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The oppositional culture explanation for racial disparities in school perfor-
mance posits that individuals from historically oppressed groups (involun-
tary minorities) signify their antagonism toward the dominant group by re-
sisting school goals. In contrast, individuals from the dominant group and
groups that migrated freely to the host country (immigrant minorities) main-
tain optimistic views of their chances for educational and occupational suc-
cess. Because of its historical and cross-cultural appeal, this explanation
has been well-received by academics, although key implications of the theory
have not been carefully tested. Proponents have failed to systematically com-
pare perceptions of occupational opportunity and resistance to school across
involuntary, dominant, and immigrant groups. Using a large sample of Afri-
can American, Asian American, and non-Hispanic white high school sopho-
mores from the first follow-up of the National Education Longitudinal Study,
we provide the first rigorous test of the oppositional culture explanation.
Upon close scrutiny, its key predictions fail.

Despite recent improvement on some However, we challenge the main tenets of the
measures, the gap in educational per- oppositional culture explanation.
formance across racial groups persists. Find-
ing explanations for that gap continues to
frustrate academics. Some scholars point to E;IEL(ZEIE’EI‘SII(’)TIIJONAL CULTURE
characteristics of the minority family itself
(Moynihan 1965), while others see differ- Ogbu’s (1978, 1991a) explanation for racial
ences in educational performance as prima- differences in school performance, referred
rily a function of social structural conditions to here as the oppositional culture explana-
(Bourdieu 1977; Bowles and Gintis 1976), tion (or the resistance model), has gained
such as the types of neighborhoods students considerable acceptance among scholars. A
live in (Massey and Denton 1993) and con- key component in the explanation is the dis-
sequently the kinds of schools they attend. tinction between immigrant minorities—
The oppositional culture explanation draws groups who migrated to the host country of
from both of these traditions, recognizing their own free will—and involuntary minori-
that social structural conditions shape oppor- ties—groups historically enslaved, colo-
tunities but arguing that these conditions nized, or conquered. Immigrant minorities
form students’ motivation for schooling. tend to compare their condition to that of

relatives in their homelands, and because this
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able position; their members did not migrate
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foreign reference group, involuntary minori-
ties contrast their condition with that of the
dominant group. This comparison tends to
produce resentment because they conclude
that they fare poorly solely because they be-
long to a disfavored group. Involuntary mi-
norities learn from those around them that
they have limited job opportunities, and so
they put forth little effort toward success in
school because, as proponents of this expla-
nation contend, there is a reciprocal relation-
ship between the opportunities available to a
minority group and the “pattern of linguis-
tic, cognitive, motivational, and other
school-related skills they develop™ (Ogbu
1978:5; also see Ogbu 1991a for a more
elaborate description of the oppositional cul-
ture explanation).

Sociologists find attractive several compo-
nents of Ogbu’s (1978; 1991a) explanation
for racial disparities in school performance.
The central thesis, that perceptions of occu-
pational opportunity shape students’ personal
characteristics, such as their motivational
levels and value for schooling, provides a
compelling link between societal conditions
and actors’ daily actions. Of course, a simi-
lar argument has been made by others to ex-
plain the attitudes and behaviors of working-
class students. For example, the lads in
Willis’s (1976) Learning to Labor rejected
schoolwork because it was perceived as hav-
ing little consequence for their future lives.
Similarly, Kohn (1977) notes that working-
class parents emphasize characteristics in
their children that will serve them well in the
roles they expect their children to fill as
adults—largely working-class positions.
Both Willis and Kohn stress that the very
characteristics working-class students de-
velop also prevent them from excelling in
school and moving into middle-class occu-
pations. Ogbu applies this same logic to in-
voluntary minorities, contending that percep-
tions of poor occupational opportunities en-
courage resistance to school goals.

Perhaps because of its sociological ap-
peal, the resistance model has been ap-
plauded by a wide range of scholars
(Erickson 1987; Fischer et al. 1996; Foley
1991; Jaynes and Williams 1989), even
though the model’s key claims have not re-
ceived empirical verification. Specifically,
proponents have failed to systematically

compare perceptions of occupational oppor-
tunity and resistance to school across invol-
untary, dominant, and immigrant groups. To
address this problem, we assess whether
four of the model’s key claims, derived pri-
marily from ethnographic studies, are con-
sistent with data from a national survey.

Our data come from the first follow-up of
the National Education Longitudinal Study
(NELS), a national sample of almost 17,000
high school sophomores collected in 1990 by
the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES). We focus on the 2,197 African
American, 653 Asian American, and 13,942
non-Hispanic white students in our sample
because these groups are the best representa-
tives of involuntary, immigrant, and domi-
nant groups in the United States.! Although
our examination of four hypotheses derived
from the oppositional culture model is short
of an exhaustive test, lack of support for any
of these claims is cause for skepticism.

THE OPPOSITIONAL CULTURE MODEL:
FOUR HYPOTHESES AND RESULTS

Hypothesis 1: Involuntary minority (African
American) students perceive fewer returns
to education and more limited occupa-
tional opportunities than do dominant
(white) students or immigrant minority
(Asian American) students.

Ogbu (1978) writes, “An important deter-
minant of school performance is what chil-
dren and their parents or community expect
to gain from their education in adult life” (p.
54). He cites his own work and that of other
ethnographers as evidence that African
Americans perceive limited occupational op-

1 The Asian American group includes Chinese,
Filipino, Japanese, and Korean students. We
originally kept these Asian subgroups separate,
but because they behaved similarly in our models
we combined them. We excluded Southeast
Asians because their status as an immigrant mi-
nority is less clear. A small number of immigrant
blacks was excluded.

In practice, distinguishing between involuntary
and immigrant minorities is not as straightfor-
ward as oppositional culture proponents would
like (e.g., see Tuan 1995), but because our goal is
to assess oppositional culture claims, we employ
the proponents’ categorizations.
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Descriptions for Dependent Variables Used in the Analysis:
High School Sophomores from National Education Longitudinal Study, 1990

Variable name

Description

Metric

Mean S.D. Alpha

Educational Qutcome
Student grades

Self-reported grades in math,
English, history, and science
classes.

Perceptions of Future Opportunity

Education is
important to
getting a job
later on

Occupational
expectations

Do you agree with the following
statement about why you go

to school? Education is important
for getting a job later on.

Occupation that you expect to
have at age 30.

Skills, Habits, and Styles

Effort

Disruptive

In trouble

Homework

Concrete Attitudes

Treatment by
teachers

Attitude toward
teachers

Standardized scale of teachers’
responses to: Does this student

usually work hard for good grades?

(Yes/No); How often does this
student complete homework
assignments? (Never-all of the
time); How often is this student
attentive in class? (Never—all of
the time).

Teachers’ responses to: How often
is this student disruptive in class?

How many times did the following
things happen to you in the first
half of the current school year?

(a) I got in trouble for not follow-
ing school rules; (b) I was put on
an in-school suspension; (c) I was

suspended or put on probation from

school; (d) I was transferred to
another school for disciplinary
reasons; (e) I was arrested.

Overall about how much time do
you spend on homework each
week out of school?

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; (c) Most of your
teachers really listen to what you
have to say.

Do you agree that: (a) The teaching
is good at your school; (b) Teachers

are interested in students.

0 = Mostly below D
in all academic
subjects taken;

7 =Mostly A’s in all
academic subjects
taken.

0 = Strongly disagree;
3 = Strongly agree.

0 = Not planning to
work, don’t know;
4 = Professional/clergy.

—8.63 = Lowest stan-
dardized score;

3.47 = Highest stan-
dardized score.

0 = Never;
4 = All of the time.

0 = Never to all five
questions;
50 = Ten times or more
to all five questions.

0 = None;
16 = Over 15 hours.

0 = Disagree strongly
with a and c, and
agree strongly with b;

9 = Agree strongly
with a and c, and
disagree strongly
with b.

0 = Disagree strongly
with both statements;

6 = Agree strongly with
both statements.

4.63 1.49

2.9 161

243 1.29

-13 2.29

BT .76

1.75.3:01

425 4.14

5.38.1.52

3.75 1.08

S

.88

.64
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(Table 1 continued from previous page)

Variable name

Description

Metric

Mean S.D. Alpha

Concrete Attitudes (Continued)

Discipline is fair

OK to break rules

Doing what I am
supposed to do
in class

OK to cheat

Good student

Troublemaker

Tries hard in class

How much do you agree with the
following statement about your
current school and teachers?
Discipline is fair.

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; (d) disobey school

rules?

Do you agree with the following
statements about why you go to
school? I get a feeling of satisfac-

tion from doing what I'm supposed

to do in class.

How often do you think it is OK to:

(a) cheat on tests; (b) copy some-
one else’s homework?

Do you think that other students
see you as a good student?

Do you think that other students
see you as a troublemaker?

How often do you try as hard as
you can in math, English, history,

and science?

Popularity among Peers
Popularity

leading crowd?

Do you think that other students
see you (a) as popular; (b) as
socially active; (c) as part of the

0 = Strongly disagree; 1.68 .69 —
3 = Strongly agree.
0 = Never to all four 241 226 .78
questions;
12 = Often to all four
questions.
0 = Strongly disagree; 1.83 65 —
3 = Strongly agree.
0 = Never to both 1.48 1.42 .632
questions;
6 = Often to both
questions.
0 = Not at all; 1.18 .60 —
2 = Very much.
0 =Not at all; 33 55 —
2 = Very much.
0 = Never in all 315 .94 .75
academic subjects
taken;
4 = Almost every day in
all academic subjects
taken.
0 = Not at all to all 2.88 136 .74

three questions;
6 = Very much to all
three questions.

Note: Valid cases range from 11,937 to 16,972.
2 Bivariate correlation.

portunities (Dollard 1957; Ogbu 1974:97;
Powdermaker 1968). We question these stud-
ies, however, because they lack a direct com-
parison with white students and because
some surveys indicate more favorable occu-
pational expectations among African Ameri-
cans (Porter 1974; Portes and Wilson 1976).
In addition, the extensive literature docu-
menting African Americans’ optimistic edu-
cational expectations (Solorzano 1991)
raises the possibility that African Americans
may be similarly optimistic regarding their
occupational chances.

To test this issue more explicitly, we mea-
sure whether youths report that education is

important for getting a job later on, and we
gauge perceptions of occupational opportu-
nity by asking about the type of occupation
the youth expects to have at age 30. We re-
gress these two dependent variables on race
in unadjusted models (Model 1), and then in
models controlling for background (Model 2)
and socioeconomic characteristics (Model
3). Table 1 presents detailed information on
all dependent variables.

Because we are interested in racial/ethnic
differences in performance that are indepen-
dent of socioeconomic factors, we include in
our models factors other than immigrant/in-
voluntary minority status that may affect
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Table 2. Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of Perceptions of Future Opportunity on
Race and Selected Independent Variables: High School Sophomores from the National Edu-

cation Longitudinal Study, 1990

Education Is Important

for Getting a Job Later On

Occupational Expectations

Independent Variables Model I Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

African American .042*** 025" 042" 049" 081" 0 b e
(.012) (.013) (.013) (.024) (.026) (.026)

Asian American LEOd 093" .086™ 343t A 250"
(.030) (.030) (.030) (.063) (.063) (.062)

Family income (in $10,000s) — o .004™** = — 10237
(.001) (.003)

Parental occupational prestige — — .028*** — — 065T
(.006) (.013)

Parental education — e .028™** — L B & 7 i
(.004) (.009)
R? .001 015 025 .002 .026 .057

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. White is the omitted category for race. Models 2 and 3
also include the following control variables: sex, region, number of siblings, parents’ age, family structure,

and urban/suburban/rural location of school.
*p < .05 *p < .01

*

educational performance. We control for par-
ents’ highest level of education (0 = no high
school to 6 = advanced degree), parents’ oc-
cupational prestige (0 = low occupational
status to 4 = high occupational status),” and
family income (in tens of thousands of dol-
lars). In addition, we include controls for
sex, region, number of siblings, parental age,
family structure, and urban/suburban/rural
location of school because these variables
may be associated with race and may predict
educational performance. In each analysis,
white students are the omitted category, and
for missing data we substituted the mean.?
We also weighted the data to account for the
NELS sampling design.*

2 For parents’ education, occupation, and age,
we used information from both parents whenever
both were available. The coded data for the vari-
ables measuring parents’ education and parents’
occupational prestige reflect the highest levels of
education and prestige achieved by both parents.
“Parents’ age” is coded as the average age of the
two parents.

3 Binary variables indicating missing-variable
status (Cohen and Cohen 1983) were not statisti-
cally significant. We also estimated our models
using listwise deletion of missing data and found
similar patterns.

4 Most statistical packages compute standard

“*p < .001 (two-tailed tests)

Our results for Hypothesis 1, presented in
Table 2, contradict the oppositional culture
model’s claim: In the adjusted models
(Model 3), African American students are
significantly more likely than white students
to report that education is important to get-
ting a job later on (b = .042) and to have
more optimistic occupational expectations
(b =.150) than white students. Therefore, a
key assumption of the oppositional culture
model—that involuntary minorities perceive
lower returns to education and more limited
occupational opportunities than do students
from the dominant group—is not supported.

Hypothesis 2: Involuntary minority (African
American) students exhibit greater resis-
tance to school than do dominant (white)
students or immigrant minority (Asian
American) students.

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, many eth-
nographers have described conflict between

errors that are technically too small when analyz-
ing data based on a clustered sampling design
such as that used for the NELS (NCES 1995). We
present standard errors unadjusted for research
design, which provide the most favorable test of
the oppositional culture hypotheses. The overall
patterns are identical, however, whether or not we
corrected the standard errors.
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involuntary minority students and teachers
and administrators (Gilmore 1985; Solomon
1992; Weis 1985). While these ethnographies
offer rich descriptions of the behaviors of
some groups of students, critics of the oppo-
sitional culture model may remain un-
convinced because these studies lack a care-
ful comparison of African American students
and white students’ resistance toward school.
It is possible that many high school stu-
dents—not just African Americans—share
substantial anti-academic values, as Coleman
reported (1961).

Measuring resistance to school poses a
special challenge. Ogbu (1991b) contends
that attitudinal indicators of resistance to
school may not be adequate:

[O]ne learns what blacks believe about how
they get ahead in America not necessarily by
asking them direct questions about getting
ahead; direct questions will generally elicit re-
sponses similar to those given by white Ameri-
cans. A more useful approach is to observe
what they do in order to get ahead. (P. 444)

Others agree that observing what students
do—their “skills, habits, and styles”™—is key
to understanding school success (Swidler
1986), but students’ attitudes and preferences
are not inconsequential because they signal
“competence” and count for “good citizen-
ship” (Lamont and Lareau 1988). Mickelson
(1990) notes that measures of students’ atti-
tudes regarding specific, everyday events—
what she calls concrete attitudes—can pre-
dict educational performance. To gauge re-
sistance to school, we consider students’
skills, habits, and styles and their concrete
attitudes.

We measure skills, habits, and styles with
indicators similar to those used by others
(Farkas 1996). Two teachers assessed each
student’s classroom effort and whether the
student was disruptive in the classroom. We
also use two student-reported measures: (1)
In trouble is a composite variable con-
structed from several questions about events
that happened to the youth during the first
half of the 1989-1990 school year (e.g., got
in trouble for not following school rules; was
suspended); and (2) homework represents the
number of hours the student spent on school-
work per week.

We measure students’ concrete attitudes
on a broad range of specific issues regard-

ing school. Our attitudinal variables cover
students’ perceptions of how teachers treat
them (treatment by teachers) and their more
general attitude toward teachers. We also
tap into potential frustrations with being
mistreated by asking students whether they
think discipline is fair at their school. And
because involuntary minorities are expected
to be especially resistant to school rules, we
created three variables: OK to break rules,
whether the student reports a feeling of sat-
isfaction from doing what 1 am supposed to
do in class, and OK to cheat on tests and
copy homework. We also use the items “Do
you think that other students see you as a
good student?” (good student), and alterna-
tively, “Do you think that other students see
you as a troublemaker?” (troublemaker). Fi-
nally, tries hard in class gauges students’
self-reported effort. To determine whether
African American students resist school
goals more than do white students and Asian
American students, we regress our indica-
tors of skills, habits, and styles and concrete
attitudes on race in unadjusted models
(Model 1) and in models controlling for
background (Model 2) and socioeconomic
variables (Model 3).

We find mixed results when testing Hy-
pothesis 2. When we focus on students’
skills, habits, and styles, our results are con-
sistent with the oppositional culture model:
From Model 3 in Table 3a, African Ameri-
can students are evaluated by their teachers
as putting forth significantly less effort (b =
-.332) and as more frequently being disrup-
tive (b = .129) than white students. And stu-
dents’ self-reports agree-—African Ameri-
cans report doing less homework (b =
—.274) than do white students. African
American students also report being in
trouble more often in the unadjusted model
(b = .185), but this pattern is accounted for
by the background variables included in
Model 2.

For our measures of concrete attitudes,
however, the results are strikingly different.
Overall, African American students report
more positive attitudes toward school than
do white students (Table 3b). For example,
focusing on the adjusted model (Model 3),
African American students are significantly
more likely than their white counterparts to
report good treatment by teachers (b =
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Table 3a. Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of Skills, Habits, and Styles on Race and
Selected Independent Variables: High School Sophomores from the National Education Lon-

gitudinal Study, 1990

Effort Disruptive
Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model I Model 2 Model 3
African American = LTce il v B L e q54" .140*" 42927
(.048) (.052) (.051) (.013) (.014) (.015)
Asian American .393* 293" 235 0 b Gl 1 R )
(.124) (.124) (.122) (.035) (.035) (.035)
Family income — — 018" — — .001
(in $10,000s) (.005) (.002)
Parental occupational — — 086" i A 011
prestige (.025) (.007)
Parental education — 290" —_— — —.048*""
(.018) (.005)
R? .009 .059 .085 .009 .056 .062
In Trouble Homework
Independent Variable Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3
African American .185*" 050 -.016 LSOGEE L o ARSERENT DA
(.065) (.070) (.070) (.081) (.088) (.087)
Asian American —755"™"  -536"  -.499™ 113455 T 632"
(.167) (.167) (.167) (.210) (.210) (.207)
Family income — — -.008 — — 047
(in $10,000s) (.007) (.009)
Parental occupational — - -.024 — — 205°"
prestige (.035) (.043)
Parental education — — -.184™** — — e 7] £
(.025) (.031)
R? .002 .041 .046 .005 .043 .066

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. White is the omitted category for race. Models 2 and 3
also include the following control variables: sex, region, number of siblings, parents’ age, family structure,

and urban/suburban/rural location of school.
*p< .05 p< 0

.289), less likely to agree that it is OK to
break rules (b = —.450), and more likely to
report a feeling of satisfaction from doing
what they are supposed to do in class (b =
.129). Similarly, African Americans are sig-
nificantly less likely than whites to agree
that it is OK to cheat (b = -.236) and more
likely to report that others view them as a
good student (b = .125) but not a trouble-
maker (b = -.070). Finally, African Ameri-
can students are significantly more likely
than their white counterparts to report that
they try hard in class (b = .120). Overall,
African American students and Asian
American students consistently report more
pro-school attitudes than do white students.

"*p < .001 (two-tailed tests)

Results for “discipline is fair” provide the
only exception.’

Hypothesis 3: High-achieving involuntary
minority (African American) students are
negatively sanctioned by their peers for
their achievement.

Oppositional culture proponents recog-
nize that not all involuntary minority stu-
dents do poorly in school. Proponents claim,

> A reviewer suggested that resistance to school
may be distributed more unevenly among Afri-
can Americans than for whites, with high resis-
tance among the most disadvantaged and strong
school support among the middle and upper so-
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Table 3b. Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of Concrete Attitudes on Race and Se-
lected Independent Variables: High School Sophomores from the National Education Lon-

gitudinal Study, 1990

Treatment by Teachers

Attitude toward teachers

Discipline Is Fair

Independent Variable Model | Model 2 Model 3

Model | Model 2 Model 3

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

African American 77 IO SR - s SR T SRR .044 -.060™"" -.075""" -.062""
0321 " C035) 1 (.035) (.023) (.025) (.025) (.013) (.015) (.015)
Asian American 194" .108 .106 116" .058 .054 100" .066 .061
(.083) (.084) (.084) (.059) (.060) (.060) (:035) . -(:035) . ({035)
Family income — — 016" — — 35 ¥ g — — .004™
(in $10,000s) (.004) (.003) (.002)
Parental occupational ~ — —_ .026 — — .037* — — -.003
prestige (.018) (.012) (.007)
Parental education — — 016 — — 018" — — .030™*"
(.012) (.009) (.005)
R> .006 .014 .016 .001 .007 .012 .002 .007 011
Doing What I Am
OK to Break Rules Supposed to Do In Class OK to Cheat

Independent Variable Model | Model 2 Model 3

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

African Americans SO0 L A0RTTY SLag SOyt s Dttty Iy © RagelB L 10 SRRt o s iy 1o i G, B s
(.048) (.052) (.052) (.012) (.014) (.014) (.030) (.033) (.033)
Asian American -169 -209 -.195 J1077 5087 08T 079 =068 1 L06H
(123) (.124) (.124) (.032) (.032) (.032) .077) (.078) (.078)
Family income — - -.001 — — 006" — — .005
(in $10,000s) (.006) (.001) (.003)
Parental occupational ~ — — -.040 — — 014" — — -.047""
prestige (.026) (.007) (.016)
Parental education — — -.050™ — — .004 — — .015
(.018) (.005) (.012)
R 007 035 037 007 013 015 006 020 020
Good Student Troublemaker Tries Hard in Class
Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model | Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
African American 20, 2 A S Ty Do, AR o LR R 9 [ 345 AN N antT
(.011) (.012) (.012) (.010) (.011) (.011) (.018) (.020) (.020)
Asian American NG REESGCRE SERROTY S 07 0687 =061 .018 -.000 .002
(.029) (.030) (.029) (.027) (.027) (.027) (.047) (.047) (.047)
Family income — — 004" - — .002 — — -.000
(in $10,000s) (.001) (.001) (.002)
Parental occupational ~— — 110 by - - -.001 — — 011
prestige (.006) (.006) (.010)
Parental education — i 039" — = =020 e == -.014*
(.004) (.004) (.007)
R? .006 .021 .035 .004 .045 .047 .004 .030 .030

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. White is the omitted category for race. Models 2 and 3
also include the following control variables: sex, region, number of siblings, parents’ age, family structure,

and urban/suburban/rural location of school.
'p<.05 p <.01

*

*p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 4. Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of Popularity on Race and Selected Inde-
pendent Variables: High School Sophomores from the National Education Longitudinal
Study, 1990

Popularity

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
African American .010 042 079" 024 -.027
(.029) (.032) (.032) (.031) (.036)
Asian American -177 -.164" 170" -.235"" -.167
(.074) (.076) (.076) (.075) (.093)

Family income (in $1,000s) — —_— 070 iy L8 018"
(.003) (.003) (.003)

Parental occupational prestige — — 094" 083" 083"
(.016) (.016) (.016)
Parental education — — .006 -.010 -.009
(.011) (.011) (.011)

Does youth think that other students see him/her as a good student?

Very good — — — B3T3 34077
(.026) (.029)

Not at all good — — — —-.542"*" —.534"**
(.039) (.040)

African American — — — — 297"
x “Very” good student (.067)
Asian American — — — — —.154
x “Very” good student (.156)
African American — — — — -.089
x “Not at all” good student (:137)
Asian American — — — — -.368
x “Not at all” good student (.446)
R? .000 .004 011 .040 .040

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. White is the omitted category for race; “somewhat
good” is the omitted category for good student. Models 2 through 5 also include the following control
variables: sex, region, number of siblings, parents’ age, family structure, and urban/suburban/rural location

of school.
“pi< 05

*

**p < .01

however, that those involuntary minority
students who do excel tend to feel psycho-
logical pressure from the “burden of acting
white.” Fordham and Ogbu (1986) explain
that because African Americans develop an
“oppositional social identity” that maintains
boundaries between themselves and whites,
they regard “certain activities or events,
symbols, and meanings as not appropriate

cioeconomic groups. We find no evidence of this
in the NELS data. Instead, our results more
closely follow the pattern reported by Hochschild
(1995), showing less variance across socioeco-
nomic levels in the African American sample
than in the white sample.

"p < .001 (two-tailed tests)

for them because those behaviors, events,
symbols, and meanings are characteristic of
white Americans” (p. 181). Because per-
forming well in school is defined as
“white,” high-achieving African Americans
feel burdened because other African Ameri-
cans perceive them as “selling out™ and
“acting white,” a pattern also reported
among Chicano Mexican-oriented students
(Portes and Zhou 1993:89).

While ethnographers find indications of
peer sanctioning, we question whether this
pattern prevails in a representative sample.
To test whether the general cultural norm
against academic achievement in high school
is any more prevalent among African Ameri-
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cans than it is among whites or Asian Ameri-
cans, we predict students’ popularity by
whether they are labeled a “good student” by
others. Our composite measure of student’s
popularity is based on three questions: Do
you think other students see you as (1) popu-
lar, (2) socially active, and (3) part of the
leading crowd?

Table 4 presents the results of predicting
popularity with “good student,” race, and in-
teractions between “good student™ and race.
For all students, those who report that others
view them as a “very good™ versus a “some-
what good” (omitted category) or “not at all
good” student also report the most popular-
ity among their peers. But with respect to the
oppositional culture model, our tests contra-
dict Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) claims. We
find a positive interaction between being Af-
rican American and being viewed as a “very
good” student (b = .227), demonstrating that,
relative to white students, African American
students are especially popular when they are
also seen as very good students.% Further-
more, in supplemental analyses (not shown),
we compared students’ responses to the ques-
tion, “Among the friends you hang out with,
how important is it to: study, get good
grades, finish high school, and continue their
education beyond high school.” Again, Afri-
can American students report more pro-
school values among their peers than do
white students, and this discrepancy in-
creases in models controlling for background
and socioeconomic differences.

Hypothesis 4. Resistance to school accounts
for the racial gap in school performance
between involuntary (African American)
students and dominant (white) students
and immigrant minority (Asian American)
students.

Although their ethnographic evidence is
consistent with this claim, Ogbu and associ-
ates (Ogbu 1978: Fordham and Ogbu 1986)
have not systematically tested whether re-
sistance to school explains the racial gap in
performance. We predict students’ overall

6 Supplemental analyses revealed that this pat-
tern is robust, whether “high-achieving” students
are defined by their standardized test scores, or
by grades, or by using self-concept as the depen-
dent variable.

grades for math, English, history, and sci-
ence classes in unadjusted models. Then we
introduce our measures of resistance to
school—indicators of skills, habits, and
styles and concrete attitudes—as blocks of
intervening variables, both separately and
together.

Table 5 shows the results of this analysis.
Note that at the bivariate level (Model 1),
African Americans have poorer grades (b =
—.254) than do white students, and Asian
Americans have better grades (b = .530).
Controlling for background and socioeco-
nomic differences (Model 3) reduces these
disparities substantially. And when we intro-
duce indicators of skills, habits, and styles
(Model 4) the African American coefficient
is reduced to nonsignificance, supporting
the emphasis others have placed on the role
of students’ cultural skills for explaining ra-
cial differences in school outcomes (Farkas
1995). Skills, habits, and styles are also im-
portant for explaining Asian Americans’
success—the Asian American coefficient
drops from .364 to .241 on their inclusion.
Model 5, which predicts grades from con-
crete attitudes (omitting skills, habits, and
styles), exacerbates the gap between African
Americans and whites (b = —.087 in Model
3, b = —.280 in Model 5), largely because
African Americans generally have more
pro-school attitudes. These attitudinal indi-
cators are also key to understanding the suc-
cess of Asian American students: The coef-
ficient for Asian Americans is reduced by
roughly one-half, from .364 (Model 3) to
.171 (Model 5). Clearly, it would be a mis-
take to conclude that racial differences in
school performance are solely a result of
variations in school behavior. Without stu-
dents’ concrete attitudes in the model, we
would err by assuming that African Ameri-
cans would earn similar grades if their be-
haviors were like white students’. This is
not true. In Model 4. African American stu-
dents are statistically equal to whites with
respect to grades, but their attitudes, which
are not controlled, are much more positive.
Yet when African American students have
attitudes only as positive as whites (Model
6), they earn lower grades. Without such
pro-school attitudes, African American stu-
dents would surely be farther behind white
students than they are now.
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Table 5. Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of Student Grades on Race and Selected
Independent Variables: High School Sophomores from the National Education Longitudi-
nal Study, 1990

Student Grades
Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3  Model 4  Model 5* Model 6°
African American LoosAP e - AR . ORI 017 S R o 210
(.029) (.032) (.031) (.026) (.027) (.025)
Asian American 308 404" 364" 2417 e b e .149**
(.075) (.075) (.074) (.062) (.063) (.058)
Family income (in $10,000s) L e 019" 81 H s ot 0 Lt .009™""
(.003) (.003) (.003) (.003)
Parental occupational prestige — — 0917 056" n57 042
(.015) (.013) (.013) (.012)
Parental education i Lo 31 by (S hens 0765 g 074"

(.011) (.009) (.009) (.009)
Skills, Habits, and Styles

Effort — - — .50 — Sol | i
(.004) (.004)
In trouble — —_— — =054 — — 034"
(.003) (.003)
Homework = = e 049" = 028"
(.002) (.002)
Concrete Attitudes
Treatment by teachers — — 0. — 035" 0200
(.007) (.007)
Attitude toward teachers = et = Lo 037" 014
(.010) (.010)
Discipline is fair — — — e 011 -.015
(.015) (.014)
OK to break rules — —_— L s =02 .010"
(.005) (.005)
Doing what I am supposed — — it — A 27
to in class (.017) (.016)
OK to cheat - — — - .003 -.010
(.007) (.007)
Good student —_— — it w 1.053*" S
(.018) (.017)
Troublemaker = — = — s R S
(.020) (.019)
Tries hard in class — g = S DR .008

(.011) (.010)

R? .008 .041 .080 355 328 442

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. White is the omitted category for race. Models 2
through 6 also include the following control variables: sex, region, number of siblings, parents’ age, family
structure, and urban/suburban/rural location of school. “Disruptive” was omitted from this analysis due to
colinearity issues.

a When we include perceptions of future opportunity in Models 5 and 6 as additional measures of atti-
tudes toward school, the African American coefficient is —.292 in Model 5 and — .144 in Model 6.

*p<.05 *p< 01

*

**p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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SUMMARY EVALUATION OF THE
OPPOSITIONAL CULTURE
EXPLANATION

Our goal has been to evaluate key claims of
the oppositional culture explanation for ra-
cial differences in school performance. Us-
ing data from a national survey, we found
that the model is inconsistent with the data
in several ways. The fundamental flaw of
Ogbu’s (1978; 1991a) oppositional culture
explanation is that African American stu-
dents do not perceive fewer returns to edu-
cation and more limited occupational oppor-
tunities than do whites. Without support for
this cornerstone of the theory, African
Americans’ relative lack of skills, habits, and
styles is open to alternative explanations.
Also, while others have shown that African
Americans report relatively high educational
expectations (Solzarno 1991), we demon-
strate that this pattern extends much further.
On a host of specific questions about their
everyday lives in the classroom, African
American students report more pro-school
attitudes than do white students. And rather
than suffering sanctioning from peers, Afri-
can Americans who are viewed as good stu-
dents are more likely to be popular than are
their white counterparts.

How do we reconcile our results with those
garnered from the many ethnographies that
describe anti-school attitudes among African
Americans (Gilmore 1985; Ogbu 1978;
Solomon 1992; Weis 1985)? One way is to
restrict our sample to the most discouraged
students: dropouts. Fortunately, the NELS
located and surveyed many of these drop-
outs, so we were able to compare dropouts’
occupational expectations and attitudes to-
ward school with those of the rest of the
sample. Focusing only on those African
Americans who dropped out of school be-
tween the eighth and tenth grades reveals a
group of African Americans much like the
ones Ogbu describes—frustrated with their
occupational chances, pessimistic about their
futures, and resistant to school goals (results
available from authors on request).

Because the goal of the oppositional cul-
ture model is to explain societal racial dif-
ferences in school performance (Ogbu 1978,
1991a), we contend that tests of the full
range of African American students rather

than those focusing only on the most discour-
aged are more appropriate. We agree that,
under some conditions, African Americans
may see little profit in continuing their edu-
cations, in part because they perceive limited
opportunities in the labor market. Yet when
we analyze a representative group of African
Americans, we see patterns that contradict
the oppositional culture model. It is impor-
tant, therefore, not to misconstrue the prob-
lems of the most disadvantaged African
Americans as necessarily characteristic of
the experiences of all African Americans.

The second reason why our results are in-
consistent with Ogbu and his colleagues is
that we systematically compare African
American students with their white counter-
parts. This careful comparison of attitudes
toward school with a representative sample
reveals that African American students have
more pro-school attitudes than do whites.
Again, this type of comparison is not incom-
patible with ethnographic research. MacLeod
(1995) observed the attitudes and behaviors
of two groups of teenagers living in a low-
income neighborhood—the mostly white
“Hallway Hangers” and the mostly black
“Brothers.” He compared their perceptions
of occupational opportunity and found
greater optimism among the African Ameri-
can group. Interestingly, comparing occupa-
tional expectations and attitudes toward
school among African American dropouts
with those of white dropouts in our sample
produces patterns similar to those in Tables
2, 3a, and 3b, although the differences are
less likely to reach statistical significance be-
cause of small sample sizes. Even among this
disenfranchised group, therefore, African
Americans maintain more pro-school atti-
tudes than do whites (results available from
the authors on request).

RETHINKING THE AFRICAN
AMERICAN ATTITUDE-
ACHIEVEMENT “PARADOX”

How can we make sense of African Ameri-
cans’ optimistic occupational expectations
and positive concrete attitudes yet relatively
poor classroom behavior as indicated by
skills, habits, and styles? African Americans
appear to value school but fail to put forth
the necessary effort for success. We assess
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three possible explanations: (1) abstract ver-
sus concrete attitudes, (2) positivity bias. and
(3) values versus material conditions.

Abstract versus Concrete Attitudes

Mickelson's (1990) distinction between atti-
tudes that matter for educational perfor-
mance and those that do not could explain
our results. She explains that researchers
have been puzzled by African American stu-
dents’ pro-education attitudes yet relatively
poor school achievement because they mea-
sure attitudes with abstract indicators (e.g.,
“Education is the key to success in the fu-
ture”) that simply reflect the dominant ideol-
ogy rather than concrete indicators “rooted in
life experience” (Mickelson 1990:51).
Mickelson claims to resolve this “paradox™
by noting that African American students
support education at the abstract level but
feel frustrated with schooling at the concrete
level, and that concrete attitudes predict stu-
dents’ grades. while abstract attitudes do
not.” Similarly, Ogbu (1991b) explains away
blacks’ pro-school attitudes by claiming that
they represent “wishful thinking™ and that
blacks “simply do not match their aspirations
with effort” (p. 446). As a result, although
ethnographic researchers and survey re-
searchers agree that blacks report pro-school
attitudes, Ogbu (1991b) dismisses these atti-
tudes as unimportant.

But our data, and that of many others,
demonstrate that stated preferences, or atti-
tudes, do matter for success in school. Re-
searchers have consistently documented Af-
rican Americans’ strong educational aspira-
tions, but to be consistent with Mickelson’s
and Ogbu’s explanations, educational aspira-
tions would have to have little impact on
educational performance. This is not the case
(Kerckhoff and Campbell 1977). Similarly,
in our study African Americans reported
more pro-school attitudes for nearly all of
our attitudinal measures, and these same in-
dicators were meaningful predictors of edu-
cational success above and beyond the effect
of behaviors.

7 Note that we borrowed Mickelson’s concrete
term to highlight the way in which our attitudinal
indicators measure students’ views of their own
everyday school experiences.

In addition, we find that correlations be-
tween attitudes and behaviors for blacks are
only slightly lower than those for whites. In
supplemental analyses using the NELS data,
we tested whether students” occupational ex-
pectations influence skills, habits, and styles
and concrete attitudes differently for African
American students than for white students.
The interactions were not significant and pro-
duced no consistent pattern. We also tested
whether African Americans’ pro-school atti-
tudes have a smaller effect on their grades
than do pro-school attitudes for grades of
white students. This claim was supported for
only two of our nine indicators of school atti-
tudes (*‘good student,” “troublemaker”™). In
sum, compared to white students, African
American students’ responses to our ques-
tions regarding attitudes toward school cor-
related equally well with occupational expec-
tations and nearly as well with grades.® The
paradox cannot be resolved, therefore, by ar-
guing that the pro-school attitudes reported
by African Americans are meaningless for
educational success.

Finally, by simply noting that a given atti-
tude is rarely the only independent variable
predicting a behavior, we can understand how
blacks can have more positive attitudes (valid
ones) and poorer behaviors (valid ones) than
whites. In a multivariate model, if blacks are
disadvantaged on other independent variables
that predict behaviors, (e.g., material condi-
tions and other unmeasured variables) then
they could easily have a higher group mean
on attitudes but a lower group mean on be-
haviors. There is no need to invoke an atti-
tude—behavior inconsistency argument.

Positivity Bias

An alternative explanation is that black stu-
dents are, on average, reluctant to present
themselves negatively to a research enter-
prise conducted by whites. Although within-
race attitude—behavior correlations may be
similar, the argument is that African Ameri-
cans’ responses to both attitudinal and be-

¥ For many attitude—behavior relationships,
Asian American correlations more closely match
those of African Americans than those of whites.
Based on predictive validity, therefore, Asian
Americans’ responscs arc no more credible than
those of African Americans.
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havioral survey questions reflect “positivity
bias” and are therefore less trustworthy. For
example, blacks may report working “very
hard” in school but, on average, they may not
put forth the same effort as white students
who report the same attitude.

Actual as opposed to correlational atti-
tude—behavior inconsistency is not easily de-
termined, however. For example, in the
NELS data African American students who
reported that they work “as hard as they can
almost every day” in their classes also re-
ported doing an average of 3.9 hours of
homework per week. In contrast. Asian
American students and white students who
reported working “as hard as they can almost
every day” averaged 7.5 and 5.4 hours of
homework per week, respectively. It is un-
clear whether black students’ attitudes are
inconsistent with their behaviors, however,
because there is no definite number of hours
students who work “as hard as they can al-
most every day” are supposed to spend on
homework.” Consequently, we are no more
justified in concluding that blacks exhibit
positivity bias than that whites suffer from
negativity bias.

We emphasize this point because scholars
considering this issue tend to start with the
assumption that white Americans’ attitude—
behavior relationship is normative and that
departures from this norm are deviant.'
Consider an alternative scenario that as-
sumes that African American’s attitude—be-
havior relationship is normative. The “para-
dox” then becomes, “Given their relatively
strong achievement, why do white students

9 This pattern may also simply reflect a bias
among teachers in assigning more homework to
white students and Asian American students.

10 This assumption may stem from some sur-
veys that suggest that blacks’ responses are less
reliable than whites. For example, Jones and
Forrest (1992) report that blacks are more likely
than whites to underreport abortions. Similarly,
Fendrich and Vaughn (1994) and Alexander,
Entwisle, and Bedinger (1994) note that blacks
less accurately recall prior information. While
these studies suggest that blacks™ responses to
surveys may, in some cases. be less reliable than
those of whites, it is not clear whether this pat-
tern extends to our analyses. Of course, even if
blacks” reports in the NELS are less reliable than
those of whites, that is still no justification for
categorically dismissing them.

have such anti-school attitudes?” Our point
is that for the types of attitudinal questions
we use in our study, determining whether
blacks’ reported attitudes are more positive
than they should be or whether white’s re-
ported attitudes are more negative than they
should be is not a resolvable question.

Of course, black students and white stu-
dents may employ different reference groups
when answering attitudinal questions.
Whether one “tries hard in school” may
mean different things to black students and
white students because they are surrounded
by different sets of peers with varying norms
and expectations regarding school-related
behaviors. Recognizing that the meaning of
survey questions may differ for black stu-
dents and white students, however, does not
justify labeling African Americans’ re-
sponses as less credible than those of whites
or Asian Americans.

Values versus Material Conditions

Continued occupational discrimination (Far-
ley 1984), residential segregation (Massey
and Denton 1993), and differential treatment
(Cose 1993; Feagin 1991) should foster frus-
tration and resentment among African
Americans rather than optimism. In many
ways, African Americans do express contin-
ued frustration with current racial conditions.
For example, Hochschild (1995) explains
that African Americans

. are more sure than whites that racial dis-
crimination inhibits black Americans . ..,
more pessimistic about how much success
blacks can anticipate . . . , more convinced that
blacks® life chances are not within their con-
trol ..., and slightly less confident that they
control their own life chances. ... Neverthe-
less. African Americans remain more confident
than whites about their own prospects. (P. 69)

So while cognizant of and frustrated by
persisting inequalities, African Americans
tend to maintain optimism regarding their
own personal chances for success. Why?
First, even disenfranchised groups tend to
share the values of the dominant ideology
(Hochschild 1995; Wilson 1996), and so it is
not surprising that African Americans are
also shaped by the rhetoric of the American
Dream. Second, African Americans as a
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group historically have placed great value on
education. Indeed, the struggle for equal ac-
cess to education is a central element of Af-
rican American group identity. Because there
have been some tangible victories (Brown v.
Board of Education, and the Civil Rights Act
of 1964), African Americans maintain opti-
mism that they personally will be able to suc-
ceed, although they hesitate to expect suc-
cess for fellow blacks. Third, our data dem-
onstrate that pro-school attitudes matter for
success. The rational student, therefore, may
strategically adopt pro-school values because
this is one element of the educational process
within their control.

On the surface, our data suggest that Afri-
can Americans believe in the American
Dream but do not act like they do. To under-
stand how a group may have relatively posi-
tive school attitudes yet relatively poor
school behaviors, it is useful to think about
how a group’s material condition might
shape its members’ “tool kit” of cultural
skills (Swidler 1986). African American stu-
dents tend to live in neighborhoods with
material conditions (e.g., high unemploy-
ment and nontraditional family structures)
that are less likely to foster the kinds of
skills, habits, and styles that lead to school
success. For example, contrast the life of
student A, who lives in a world in which
parents rise daily to prepare for work and
other adults in the neighborhood also follow
the structured routine of work, with student
B, whose parents and many other adults in
the neighborhood are unemployed. Other
factors being equal, student A will be more
likely than student B to develop the habit of
being on time to school because of exposure
to and emphasis on a daily schedule. De-
spite valuing education, therefore, African
American students are less likely to exhibit
the kinds of school-related behaviors that
teachers reward because “[s]kills, habits,
and styles are often shaped by the frequency
at which they are found in their own com-
munity” (Wilson 1996:72)."!

T Although some Asian groups have developed
skills, habits, and styles useful for success in
school despite limited material conditions, they
have not experienced the levels of economic dep-
rivation or residential segregation that African
Americans have endured.

DISCUSSION

The oppositional culture model has become
so respected in the academic community that
it threatens to divert attention from other ex-
planations for the racial gap in school per-
formance. We hope our results, which con-
tradict key claims, will stimulate a new dia-
logue. Understanding racial differences in
school performance remains an important
goal, but generating a credible answer to this
issue was not our goal—our more modest
aim was to assess the merits of one specific
explanation. Still, our study has important
implications for scholars studying racial and
ethnic differences in school performance.

We agree with Ogbu (1978, 1991b) that
material conditions shape students’ behaviors
in school, primarily by influencing the kinds
of skills, habits, and styles they develop. And
we note that these behaviors are strong pre-
dictors of educational performance and sub-
stantially mediate racial/ethnic effects on
grades (Farkas 1995). Distinct from Ogbu,
however, we contend that students’ prefer-
ences, when measured as concrete attitudes
regarding specific issues, also can be good
predictors of grades, above and beyond the
effects of skills, habits, and styles. That our
indicators of concrete attitudes successfully
predict educational outcomes disputes
Ogbu’s (1991b) claim that African Ameri-
cans’ responses to survey questions represent
mere “wishful thinking” and Mickelson’s
(1990) argument that African Americans’
positive attitudes toward school have little
impact on performance. The message for
scholars is clear: Indicators of specific atti-
tudes regarding daily school experiences can
be meaningful predictors of school perfor-
mance. Indeed, models lacking these indica-
tors are probably misspecified.

There is also a lesson here for the debate
over policy and the controversy in the gen-
eral public regarding the extent to which Af-
rican Americans are responsible for the ra-
cial gap in school performance. The opposi-
tional culture argument has led some schol-
ars to argue that the greatest hope for reduc-
ing the gap in educational performance lies
in African Americans changing their value
system. For example, D’Souza (1995) writes,

[W1lhen hundreds of thousands of black men
gather on the Mall in Washington to emphasize
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atonement, self-help, entrepreneurship, strong
families, and taking responsibility for their ac-
tions, the world is changing and there are
grounds for hope. (P. xxxi)

This argument is misplaced. If anything, Af-
rican Americans maintain more pro-school
values and are more likely to esteem their
high-achieving peers than are whites. What
African Americans lack, however, are the
material conditions that foster the develop-
ment of skills, habits, and styles rewarded by
teachers. Furthermore, it is unlikely that Af-
rican Americans will demonstrate these cul-
tural skills at the same level as whites until
they enjoy comparable material conditions.
Rather than admonishing African Americans
to take responsibility for improving their
own conditions, therefore, the best way to
reduce the gap in educational performance is
to implement policies that reduce economic
inequality and residential segregation.

Our conclusions are tempered somewhat
by limitations in our data. We used the 1990
wave of the NELS primarily because it has
many good indicators of students’ resistance
toward school, but this decision restricted
our analyses to high school sophomores and
therefore limits the generalizability of our
study. We are guardedly optimistic that the
patterns presented here, however, extend to
older and younger high school students. We
explored several indicators of school resis-
tance in the third wave of the NELS when
the students were seniors in high school, and
the results were highly consistent with the
patterns we report here. And we went back-
ward to the 1988 base-year data when the
students were eighth graders. Again, the few
available indicators of students’ resistance
toward school produced results paralleling
the ones presented here, suggesting that our
findings are not simply a function of the se-
lectivity of a sample of students persisting to
their sophomore year in high school.

Finally, this is an example of how an at-
tractive theory can become so captivating
that scholars no longer demand the usual de-
gree of methodological rigor. Although em-
pirical corroboration should be expected at
each stage of theory development, it is espe-
cially important when a theory’s major as-
sumptions are no longer seriously ques-
tioned. Our study highlights the advantages
of testing a theory generated and supported

mainly by studies using one data collection
method (in this case ethnographies) with data
from an alternative data collection method (in
this case survey data). Oppositional culture
proponents have been too quick to disavow
survey research, seeing it as inherently inca-
pable of measuring resistance to school—just
as some survey researchers reject ethno-
graphic work because of its limited
generalizability. Rather than arguing for the
inherent superiority of any one data collec-
tion method, scholars will benefit from strug-
gling to reconcile apparently discrepant find-
ings.
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