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Rethinking the Attitude-Achievement
Paradox Among Blacks

Douglas B. Downey
The Ohio State University

James W. Ainsworth
Georgia State University

Zhenchao Qian
The Ohio State University

Blacks offer positive responses to a wide range of survey questions gauging attitudes toward

schooling, yet perform less well in school than do whites. The credibility of blacks’ attitudes is

a central issue among competing explanations for this paradox. In this article, the authors

assess questions about the validity of blacks’ pro-school attitudes with the National Education

Longitudinal Study. Two findings prompted the authors to rethink the paradox. First, a key rea-

son for doubting blacks’ pro-school attitudes—that they fail to predict achievement—does not

generalize to the national data. Second, rather than challenge the credibility of blacks’ pro-

school attitudes, the results reveal minimal differences in attitude-achievement associations

between blacks and other minority groups. These patterns have implications for thinking

about whether blacks resist schooling.
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Given blacks’ current socioeconomic
disadvantages, coupled with their his-
torically oppressed relationship with

whites, most scholars would expect blacks to
express pessimistic attitudes toward school-
ing. But they do not. This puzzle was evident
as far back as the 1966 Coleman report,
which concluded that blacks “give a picture
of students who report high interest in acad-
emic achievement, but whose reported inter-
est is not translated through effective action
into achievement” (Coleman et al.
1966:320). Others have had difficulty under-
standing black students’ optimistic educa-
tional expectations. Studying a sample of
black and white high school boys from
Indiana, Kerckhoff and Campbell (1977:24)
wrote: “The expectations of the white boys
seem clearly to be based on their past school
experience as well as their ability and social

background, but there is little understandable
basis for the expectations of the blacks.” This
pattern is also evident among researchers
who have used ethnographic methods. For
example, through observations of black stu-
dents in a Stockton, California, high school,
Ogbu (1989:102) identified what he called
the “paradox of high educational aspirations
but low academic performance.” 

COMPETING EXPLANATIONS 

We identify two competing explanations for
the paradox. The first questions the legitima-
cy of blacks’ attitudes. In contrast, the second
accepts blacks’ pro-school attitudes as credi-
ble, but notes how blacks may face special
challenges in converting attitudes into
achievement.  
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Blacks’ Pro-School Attitudes Lack
Credibility

A straightforward way of explaining the atti-
tude-achievement paradox is to discount
blacks’ positive attitudes. Several researchers
have endorsed this position explicitly (e.g.,
Farkas, Lleras, and Maczuga 2002; Mickelson
1990; Ogbu 1991), and perhaps because of
the lack of serious competition, it has
arguably become the dominant social scien-
tific explanation for the paradox. Although
not endorsing this position, Morgan
(1998:140) described characteristics of this
traditional view: 

The standard ad hoc explanation for this con-
sistent finding [blacks’ high educational
expectations] is that White male students are
inherently more rational, perhaps because
they are provided with the best information
on the high direct costs of post-secondary
education. By implication, other students are
prone to fantasy, simply because they do not
have enough information to temper their
wishful thinking. 

Why have so many social scientists become
skeptical of blacks’ pro-school attitudes? The
most obvious reason is that blacks’ optimism
seems too good to be true. Given blacks’ dis-
advantaged socioeconomic position, contin-
ued residential segregation, and unfair treat-
ment in the labor market, the fact that blacks
express more pro-school attitudes than do
whites strikes some as implausible. Farkas et
al. (2002:153) had this to say regarding
blacks’ pro-school attitudes reported in sur-
veys: “African American students tend to give
surprisingly optimistic answers to these ques-
tions, answers that are typically inconsistent
with the students’ objective circumstances.
Thus these survey items may be an inade-
quate indicator of these students’ complex
social psychology.”

Consistent with this position, there is some
evidence that blacks may present themselves
in an especially positive light to researchers.
For example, Jagannathan (2001) compared
self-reports with Medicaid records and found
that whites accurately self-reported abortion
in surveys 71 percent of the time, whereas
blacks did so only 24 percent of the time (also
see Jones and Forrest 1992). And Fendrich

and Vaughn (1994) compared youths’
responses regarding marijuana and cocaine
use in 1984 with the same respondents’
responses in 1988. They found that blacks
were about twice as likely as whites to report
some use in 1984 but to report never having
used these substances in 1988. Of course,
these stark differences represent racial com-
parisons at the bivariate level.1 The reliability
of blacks’ and whites’ reports is probably
more similar when socioeconomic status
(SES) is statistically controlled, and there may
be little or no difference in the quality of
reports if the effects of race (due to identity)
could be persuasively isolated from their asso-
ciation with a broad range of social condi-
tions. Nevertheless, some current evidence
has questioned the validity of blacks’ presen-
tations of themselves to researchers.2

Of course, blacks disclose negative infor-
mation about their attitudes toward and
behaviors in school, too (Ainsworth-Darnell
and Downey 1998; Farkas et al. 2002;
Mickelson 1990; Ogbu 2003), making it awk-
ward to push this explanation too far. In
Shaker Heights, Ohio, Ogbu (2003) found
plenty of black youths who were willing to
admit that they were uninterested in school-
ing and that they thought blacks did not try
as hard as whites in school. And when
researchers have explicitly asked blacks about
race-based barriers to success, blacks have
freely acknowledged them (Hochschild 1995;
Ogbu 2003). Given their willingness to dis-
close information that does not necessarily
present their racial/ethnic group positively,
the notion that blacks are eager to project a
psychologically protective pro-school image
is limited.

One explanation for this mixed set of
results is that attitudes are not all the same.
For example, Mickelson (1990:46) distin-
guished between abstract attitudes, which
reflect “dominant American ideology that
holds that education is the solution to most
social problems,” and concrete attitudes,
which reflect “the material realities in which
education may or may not lead to social
mobility.” Her solution to the paradox
depends on empirical support for a key
proposition: Blacks’ pro-school attitudes are
restricted to the kinds that do not matter for
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achievement (abstract). Because of its central-
ity to the attitude-achievement paradox, we
refer to this claim as the “key proposition.”

Mickelson (1990) reported support for the
key proposition by studying 1,193 high
school seniors in spring 1983 in eight Los
Angeles high schools. She found that blacks
tended to be more pro-school than whites on
abstract attitudes, such as “Education is the
key to success in the future,” but that these
kinds of attitudes failed to predict grades. In
contrast, blacks reported more negative con-
crete attitudes for items, such as “Based on
their experiences, my parents say people like
us are not always paid or promoted according
to our education,” and these kinds of atti-
tudes did predict grade point average. This
argument represented a compelling solution
to the attitude-achievement paradox because
it acknowledged that blacks express pro-
school attitudes, but explained why these
attitudes can be combined with such low
achievement—the attitudes for which blacks
are so positive are also the ones that are of no
consequence. An important implication of
this study, and one that other scholars have
emphasized (Farkas et al. 2002), is that when
blacks express pro-school attitudes, they need
not be taken seriously. 

Surprisingly little research, however, has
tested the generalizability of the key proposi-
tion. Are all the pro-school attitudes of blacks
restricted to the kinds that do not matter?
Perhaps researchers have been deterred
because they have lacked data with the atti-
tudinal indicators matching those used in
Mickelson’s original study. But for the purpos-
es of understanding the attitude-achievement
paradox, discerning between abstract and
concrete conceptual dimensions is unneces-
sary. Rather, the critical issue is whether
blacks’ attitudes are restricted to the kinds
that do not predict achievement. A central
contribution of the study presented here is to
extend analyses of the key proposition to a
broader range of attitudes in nationally repre-
sentative data.

There are reasons for suspecting that the
key proposition may not endure close scruti-
ny. For example, students’ educational expec-
tations, one of the most important attitudes
that researchers of education have identified,

produce patterns that challenge the key
proposition. Blacks’ educational expectations
are unusually high (Solorzano 1991), but the
relationship between educational expecta-
tions and achievement appears to be compa-
rable between blacks and whites (Kerckhoff
and Campbell 1977; Morgan 2005; Portes
and Wilson 1976). As Morgan (2005) pointed
out, the bivariate relationship between edu-
cational expectations and attainment was
slightly weaker for blacks than for whites in
Portes and Wilson’s (1976) and Kerckhoff and
Campbell’s (1977) studies. Expectations-
attainment correlations were .36 for blacks
and .52 for whites (Portes and Wilson 1976)
and .318 for blacks and .594 for whites
(Kerckhoff and Campbell 1977). But both sets
of researchers estimated multivariate models,
too. In Portes and Wilson’s study, the path
regression coefficient was .415 for blacks and
.397 for whites. In Kerckhoff and Campbell’s
study, regression coefficients net of socioeco-
nomic controls were .642 for blacks and .238
for whites, suggesting that the relationship
may be even stronger for blacks. 

Morgan (2005) also estimated the expec-
tations-achievement association with data
from the High School and Beyond study. In
contrast to previous studies, he found that
the expectations-achievement relationship
was stronger for whites than for blacks, but
he also estimated two-stage least-squares
models that reversed this pattern.
Acknowledging limitations of the two-stage
least-squares approach, he ultimately con-
cluded that “Educational expectations cause
educational attainment, but there is no evi-
dence that the effect of expectations on
attainment varies by race” (p. 69). In sum,
the best evidence currently suggests that
blacks’ pro-school attitudes, in this case, opti-
mistic educational expectations, predict
achievement in a manner that is similar to
how whites’ educational expectations matter.
Of course, this conclusion is more than what
is necessary to cast doubt on the key proposi-
tion. Merely finding that blacks’ pro-school
attitudes predict achievement, even at a
lower level than whites’ attitudes, would
threaten the key proposition.3

Finally, most work on the attitude-achieve-
ment paradox has focused on the puzzling
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black-white patterns. But is blacks’ attitude-
achievement relationship unusual relative to
that of other minority groups? If so, there
would be an even greater reason for viewing
blacks’ attitudes with skepticism. In contrast,
if blacks’ attitude-achievement relationship is
comparable to that of other minority groups,
then we would have greater confidence in
the credibility of blacks’ attitudes.4

Some research has raised doubts that
blacks’ attitudes are anomalous. Studying the
same Los Angeles data that Mickelson’s 1990
study was based on, Mickelson Ozaki, and
Zheng (1995) expanded the scope of the
original study by including Asian Americans.
A surprising finding was that attitude-
achievement associations among Asian
Americans were more comparable to those
among blacks than to those among whites.
Similarly, Downey and Ainsworth (2002)
compared attitude-behavior correlations
across blacks, whites, Asian Americans, and
Hispanics in the National Education
Longitudinal Study (NELS). They reported
bivariate attitude-behavior correlations in the
expected direction for blacks, comparable to
those of Asians and Hispanics, but 20 percent
to 30 percent smaller than those of whites.
Extending these patterns with multivariate
models would explicitly test whether these
bivariate differences are statistically significant
and whether they are due to race/ethnicity or
background characteristics that covary with
race/ethnicity.

Blacks Face Challenges Converting
Attitudes into Achievement

An alternative explanation views blacks’ pro-
school attitudes with greater credibility.
Because achievement depends on much
more than attitudes, it is possible that blacks’
pro-school attitudes are legitimate (or, at
least, as legitimate as those of other minority
groups), but that their school achievement is
behind that of whites because blacks face
other challenges. Blacks’ well-documented
disadvantages in socioeconomic standing
(i.e., parents’ education, occupation, and
income), family structure (McLanahan and
Sandefur 1994), neighborhood resources
(Ainsworth 2002; Wilson 1996), school

resources (Condron and Roscigno 2003;
Roscigno 1998), and wealth (Conley 1999;
Keister 2000; Oliver and Shapiro 1995), may
combine to countervail the advantages that
are accrued by good attitudes toward school.  

If this explanation were correct, we would
expect associations between attitude and
achievement to be stronger for whites than
for blacks at the bivariate level but to become
more similar in models that statistically con-
trol for indicators of social conditions. Of
course, confidently measuring the poorer
social conditions that blacks confront is a con-
siderable obstacle. Social scientists typically
measure social conditions with indicators like
SES and family structure, but more subtle
(and difficult to measure) processes are likely
also at work. Because blacks and whites often
grow up in different worlds in American soci-
ety, the skills, habits, and styles that they are
exposed to that are useful for academic suc-
cess also vary (Wilson 1996). Partly because
of continued residential segregation by race
and persistently low interracial marriage rates
(Qian and Lichter 2007), blacks (relative to
their white counterparts) likely have less
exposure through their networks to the
strategic cultural resources that influence chil-
dren’s school achievement. By “strategic cul-
tural resources,” we think of culture as “shap-
ing a repertoire or ‘tool kit’ of habits, skills,
and styles from which people construct
‘strategies of action’” (Swidler 1986:273) as
opposed to stated preferences. The advan-
taged child learns a long list of academic skills
or habits that become useful in the class-
room. Some of these skills and habits are
clearly cognitive (e.g., reading skills), while
others are more behavioral (e.g., attending to
the teacher’s instructions).5 For the child who
is raised in an environment in which these
skills are ubiquitous, they can become habit-
ual.

As one example of these strategic
resources, Alexander, Entwisle, and Bedinger
(1994) discussed the degree to which families
successfully negotiate organizations, such as
schools. Studying the relationship between
children’s expectation of future grades and
the likelihood of their fulfilling these expecta-
tions, Alexander et al. argued that the associ-
ation between expectations and outcomes is
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weaker for socially marginal groups because
they are less adept at negotiating a school’s
bureaucracy and making use of the signals
about performance sent from the school. As
they noted: “Even with identical goals and
comparable commitment to their pursuit, dif-
ferent groups would not be expected to
achieve at similar levels because the strategic
resources they can bring to bear on the com-
petition will differ” (p. 297). 

Similarly, it may be that the “strategic
resources” that white and black youths enjoy
when they attempt to reach educational
goals like “going to college” vary in their
effectiveness. Even with similar attitudes, rel-
ative to their white counterparts, black
youths may be exposed to fewer of the spe-
cific daily routines that develop the skills nec-
essary for success. For this reason, black stu-
dents would navigate a more burdensome
route when attempting to earn good grades,
prepare for the SAT (Buchmann, Roscigno,
and Condron 2006), explore colleges, apply
for financial aid, negotiate the complexities of
applications, garner reference letters, make
sense of the expectations of college profes-
sors, and negotiate the challenges of college
life.

In addition, discriminatory processes may
undermine blacks’ efforts to convert attitude
into achievement. We know that when it
comes to buying a home or applying for a
job, gatekeepers continue to think less of
blacks (Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991;
Pager 2007; Pager and Quillian 2005;
Roscigno 2007). The same prejudices may
persist in schools in a way that makes it more
difficult for blacks to convert expectations
into achievement. For example, white and
high-SES teachers tend to evaluate the class-
room behavior of black students less favor-
ably than black teachers do (Alexander,
Entwisle, and Thompson 1987; Downey and
Pribesh 2004). 

Extending Past Work

The lack of consensus among scholars regard-
ing the credibility of blacks’ attitudes
(Downey and Ainsworth 2002; Farkas et al.
2002) makes it difficult to discern between
these two explanations for the attitude-

achievement paradox. We contribute to this
discussion by testing three issues. First, does
the key proposition—that blacks’ pro-school
attitudes are restricted to the kinds that fail to
predict achievement—generalize to national-
ly representative data? Second, are blacks’
attitude-achievement patterns unusual rela-
tive to those of other minority groups? And
third, when attitude-achievement associa-
tions are weaker for blacks than for other
racial/ethnic groups, are these differences a
product of different social conditions and
strategic resources?

METHODS

Sample

We used the first follow-up of NELS, a sample
collected by the National Center for
Education Statistics of over 17,000 sopho-
mores. We restricted our analyses to the
11,124 respondents with valid information
from the 2000-year follow-up on educational
attainment.6 Racial/ethnic subgroups vary in
meaningful ways in terms of their relationship
to the dominant group, their historical
method of incorporation into society, and
their current level of social disadvantage, all
factors that researchers have drawn upon to
explain variations in attitudes and achieve-
ment. Fortunately, the NELS data had large-
enough subgroups to allow us to compare
attitude-achievement relationships across
several subgroups: blacks (n = 1,065), whites
(n = 7,739), Hispanics (n = 1,419), Asian
Americans (n = 779), and Native Americans
(n = 122). 

Measures

To produce a comprehensive test of the key
proposition, we cast a wide net over the avail-
able school-attitude measures from NELS that
we categorized in four groups. First, we mea-
sured students’ optimism regarding the
future and the role of schooling via responses
to the questions, “How far in school do you
think you will get?” and “Education is impor-
tant to getting a job later on.”

Second, we gauged how students felt
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about their teachers with several questions.
We grouped three of these questions—“Do
you agree that (a) When you work hard on
schoolwork, your teachers praise your efforts;
(b) In class you often feel ‘put down’ by your
teachers; and (c) Most of your teachers really
listen to what you have to say?”—into a scale
that we labeled “treatment by teachers”
(alpha = .64). We combined two other ques-
tions regarding teachers—“Do you agree that
(a) the teaching is good at your school and
(b) teachers are interested in students?”—(r =
.54) and labeled the scale “attitude toward
teachers.”

Third, we used questions indicating the
extent to which students endorsed school
rules and believed that the rules were
enforced fairly. The students were asked,
“How much do you agree with the following
statement about your current school . . . ?
Discipline is fair.” The students were also
asked, “How often do you think it is OK to (a)
cut a couple of classes, (b) skip school for a
whole day, (c) talk back to teachers, and (d)
disobey school rules?” (alpha = .78) and
“How often do you think it is OK to (a) cheat
on tests and (b) copy someone else’s home-
work?” (r = .63). In addition, students were
asked, “Do you agree with the following
statement about why you go to school? ‘I get
a feeling of satisfaction from doing what I’m
supposed to do in class.’” We also used “How
important are grades to you?”

Finally, we assessed students’ general per-
ceptions about how others view them in
school and about their own school-related
effort. We used “Do you think that other stu-
dents see you as a good student?” and “Do
you think that other students see you as a
troublemaker?” And we gauged students’
self-reported effort via the following: “How
often do you try as hard as you can in math,
English, history, and science?”  

Achievement Outcomes

We present the results from predicting stu-
dents’ educational attainment (0 = no high
school degree to 5 = Ph.D.) in 2000, when
most respondents were about 26 years old.
The 10-year gap between attitudes (mea-
sured in 1990) and attainment outcomes

(measured in 2000) provides an especially
compelling test of how attitudes convert into
eventual achievement. Supplemental analy-
ses of grades and standardized math and
reading test scores produced largely similar
patterns. Descriptions, metrics, means, and
standard deviations for all the variables are
presented in Table 1.  

Social Conditions

In some models, we attempted to simulate
what attitude-achievement associations
would be like in a world where racial/ethnic
groups enjoyed similar social conditions.
Here, we controlled for SES (a composite con-
structed from parents’ education, income,
and job prestige), whether the high school
the student attended in 1990 was private,
and the amount of money the parents had
saved for the students’ college education.
Because family structure plays an important
role in transmitting advantages and varies
across race/ethnicity, we also included indica-
tors of parental family structure and number
of siblings. In addition, since stability plays a
role in students’ academic success, we con-
trolled for the number of school changes
(unrelated to normal graduation) that the
student experienced since 1988. We recog-
nize that our data are less suited for measur-
ing the kinds of strategic cultural resources
discussed earlier, a point that we return to in
the discussion.

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

We began by testing the key proposition—
that blacks’ pro-school attitudes are limited to
those that do not predict achievement. We
first estimated 12 separate models predicting
each attitude variable with race in unadjusted
models and then with controls for social con-
ditions. These models helped us identify atti-
tudes for which blacks are more pro-school
than whites.  

Next, we categorized the attitudes that
matter most for achievement by estimating
an ordered logistic regression model predict-
ing educational attainment in 2000 with our
12 attitudes from 1990 in an unadjusted
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model and then in a model adjusted for race,
SES, and family structure. These two sets of
analyses helped us assess whether the key
proposition generalizes well to nationally rep-
resentative data.

Then, we tested the notion that blacks’
attitude-achievement relationship is unique
among racial/ethnic groups by estimating an
ordered logistic regression predicting educa-
tional attainment with race, attitudes, and
race-by-attitude interactions. With black as
the reference category, the interaction terms
provide a direct test of the question, “Do atti-
tudes affect achievement differently for blacks
versus other racial/ethnic groups?” Finally, we
included controls for social conditions to
assess whether differences in the effect of atti-
tudes on achievement vary by race/ethnicity
because of different social conditions. 

We handled missing data through multiple
imputation. Our imputation model was based
on all the variables used in the models in
Table 3. After imputing five separate data
sets, we estimated our multivariate models
using information from all five as a way of
modeling the uncertainty involved in imput-
ing values (Allison 2002). Our models, there-
fore, are based on information from all
11,124 cases. In addition, NELS data were
collected using a clustered sampling design,
so our multivariate analyses adjust standard
errors on the basis of clustering at the school
level. 

RESULTS

Identifying Blacks’ Pro- and
Antischool Attitudes

Table 2 presents the results of predicting each
of our 12 attitudes with race in unadjusted
models (1) and models adjusted for social
conditions (2). Compared to whites, blacks
exhibit more pro-school attitudes for most of
these indicators. For example, in adjusted
models, black students report more optimism
regarding the future and the role of educa-
tion: educational expectations (b = .535, p <
.001) and the importance of education (b =
.324, p < .001). They also express a better
affiliation with teachers—treatment by teach-

ers (b = .316, p < .001). Relative to their white
peers, black students are less likely to agree
that it is OK to break rules (b = -.557, p <
.001) or to cheat (b = -.154, p < .001), and
they are more likely to agree that they get sat-
isfaction from doing what they are supposed
to do in school (b = .507, p < .001). Black stu-
dents more frequently report that other stu-
dents see them as “good students” (b = .511,
p < .001) and less frequently report being
viewed as “troublemakers” (b = -.565, p <
.001) than similarly situated white students.
Finally, black students more frequently report
trying hard in their classes (b = .197, p <
.001). Of the 12 indicators of attitudes that
we explored, only one revealed antischool
frustrations among blacks. Relative to their
white counterparts, black students less often
agree that discipline is fair in their school (b =
-.237, p < .001).

Which Attitudes Predict
Achievement?

Which of these attitudes matter for educa-
tional success? Table 3 presents the results of
predicting educational attainment in 2000
with our 12 attitude indicators from 1990 in
an unadjusted model (1) and a model with
covariates for social conditions (2).
Fortunately, there is little evidence of colin-
earity among these attitude items (the largest
VIF is 1.78). In this model, 8 of 12 attitudes
continue to predict educational attainment at
a statistically significant level. 

Assessing the Key Proposition 

On the basis of information from Tables 2 and
3, we can now consider whether the NELS
data are consistent with the key proposi-
tion—that blacks’ pro-school attitudes are
restricted to the kinds that do not predict
achievement. Support for this proposition
would occur under one of two conditions: (1)
blacks are more pro-school than whites, and
the attitude does not predict school perfor-
mance as expected or (2) blacks are more
antischool than whites, and the attitude does
predict school performance as expected.
Table 4 presents a summary evaluation, cate-
gorizing the 12 attitudinal indicators by
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10 Downey, Ainsworth, and Qian

Table 2. Ordinal Logistic Coefficients Regressing Attitudes on Race in Unadjusted and
Adjusted Modelsa

Educational Importance of Treatment by Attitude Toward 
Expectations Education Teachers Teachers

Independent
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Black -.081 .535*** .187* .324*** .258*** .316*** -.036 .002
(.072) (.077) (.080) (.086) (.056) (.059) (.041) (.044)

Asian .763*** .793*** .455*** .422*** .321*** .318*** .133* .127***
(.077) (.084) (.085) (.092) (.063) (.062) (.045) (.045)

Hispanic -.364*** .412*** .045 .178* .271*** .330*** .077* .149***
(.066) (.073) (.085) (.078) (.054) (.059) (.035) (.038)

Native 
American -.847*** -.223 -.444* -.358 .178 .339* .109 .125

(.199) (.226) (.196) (.218) (.146) (.167) (.104) (.118)
R2 .009 .098 .003 .009 .006 .026 .002 .031

Discipline OK to Break OK to Satisfaction Doing  
Is  Fair Rules Cheat What Supposed to Do

Independent
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Black -.306*** -.237** .506*** -.557** -.190*** -.154*** .450*** .507***
(.076) (.085) - (.078) (.085) (.051) (.058) (.074) (.074)

Asian .372*** .368*** .316*** .289*** -.022 -.022 .378*** .372***
(.086) (.091) -(.087) -(.087) (.063) (.065) (.090) (.096)

Hispanic .145* .243*** -.132 -.124 -.078 -.009 .319*** .389***
(.062) (.071) (.076) (.081) (.050) (.050) (.066) (.070)

Native
American -.155 .091 .177 .052 -.365** -.344* -.070 .159

(.172) (.204) (.248) (.275) (.120) (.134) (.205) (.205)
R2 .003 .007 .005 .010 .002 .006 .004 .007

Good Student Troublemaker Tries Hard in Class Working for Grades OK
Independent
Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Black .255*** .511*** -.430*** -.565*** .196*** .197*** .196 .326
(.064) (.073) (.088) (.097) (.031) (.035) (.231) (.245)

Asian .700*** .634*** -.334** -.281** .106* .101* .583 .335
(.081) (.088) (.110) (.109) (.034) (.036) (.320) (.322)

Hispanic -.015 .285*** -.003 -.110 .043 .042 .005 .401
(.064) (.070) (.071) (.081) (.028) (.030) (.201) (.255)

Native 
American -.106 .142 .343 .105 .149 .174 .355 .258

(.209) (.246) (.208) (.219) (.168) (.182) (.919) (.942)
R2 .004 .028 .003 .008 .004 .009 .002 .017

a Covariates in Model 2 include socioeconomic status, money saved for college, private school,
parental structure, number of siblings, and number of school changes. 
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Table 3. Ordinal Logistic Regression (standard errors in parentheses) Regressing
Educational Attainment in 2000 on School Attitudes Reported in 1990: NELS, 1990–2000

Educational Attainment in 2000

Unadjusted Adjusted

Educational expectations .874*** .506***
(.027) (.029)

Importance of education .172*** .199***
(.036) (.041)

Treatment by teachers .003 .009
(.016) (.106)

Attitude toward teachers .068** .032
(.022) (.024)

Discipline is fair .110** .066
(.031) (.034)

OK to break rules -.033*** -.040**
(.011) (.012)

OK to cheat .130*** .102***
(.015) (.016)

Satisfaction .002 .086*
(.036) (.039)

Good student .590*** .571***
(.039) (.042)

Troublemaker -.192*** -.224***
(.040) (.043)

Try hard -.094*** -.068*
(.024) (.026)

Working for grades OK .177 -.131
(.143) (.153)

Black -.267***
(.083)

Asian American .250***
(.089)

Hispanic -.331***
(.064)

Native American -.600***
(.224)

Socioeconomic status (1990) .710***
(.037)

Money saved for youths’ college .001***
(.000)

Private high school .605***
(.070)

Mother/father household .305***
(.048)

Number of siblings -.031*
(.011)

School changes since 1988 -.311***
(.040)

R2 .095 .157
N 11,124 11,124
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whether (1) blacks are more pro-school than
whites and (2) the attitude predicts educa-
tional attainment and (3) whether the pattern
supports the key proposition.

The strongest support for the key proposi-
tion comes from the attitude that discipline is
fair. This attitude predicts educational attain-
ment and reveals black students’ frustrations
with schooling. Additional support comes
from four other indicators (treatment by
teachers, attitude toward teachers, OK to
cheat, and tries hard) for which blacks are
more pro-school than whites, but these atti-
tudes are not predictive of educational attain-
ment (or predict it in the opposite direction). 

This support for the key proposition is
diminished, however, by patterns for six other
attitudes (importance of education, educa-
tional expectations, OK to break rules, satis-
faction, good student, and troublemaker).
Among these attitudes, a consistent pattern
contradicts the key proposition: Blacks exhib-
it more pro-school attitudes than do whites,
and the attitudes predict educational attain-
ment. These patterns represent a formidable
obstacle to the key proposition.

Do Blacks’ Attitudes Matter? 

If many of blacks’ pro-school attitudes are
legitimate, why do blacks, on average, not
achieve better educational outcomes than do
whites? One possibility is that blacks benefit
less from positive attitudes. Table 5 presents

the results of predicting educational attain-
ment in 2000 with race, attitudes, and race-
by-attitude interactions. To simplify the
model, we include only a subset of attitudinal
indicators—those from Table 3 that were the
strongest predictors of educational attain-
ment (educational expectations, importance
of education, OK to break rules, good stu-
dent, and troublemaker). 

In Model 1, we predict educational attain-
ment with indicators for race and attitudes,
producing patterns similar to those in Table 3.
In Model 2, we include interactions between
each racial/ethnic category and each of the
five attitudes. Of the 20 interactions that we
tested, only three reach statistical significance
(White x Good Student, Hispanic x Good
Student, and Asian American x Good
Student). In each case, the interaction is pos-
itive, suggesting that when whites, Hispanics,
and Asian Americans agree that other stu-
dents view them as “good students,” they
accrue a greater benefit than do blacks, at
least in terms of the consequences for educa-
tional attainment. But the dominant pattern
is the lack of significance for most of the inter-
action terms (17 of 20). For the black-white
comparison, just 1 of 5 interactions reaches
statistical significance.7

For the few instances in which the effects
of attitudes are stronger for other racial/eth-
nic groups than for blacks, are they due to
blacks’ disadvantaged social conditions?
Consistent with this view, with the addition of

Table 4. Summary Table Evaluating the Key Proposition: NELS, 1990–2000 

Blacks More  Predictor of
Pro-School Educational Support for the

Attitude Than Whites? Attainment? Key Proposition?

Importance of education Yes Yes No
Educational expectations Yes Yes No
Treatment by teachers Yes No Yes
Attitude toward teachers Yes No Yes
Discipline is fair No Yes Yes
OK to break rules Yes Yes No
OK to cheat Yes Yes No
Satisfaction Yes Yes No
Good student Yes Yes No
Troublemaker Yes Yes No
Try hard Yes No Yes
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Table 5. Unstandardized Ordinal Logistic Regression Coefficients (standard errors in
parentheses) from the Regression of Educational Attainment on Attitudes, Race, and
Attitude*Race Interactions: NELS 1990–2000

Model 3
Model 1 Model 2 Adjusted for 

Main Interaction Social 
Effects Model Conditions

White (versus black) .842*** .216 .025
(.078) (.422) (.420)

Asian American (versus black) 1.122*** -.275 -.543
(.106) (.559) (.603)

Native American (versus black) -.182 -.593 -.340
(.186) (.907) (1.011)

Hispanic (versus black) -.0026 -.455 -.430
(.092) (.503) (.520)

Educational expectations .862*** .751*** .532
(.027) (.082) (.086)

Importance of education .186*** .199 .232
(.034) (.121) (.116)

OK to break rules -.003 .002 -.017
(.009) (.036) (.037)

Good student .605*** .271* .292
(.038) (.130) (.139)

Troublemaker -.196*** -.173 -.114
(.040) (.183) (.184)

White*Educational Expectations .152 .035
(.087) (.091)

Native American*Educational Expectations -.035 -.054
(.272) (.293)

Hispanic*Educational Expectations -.017 -.046
(.106) (.112)

Asian American*Educational Expectations .155 -.008
(.126) (.136)

White*Importance of Education -.037 -.039
(.130) (.128)

Native American American*Importance of Education .349 .233
(.249) (.293)

Hispanic*Importance of Education -.013 .003
(.161) (.160)

Asian American*Importance of Education .091 .167
(.178) (.195)

White*OK Break Rules -.016 -.007
(.038) (.040)

Native American*OK Break Rules -.054 -.079
(.103) (.111)

Hispanic*OK Break Rules .024 .032
(.045) (.047)

Asian American*OK Break Rules .044 .026
(.050) (.054)

White*Good Student .351** .267
(.136) (.143)
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controls for indicators of social conditions
(SES, money saved for college, private high
school, mother/father household, number of
siblings, number of times changed schools
since 1988), the interaction coefficients are
reduced (see Model 3). The interactions
White x Good Student and Hispanic x Good
Student, marginally significant in Model 2,
are no longer statistically significant in Model
3. The only remaining statistically significant
coefficient is Asian American x Good
Student.8 These reductions, while all modest,
are consistent with the notion that blacks’
more difficult social conditions explain part of
why blacks convert attitudes into achieve-

ment less efficiently than do other racial/eth-
nic groups.  Of course, for the vast majority of
attitudes, the attitude/achievement associa-
tion for blacks is not different from that
observed for whites, Asians, Hispanics, and
Native Americans.

DISCUSSION

Previously, the best-known explanation for
the attitude-achievement paradox among
blacks was that blacks’ pro-school attitudes
are of a particular kind (abstract) and that
these attitudes are of no consequence for

Table 5. Continued

Model 3
Model 1 Model 2 Adjusted for 

Main Interaction Social 
Effects Model Conditions

Native American*Good Student -.233 -.186
(.312) (.321)

Hispanic*Good Student .369* .348
(.162) (.177)

Asian American*Good Student .602** .548**
(.191) (.204)

White*Troublemaker .013 -.082
(.191) (.189)

Native American* Troublemaker -.101 -.094
(.410) (.427)

Hispanic*Troublemaker -.105 -.212
(.202) (.203)

Asian American*Troublemaker -.245 -.328
(.247) (.246)

Socioeconomic status (1990) .730***
(.037)

Money saved for youths’ education .002***
(.000)

Private school .629***
(.069)

Mother/father household .314***
(.045)

Number of siblings -.033**
(.012)

School changes since 1988 -.389***
(.037)

N 11,124 11,124 11,124
R2 .102 .104 .149
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achievement. Two results from our study
challenge this position: (1) Blacks’ pro-school
attitudes often do predict achievement, and
(2) attitude-achievement associations for
blacks are largely similar to those of other
minority groups. The paradox cannot be
explained by discounting blacks’ pro-school
attitudes as inconsequential.

Although some of blacks’ pro-school atti-
tudes matter little for achievement, many
others do. And attitudes tend to predict
attainment nearly as well for blacks as they do
for whites and other racial/ethnic groups.
This pattern raises the question, Why do so
many of blacks’ pro-school attitudes predict
achievement in NELS but not in the data col-
lected among eight high schools in Los
Angeles in 1983 (Mickelson 1990)? We sus-
pect that it is because each data set measured
different kinds of attitudes. Perhaps if NELS
had collected attitude questions more similar
to those that Mickelson (1990) used, we
would have replicated the patterns from that
study. Of course, even if that were the case,
the results from the attitudes we assessed
here (e.g., educational expectations) require
us to rethink the standard solution for the
attitude-achievement paradox among blacks.
The key proposition—that blacks’ pro-school
attitudes are restricted to the kinds that do
not affect achievement—lacks broad general-
izability.  

Like past researchers, we also found evi-
dence that attitudes are different. In our
study, some attitudes predicted achievement
while others did not. But for understanding
the attitude-achievement paradox, what is
most important from our study is the finding
that many of blacks’ pro-school attitudes are
consistent predictors of achievement. This
finding lends greater credibility to blacks’ atti-
tudes.

Perhaps the main reason why scholars
have doubted blacks’ proschool attitudes is
that they have lacked a conceptual frame-
work for making sense of them. Scholars of
race have understandably depicted blacks as
a frustrated and bitter group owing to their
historical method of incorporation into U.S.
society (Ogbu 1991). But are there also rea-
sons for optimism? Although there is still a
gap in social conditions between blacks and

whites, it has narrowed historically in terms of
health, living conditions, and educational
opportunities (Wirt et al. 2004). It is these
improving conditions that may provide a
rationale for optimism.9 For example, in a
2003 Gallup poll, 71 percent of blacks report-
ed that civil rights had “greatly improved” or
“somewhat improved” during their lifetime,
compared with only 14 percent who
responded that civil rights had worsened
(Saad 2003). Similarly, Matthews (2007)
found that black 12th graders in NELS are
more likely than their white counterparts to
say that their lives will be better than their
parents’ lives and that their children’s lives
will be better than their own. From this per-
spective, we can acknowledge blacks’ contin-
ued disadvantages but also note their improv-
ing conditions and a historically narrowing
black-white gap in social conditions. 

In addition to these historical group
trends, incentives for individual blacks to
invest in schooling may come from contem-
porary observations of how schooling affects
life opportunities. One way of assessing the
payoff for education between blacks and
whites is to consider the boost in income that
each group enjoys at various stages of educa-
tion. Most studies have suggested that these
returns are comparable, and some have even
indicated that the payoff for education may
be greater for blacks (Sum et al. 2007).10 And
a high school education provides special pro-
tection from prison for black men compared
to their white counterparts (Sum et al. 2007).
If black youths develop their ideas about
whether to invest in schooling by seeing how
education matters for other blacks, they
should have an especially compelling reason,
perhaps more so than whites, to invest in
schooling. 

The evidence garnered here has implica-
tions for understanding the source of the
black-white gap in educational performance.
One set of explanations emphasizes how
blacks have developed an oppositional cul-
ture that is resistant to school goals (Ogbu
1991). Blacks’ pro-school attitudes contradict
this explanation, but proponents of the oppo-
sitional culture perspective have dismissed
blacks’ pro-school attitudes, citing the
abstract/concrete solution as a reason for
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viewing black’s optimism with skepticism
(Farkas et al. 2002; Mickelson 2008). Our
analysis suggests that if attitude-achievement
associations are examined across racial/ethnic
groups, there is reason to view blacks’ atti-
tudes with legitimacy. The paradox of blacks’
pro-school attitudes but poorer achievement
(relative to whites) is not readily understood
by dismissing blacks’ attitudes as wishful
thinking. Blacks’ pro-school attitudes repre-
sent a rational response to their historically
improving conditions and the contemporary
payoff that blacks accrue from investments in
schooling.

NOTES

1. Fendrich and Vaughn (1994) also found
that lower-income and less educated respon-
dents more often underreported drug use.
The black-white difference in underreporting
net of income and education was not report-
ed.

2. Another possibility is that cognizant of
the negative stereotypes of their racial/ethnic
group, black youths are sensitive to providing
information that may contribute to these
stereotypes (Steele 1988). As a result, they may
overemphasize their value for schooling in self-
presentations to researchers, saying that they
value school more than they really do.

3. In addition, if blacks’ high educational
expectations were divorced from reality, we
would expect to find that blacks maintain
optimism even when their group does not
enjoy solid income returns for educational
gains. But this is not what Morgan (1998)
found in analyzing data from the Monitoring
the Future, 1976–1992, study. Rather, he
noted that changes in educational expecta-
tions among black and white students were
related to changes in earnings returns to edu-
cation over time, suggesting that educational
expectations (for both black and white stu-
dents) are linked to rational calculations of
returns.

4. And expanding on this line of inquiry,
Goldsmith (2004) analyzed the NELS data to
test whether the effect of pro-school attitudes
varied for blacks and Latinos versus whites in
schools with different racial compositions.

Goldsmith concluded that “high beliefs are
less effective for blacks and Latinos than they
are for whites in separate-white schools, but
high beliefs usually have positive effects on all
the different groups of students” (pp.
137–38).

5. For example, Heath (1983) found that
middle-class white parents read books to their
children as a matter of course, while working-
class parents did not. When they reached for-
mal schooling, the middle-class children were
familiar with the teachers’ questions about
books.

6. Restricting our analyses to respondents
who persisted in the 2000 data collection
results in an overrepresentation of advan-
taged students (those from families with
higher SES, two biological parents, and non-
minority status). The effect of this selective
attrition is not immediately clear for our
study, but one way to assess the extent of the
problem is to estimate models in which the
dependent variable is from 1990. We did so
by predicting 1990 grades, and the results
were largely similar to those reported for edu-
cational attainment in 2000. 

7. There was little evidence of colinearity in
this model. The largest VIF statistic among
attitude indicators was 1.26.

8. We recognize the limitations resulting
from combining the many Asian and Hispanic
subgroups into broad categories, since some
subgroups differ markedly in their method of
incorporation, average socioeconomic posi-
tion, and historical reception. Accordingly, we
performed supplementary analyses in which
we split the pan-Asian category into Chinese,
Filipino, Southeast Asian, and Korean stu-
dents and the Hispanic category into Mexican
and Puerto Rican students (the Cuban sub-
sample was too small). Each subgroup con-
tained at least 100 students. With these more
detailed subgroups, we reproduced Table 5
and found similar patterns. Of course, these
estimates are based on smaller samples and
so have less statistical power. Because the
point estimates for many of the interaction
coefficients for Asian and Hispanic subgroups
were in a similar direction and grouping them
together gives the hypothesis (that blacks’
attitude-achievement associations are unique)
the greatest chance for success, we have pre-
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sented results for pan-Asian and pan-Hispanic
groups.

9. This same logic—that groups that have
enjoyed recent improvements are likely to
exhibit optimism—has been used to explain
women’s greater effort in school (versus
men’s) despite lower occupational rewards
(Mickelson 1989).

10. Drawing on the American Community
Survey from 2005, Sum et al. (2007) com-
pared the median annual earnings for 20–29-
year-old men in the United States by their
educational attainment. For whites, the differ-
ence in earnings between those without high
school degrees, those with high school
degrees, and those with college degrees were
$14,249, $20,384, and $30,576, respectively.
A high school degree, therefore, increased
whites’ earnings by 43 percent, and a college
degree resulted in another 50 percent
increase in earnings. These are impressive
payoffs for whites, but the gains for blacks are
even greater. Blacks without high school
degrees earned $2,038, while those with high
school degrees earned $11,823, and those
with college degrees earned $29,537. For
blacks, having a high school degree increased
earnings by almost 500 percent, and having a
college degree increased earnings another
150 percent.
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