White 19.6B (9) 22.8C (31) 48.5B C (222)
% Asian 41.3A B (19) 20.6A C (28) 0.0B C (0)
% Hispanic 13.0B (6) 9.6C (13) 0.7B C (3)
% Multiracial & other 10.9 (5) 16.2C (22) 5.9C (27)

NOTE: In each row, matching uppercase bold letters indicate a statistically significant (po0.05)
difference between the two generations with matching letters; matching lowercase regular font
letters indicate a statistically significant (po0.10) difference between those two generations.
Three family social class categories were created by combining ‘‘working class’’ and ‘‘working/
middle class’’; leaving ‘‘middle class’’ by itself; and combining ‘‘upper class’’ and ‘‘middle/upper
class.’’ To save space, standard deviations have been deleted from this table but are available
on request from the first author.
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seem at first to reflect that pattern: the second generation is significantly
more estranged from its ethnic group (mean 5 10.02) than either the im-
migrant generation (8.78) or the third generation (9.24). However, closer
analysis indicates this is due to higher estrangement levels of second-gen-
eration Asians (and, to a lesser extent, mixed/other race students); neither
black nor white second-generation students have elevated mean scores on
ethnic estrangement.

The final ethnicity index, perceptions of in-group advantage, shows that
third-generation students see themselves as significantly less advantaged
(mean 5 8.73) than do second-generation students (mean 5 9.35). Immi-
grant and second-generation college students are no different in their per-
ceptions of ethnic advantage or disadvantage. This contradicts Gans’s (1992)
contention that the second generation is more aware of discrimination or
mistreatment than the immigrant generation. The third generation’s relatively
low sense of group advantage seems odd (assimilation theory predicts that
with longer tenure in the country a group becomes more advantaged). How-
ever, further analysis shows that a sizable portion (45 percent) of the third
generation in this sample are blacks, and third-generation black students have
a different history and significantly lower sense of in-group advantage
(mean 5 7.29) than do immigrant and second-generation blacks (8.19). In
contrast, no significant difference exists between third-generation white stu-
dents and earlier-generation whites on perceived in-group advantage.

Self-Esteem, Efficacy, and Grade Point Average

As hypothesized (H5), blacks are significantly higher on self-esteem and
on efficacy than Asians and whites (see Table 1), but the hypothesized white-
Asian differences in self-esteem and efficacy are not statistically significant.
We wondered if lower self-esteem scores among Asians are due to a cultural
disposition toward personal humility and away from self-aggrandizement,
which might be more prevalent in immigrants than the second generation,
but no significant difference in self-esteem exists between Asian immigrant
and second-generation college students. With regard to grade point average
(GPA), our results contradict H6 and the stereotype of Asians as academic
stars; their reported mean GPA is not the highest. Instead, GPA at this
university is significantly higher among whites than it is among black or
Asian students.

Contrary to the hypothesis (H7), few significant differences appear among
immigrant, second-, and third-generation students (Table 2). On self-es-
teem, mean scores for the three generations are not different, and on efficacy
the only significant difference is that the third generation has a higher sense
of efficacy (31.33) than the second generation (30.11). However, as hy-
pothesized (H8), immigrants report significantly higher GPA than do sec-
ond- and third-generation students. Higher GPA among immigrants holds
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for all three racial categories we examined. Among blacks, immigrants have a
mean of 6.00 on our GPA measure, compared to 5.24 and 4.77 among
second and third generation, respectively. Among whites the pattern of
means on the GPA measure is immigrants 7.33, second generation 5.71, and
third generation 5.86. Among Asian college students, immigrants also do
better academically (5.74) than the second generation (4.79); there are no
third-generation Asian students in this sample.

Multivariate Results for Self-Esteem, Efficacy, and GPA

Self-Esteem. Table 3, Model 1 indicates that variables included in this
regression equation account for 43.7 percent of the variation in self-esteem.
College student confidence (i.e., positive beliefs about one’s competence as a
college student) is clearly associated with higher global self-esteem; its beta
coefficient (0.441) is larger than any other variable. Two other college stu-
dent identity items also show a significant, but weaker, association with self-
esteem. Students who place greater emphasis on learning and acquiring
knowledge have higher self-esteem than those who place less emphasis on it
but, curiously, our results also indicate that the importance students place on
studying is negatively associated with self-esteem. This raises an issue about
the causal direction between variables, which we comment on below in our
discussion section. The only ethnic identity index that is significantly as-
sociated with self-esteem is ethnic group estrangement (beta 5 � 0.324).
Students who feel more estranged from their own group (i.e., feel discon-
nected from others in group, question the value of group membership) have
lower self-esteem than those who do not feel estranged from it. In an
additional multiple regression analysis (not shown in Table 3) examining
only the racial minority students (i.e., excluding white students), the same
results were obtained: feelings of group estrangement are associated with
lower self-esteem, and testing only the white college students a significant
negative relationship between ethnic group estrangement and self-esteem
also exists.

Table 1 indicates that blacks have higher self-esteem than whites and
Asians. In Table 3, multiple regression analysis confirms that blacks’ higher
self-esteem persists after controlling for other variables (‘‘other race’’ stu-
dents also have higher self-esteem than whites). A supplemental regression
analysis in which blacks are the reference group finds that black students are
also significantly higher in self-esteem than are Asian students. Table 3 also
shows, consistent with Tables 1 and 2, that Asians’ and whites’ self-esteem is
not significantly different and that second- and third-generation students do
not differ from immigrants. Finally, being female makes no significant
difference one way or the other on students’ self-esteem, but a positive
association may exist between family social status and self-esteem (margin-
ally significant, p 5 0.068).
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TABLE 3

Multiple Regression (OLS) Analysis of Students’ Self-Esteem, Efficacy, and Grade
Point Average

Variables

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Self-Esteem Efficacy GPA

b b b
Beta Beta Beta

Constant 20.445 17.707 � 0.721
Student activities � 0.015 0.024 � 0.022

� 0.006 0.014 � 0.029
Student social 0.091 0.009 0.018

0.054 0.008 0.034
Student confidence 0.959n n n 0.540n n n 0.219n n n

0.441 0.363 0.331
Student meaningfulness � 0.149 � 0.265n n � 0.043

� 0.047 � 0.123 � 0.045
Studying � 1.058n n � 0.024 0.013

� 0.124 � 0.004 0.005
Going to classes 0.459 0.557n 0.235w

0.047 0.082 0.078
Discussing ideas � 0.180 0.100 0.114

� 0.024 0.019 0.049
Acquiring knowledge 1.241n n 0.825n � 0.017

0.098 0.095 � 0.004
Ethnic activities � 0.015 � 0.049w 0.005

� 0.019 � 0.090 0.022
Ethnic group advantage 0.127 0.198w 0.015

0.040 0.090 0.015
Ethnic estrangement � 0.620n n n � 0.413n n n 0.132n n n

� 0.324 � 0.314 0.227
Blacka 3.009n n n 1.884n n � 0.873n n

0.231 0.209 � 0.219
Asiana 0.174 0.192 � 0.956n

0.007 0.012 � 0.132
Other race/ethnicitya 2.581n n 0.604 � 0.497w

0.134 0.046 � 0.085
Second generationb 1.1980 0.898 � 0.348

0.077 0.084 � 0.073
Third generationb 1.341 1.422n � 0.696n

0.096 0.148 � 0.164
Femalec 0.602 � 0.383 0.121

0.045 � 0.041 0.029
Family social class 0.428w 0.039 0.033

0.067 0.009 0.017
Adjusted R2 0.437 0.315 0.174
Number of cases 515 515 523

aWhites are reference group.
bImigrants are reference group.
cMales are reference group.

wpo0.10; npo0.05; nnpo0.01; n nnpo0.001.
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Efficacy. Model 2 in Table 3 explains 31.5 percent of the variation in
students’ sense of efficacy. As was true for self-esteem, college student confidence
has the largest beta coefficient (0.363). Those who are more confident in their
college student roles have a higher sense of efficacy. Students who give more
importance to academic roles of attending classes and acquiring knowledge have
higher efficacy, though the betas on these variables are much weaker than that of
college student confidence. In contrast, we find an interesting result for mean-
ingfulness of the college student identity—it is negatively related to sense of
efficacy (beta 5 � 0.123). This suggests that those most highly invested in
‘‘student’’ as a meaningful role feel less efficacious (perhaps because they feel
controlled by professors, administrators, parents, and limited finances) than do
students who have other roles that are more meaningful than ‘‘student.’’

Of the three ethnicity indexes, ethnic estrangement has the strongest rela-
tionship with efficacy (beta 5 � 0.314): those who feel more estranged from
their ethnic group have lower feelings of efficacy. The relationship between the
ethnic activity index and efficacy, and the relationship between the perceived
ethnic advantage index and efficacy, are marginally significant and seem to run
in opposite directions (a lower sense of efficacy among the students who say
ethnic activities are important to them, and a higher sense of efficacy among
those who perceive their group as providing substantial advantage to them).
However, supplemental analysis (not shown in Table 3) indicates that these
relationships between efficacy and ethnic activities and perceived ethnic advan-
tage hold for white college students but are not significant among the minority
college students.

Finally, net of the other variables, the results for being black and being
immigrant run in opposite directions: blacks have a higher sense of efficacy than
the white reference category (and a separate analysis shows blacks also higher
than Asians), while immigrant students have lower efficacy than do third-
generation students (no significant difference exists between immigrants and the
second generation on efficacy). Sense of efficacy is not significantly related to
being Asian or being in the ‘‘other’’ category. Moreover, females do not differ
from males, and family social class is not significantly related to efficacy.

Grade Point Average. As Model 3 of Table 3 shows, our regression anal-
ysis explains less variation in college GPA (adjusted R2 5 0.174) than in self-
esteem and efficacy. The strongest beta, again, is with college confidence
(0.331): as one would expect, those who are most confident in their college
student roles have the highest GPA. A surprising result is that the impor-
tance students place on academic items such as studying, discussing ideas,
and acquiring knowledge is unrelated to GPA, and only the importance
placed on going to classes is close to statistical significance (p 5 0.083). Also,
the lack of significance for the college activities and social indexes implies
that involvement in extra-curricular activities, school social events, and
having friends and enjoying their company neither detracts from nor im-
proves students’ grade point average.
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Only one ethnic identity index has significant association with GPA—
estrangement—and its relationship is very interesting, as its direction reverses
from what we found for self-esteem and efficacy. Instead of the negative
association shown in Models 1 and 2 of Table 3, estrangement in Model 3
(for GPA) is positively related (beta 5 0.227): students who are more es-
tranged from their ethnic group have higher GPAs than those who are less
estranged. We offer an explanation for this interesting and unexpected result
in the discussion below. Since a recent study of an all-black college sample by
Awad (2007) found no relationship between several racial identity indexes and
GPA, we performed a regression analysis similar to Model 3 just for black
students in our sample. As in the full sample, among blacks only the ethnic
estrangement index is significant, and it is in the same direction as the full
sample: those higher on the estrangement index had higher GPA. We also
checked among our sample’s white college students, and for them, too, those
with higher ethnic estrangement had significantly higher GPA.

Although Table 2 shows immigrant college students having higher GPA than
second- and third-generation students, the immigrant versus second generation
difference is not statistically significant in the regression analysis (p 5 0.304).
The immigrant versus third generation difference is significant in the multiple
regression results (i.e., with other variables equal, third-generation students are,
on average, 0.696 lower on our GPA variable than immigrant students). A
separate regression analysis that uses the third generation as the reference group
finds that consistent with results in Table 2, there is no significant difference in
GPA between the second generation and the third generation. These data
support the idea that immigrants earn higher grades than third-generation
students, but not the idea that immigrants excel over the second generation; nor
do second-generation students outperform third-generation students in GPA.

The differences in GPA across racial categories are statistically significant
(with whites as the reference category), but the relationship of race with GPA,
as indicated in beta coefficients, is not as strong as that of student confidence.
Here, too (as in Table 1), the stereotype of Asians having the highest grade
point averages is not supported; instead, they have lower GPA than do whites,
and a similar regression model using Asians as the reference group shows their
GPA is not significantly different from blacks or students in the ‘‘other race’’
category. Our results, however, are consistent with other studies that find lower
academic achievement among black college students than whites. Finally, nei-
ther sex nor family social class have a significant relationship with GPA in this
sample of college students.

Discussion and Conclusion

Our analysis shows an intriguing picture of college student and ethnic
identities, self-esteem, efficacy, and GPA. In this discussion, we tie together
our most important findings with our hypotheses, then comment on the
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limitations of this study and suggest some related new research questions
that emerge from this study.

First, the results support our underlying premise that college student
identities vary by ethnicity and immigrant status, but not necessarily in the
hypothesized patterns suggested by past research findings. We found con-
firmation of our expectation that whites would have lower college student
identities than other students (they are lower than blacks on five out of eight
measures of college student identity and lower than Asians on two of eight),
but no support is found for the idea that Asian students have the highest
college student identities. Similarly, our second hypothesis was consistently
supported by data showing that immigrants have higher college student
identities than others, but the expected differences in student identity be-
tween second- and third-generation students did not appear.

Our next pair of hypotheses explores systematic variation in ethnic iden-
tity among black, white, and Asian students (H3) and by immigration status
(H4). As expected, black students have the most positive ethnic identities in
that they feel less group estrangement than do Asian and white students and
ethnic group activities are more important to them than they are to whites,
though blacks indicate their ethnic group is less of an advantage to them
than do white and Asian students. Whites are lowest with regard to feeling
ethnic activities are important and highest on perceptions of group advan-
tage. Turning to immigration status, only on the ethnic activities identity
dimension did the hypothesized pattern appear: immigrants are higher than
second-generation students, and second-generation students are higher than
third-generation students. On the other ethnic identity dimensions, the
clearest finding is that third-generation students have lower scores than
second-generation students on both ethnic advantage and ethnic estrange-
ment (they are less estranged, but they also perceive less ethnic advantage
than second-generation students).

The third set of hypotheses explores self-esteem, sense of efficacy, and
grade point average. As H5 predicts, black students have higher self-esteem
and sense of efficacy than whites and Asians (a result reaffirmed in the
multiple regression analysis), but white students are not significantly higher
than Asians. H6 suggests that Asian students would have the highest mean
GPA, followed by whites and blacks, but this hypothesis is not supported;
whites have higher GPAs than either blacks or Asians. H7 proposes that
well-being declines from immigrant to second-generation to third-genera-
tion status. It was not supported: we find no differences in self-esteem by
immigrant status, and the third-generation students’ higher mean efficacy
scores than those of the second generation do not hold up in the multiple
regression analysis. H8, which predicted highest GPA among immigrant
college students but no differences between second- and third-generation
students, is supported by the multiple regression analysis.

Finally, we expect in H9 that college student identities and ethnic iden-
tities are associated with self-esteem, efficacy, and GPA. The regression
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analyses reported in Table 3 provide some support for this hypothesis.
Although several of our college student and ethnic identity measures are not
related to well-being or GPA, one college student identity dimension and
one ethnic identity dimension are consistently related to those dependent
variables. The index of college student confidence has a consistent strong
positive association with self-esteem, sense of efficacy, and GPA. Of the
ethnic identity dimensions, estrangement from one’s group is consistently
related to self-esteem, efficacy, and GPA. Respondents who view themselves
as more estranged from their ethnicity have lower self-esteem and sense of
efficacy, but higher GPA than do the less estranged students. As a tentative
explanation, perhaps feeling estranged from one’s ethnic group is associated
with feelings of skepticism, isolation, contemplation, and objectivity that
may lower one’s self-esteem and sense of efficacy, but encourage indepen-
dent thinking and an intellectual approach that helps one succeed academ-
ically. In any case, these results are important because they support the
expectation that student and ethnic identities are linked with social psy-
chological well-being and success in college.

This study of college student and ethnic identities clearly has some lim-
itations. First, although this sample of students has the advantage of being
from a more representative university than the studies based on the most
selective schools, a national sample of college students, especially one with a
larger number of immigrant students, would be even better. For example, that
would enable researchers to determine whether the relatively low scores of
whites on our measures of college student identity are specific to this uni-
versity or linked to a general social psychological process (e.g., a tendency to
downplay identities that do not distinguish or differentiate oneself from rel-
evant others). Similarly, a larger national sample would enable us to do a
more refined analysis of race and ethnicity, by working with particular na-
tionality groups rather than pan-ethnic categories like ‘‘Asian.’’ It would also
be interesting to explore whether there are differences in college student
identity and ethnic identity dimensions among students in different regions of
the country, by urban, suburban, and rural location, and across different kinds
of colleges. A second limitation of this research is that while it is tempting to
think of the variables in this study in causal terms, our research design and
statistical techniques do not permit it. It could be that feeling confident in the
student role facilitates doing things that lead to high GPA, but it could also be
that achieving a high GPA makes one highly confident in the student role, or
both. A longitudinal study to explore causal relationships would be useful,
since researchers could study whether earlier student and ethnic identity di-
mensions influence later student well-being and academic outcomes. An even
more ambitious study might follow students beyond college to see whether
the college student identities and ethnic identities assist immigrant students as
they graduate and move into occupational and professional careers.

Hughes (2006) contends that the importance of finding ‘‘meaning’’ in
something (i.e., sense of fulfillment, validation), both as an influence on
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well-being and as an intrinsic positive end in itself, has been neglected by
scholars. Our research contributes toward filling that gap, at least in terms of
indicating that how students find ‘‘meaning’’ in their identities as students
and as members of ethnic groups does vary in certain ways among racial
categories and across immigrant/nonimmigrant status; moreover, variation
on some of those identity dimensions is connected to college students’ self-
esteem, efficacy, and academic success.
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