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ABSTRACT 
 

A 1986 ethnographic study by Signithia Fordham and John Ogbu sparked 

controversy among education researchers by suggesting an “acting white” effect 

could be a source of the black-white achievement gap in U.S. public schools. The 

researchers suggested that black students socialize their peers into thinking that 

academic practices such as studying are associated with a white culture oppositional 

to their own. This pressure against “acting white” then inhibits school effort among 

black students, thereby depressing their academic performance. In response to 

Fordham and Ogbu’s “acting white” theory, researchers have sought to verify the 

authors’ findings with quantitative data. Most of these studies counter the “acting 

white” hypothesis. Conversely, a recent study by Roland Fryer and Paul Torelli finds 

empirical evidence supporting the theory that black students do poorly in school 

because of social pressures. The study, however, uses artificial measures of social 

standing to support its findings. Using the same nationally representative dataset as 

Fryer and Torelli, but improved measures of social pressures, this paper examines if 

and how social pressures are related to academic effort and achievement, as well as 
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how these relationships may differ by race. Ultimately, this paper aims to clarify the 

degree to which social expectations influence student effort in order to identify 

sources of the black-white achievement gap.  
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

Public education - meant to be the great equalizer among Americans – exhibits 

considerable inequities. The achievement gap between black students and their white 

peers has grown as large as 34 percentile points (Gordon, Kane & Staiger, 2006), leading 

researchers and policy-makers to devote great attention to identifying its source. One 

hypothesis attributes the black-white achievement gap to a lack of effort among black 

students. A 1986 study by Signithia Fordham and John Ogbu sparked controversy among 

education researchers by claiming white America habitually undervalues black students’ 

intellectual capabilities, causing black students to identify academic achievement with a 

culture oppositional to their own. As such, black students socialize their peers into 

thinking that they betray their black culture when they adopt practices like studying that 

are associated with white culture. This pressure causes black students to exert less effort 

and therefore perform at lower levels. 

Because of the ambivalence, affective dissonance, and social pressures, 
many black students who are academically able do not put forth the 
necessary effort and perseverance in their schoolwork and 
consequently, do poorly in school (Fordham and Ogbu 1986). 
 

Placing the blame of the achievement gap on students themselves removes the 

burden of educational accountability from schools. If the achievement gap is indeed 

caused by low student effort, then the remedy to closing this gap lies in increasing the 

academic exertion of black students.  But, if black students perceive academic effort as 

descriptive of white culture, not their own culture, they may be less likely to engage in 
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this behavior.  By exerting effort, black students might feel like they betray their own 

culture, a feeling and subsequent behavior over which schools may have little control.  If 

“acting white” is in fact at play, school administrators and teachers might perceive a 

cultural shift as beyond their responsibilities as educators.    

The “acting white” hypothesis and its implications for educators have caused 

great controversy by placing the issue of black underachievement within a broader 

context of black-white cultural conflict. Such controversy attracted studies designed to 

verify and elaborate Fordham and Ogbu’s findings.  Indeed, the authors’ ethnographic 

study focuses on a small, homogenous sample of low-income students at a predominantly 

black high school (Fordham and Ogbu 1986), which may mean that their results apply 

only to that school. Subsequent empirical studies have attempted to clarify the impact of 

social perceptions on effort and performance in the classroom by using more 

representative samples and quantitative data. Most of these studies counter Fordham and 

Ogbu’s “acting white” hypothesis. Conversely, a recent study by Roland Fryer and Paul 

Torelli analyzes a nationally representative dataset and confirms the “acting white” 

hypothesis.  Their data suggest that black students who perform well in school are less 

popular than their lower-achieving peers. The Fryer and Torelli study, however, uses 

artificial measures of social standing to support its findings. Using the same nationally 

representative dataset as Fryer and Torelli, but improved measures of social pressures, 
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this paper examines if and how social pressures are related to academic effort and 

achievement, as well as how these relationships may differ by race.  
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Chapter 2.  Prior Literature 

Fordham and Ogbu’s ethnographic study examines the roots of black students’ 

underachievement in public high schools. The authors believe white America habitually 

underestimates black students’ academic potential and as a result, black students 

associate schooling with a white culture oppositional to their own. Viewing school effort 

as a culturally white behavior, black students apply pressure on their black peers to reject 

academic exertion. In response to this pressure, black students deny their own academic 

capabilities, exert less effort in school, and subsequently achieve at lower levels than 

white students. This hypothesis, termed the “acting white” effect, emerged from Fordham 

and Ogbu’s observational accounts of a single high school in Washington, DC. At the 

time of the study in 1982, the school was set in a low-income, predominantly black 

community and its student population (1,886 students) was ninety-nine percent black 

(Fordham and Ogbu 1986). In response to Fordham and Ogbu’s findings, ensuing 

research has sought to evaluate the “acting white” effect with quantitative analysis. 

For nearly two decades, researchers have debated Fordham and Ogbu’s claim that 

minority students achieve at lower levels because of their peers’ oppositional attitudes 

toward achievement. In an attempt to measure if and how “acting white” affects student 

achievement, researchers have focused on four key areas: alienation from school, student 

effort, student attitudes, and the relationship between a student’s popularity and his or her 

academic performance. Measuring school alienation reveals the degree to which black 
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students feel public schools undervalue their intellectual capabilities and the degree to 

which they associate schooling with a white culture oppositional to their own culture. 

Measuring student effort uncovers whether there exists a difference in academic exertion 

between black and white students. Evaluating student attitudes determines if resistance to 

academic achievement is present among adolescents and whether levels of opposition to 

schooling differ by race. Finally, examining the relationship between a student’s 

popularity and his or her academic performance indicates if students are penalized 

socially for performing well in school and if these penalties vary according to race.  

School Alienation 
Measuring school alienation reveals the degree to which black students feel 

public schools undervalue their academic potential and the degree to which black 

students associate schooling with a white culture oppositional to their own culture. 

Fordham and Ogbu believe that one reason black students are adverse to academic 

achievement is because white America has conventionally denied black students’ 

intellectual capabilities. This denial of students’ capacities has led to their alienation from 

school environments and contributes to the “acting white” effect. Because black students 

are undervalued in public schools (which they associate with a predominately white 

system), they identify academic achievement with white culture and pressure their peers 

into resisting academic achievement. Prior literature measures the alienation of black 



 

6 

students from school environments by examining their college aspirations, dropout rates, 

and levels of parental involvement.   

While a gap exists in the rates at which black and white students graduate from 

college, about 60 percent of both black and white students report they expect to one day 

complete a four-year degree. After controlling for socio-economic status, black students 

expect to complete college at higher rates than white students (Cook and Ludwig 1997). 

Furthermore, the current gap in high school completion rates between black and white 

students disappears when one controls for family background characteristics (Cook and 

Ludwig 1997). That is, black and white students with the same demographic traits are 

equally likely to graduate high school. In fact, prior studies that control for students’ 

socio-economic status reveal black students remain in school longer than their white 

counterparts (Jaynes and Williams 1989, Cook and Moore 1993, Ludwig 1994, Haveman 

and Wolfe 1994).   

Parental involvement in school activities, another measure of school alienation, is 

the same for black and white students when adjusting for family background (Cook and 

Ludwig 1997). In fact, in some instances, black parental involvement outweighs that of 

white parents. Specifically, black parents telephone teachers, attend school meetings, and 

participate in other school events more often than white parents. In addition, black 

parents check their children’s homework slightly more often than do white parents (Cook 

and Ludwig 1997). Evidence of black students’ college aspirations, high school 
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attainment rate, and levels of parental involvement may demonstrate that black students 

do not feel alienated from school, as Fordham and Ogbu’s earlier work suggests.  

Student Effort 
Also at the heart of Fordham and Ogbu’s theory is the idea that black students do 

not try as hard in school as white students. Subsequent studies, however, negate the idea 

that black students exert less effort than their white counterparts (Cook and Ludwig 1997; 

Ferguson 2001; Chin and Phillips 2005). To determine whether academic effort varies 

according to race, researchers examine the amount of time students spend on homework. 

In general, studies indicate black adolescents do not spend less time on homework than 

their white peers (Cook and Ludwig 1997; Ferguson 2001). One U.S. longitudinal study 

demonstrates black students spend the same amount of time on homework as their white 

counterparts, except among the hardest working white students, who spend an average of 

ten to fifteen minutes more on homework than the hardest working black students (Cook 

and Ludwig 1997). Another empirical examination of “acting white” and the achievement 

gap in Shaker Heights, Ohio, demonstrates black students, on average, spend equal or 

more time on homework, but complete less of it because they lack the necessary skills 

and have less parental assistance (Ferguson 2001). Although the unique socio-economic 

and racial diversity of Shaker Heights may preclude results from being applicable to low-

income, minority neighborhoods, the study’s findings further challenge the idea that 

“acting white” is a fundamental cause of the black-white achievement gap. The author’s 
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conclusions indicate that academic skills and social background have a more meaningful 

impact on adolescents’ educational outcomes than effort, interest, or behavior (Ferguson 

2001). 

In addition to examining time spent on homework, prior research evaluates 

absence rates as a measure of student effort. Findings from one quantitative study shows 

black and white students skip and miss school at similar rates. Among both black and 

white students, 35 percent of students report skipping class at least once during a 

semester. Furthermore, 10 percent of both black and white students admit missing more 

than 10 days of school in a semester. When controlling for socio-economic factors, white 

students are actually absent more often than their black counterparts (Cook and Ludwig 

1997).  

Further research measures student effort using classroom participation rates. 

Tiffani Chin and Meredith Phillips (2005) observe classroom participation within a 

racially diverse sample of middle school students. Middle school marks a crucial shift for 

young teens; they are increasingly sensitive to peer pressure, have a less personal 

connection to teachers since they are no longer in self-contained classrooms, and are for 

the first time tracked by academic skills (often exposing achievement trends by race). The 

authors believe that at this point in adolescence - where oppositional culture may be just 

beginning - subtle indicators of oppositional culture could be more apparent than they are 

once students enter high school (Chin and Phillips 2005).  
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Chin and Phillips show that middle school students participate more often in 

classes where they comprehend the material well – a trend that does not vary by race. 

However, early adolescents tend to dislike hard work. Middle school students do not 

mind receiving good grades, but they dislike the effort necessary for achievement, a 

phenomenon called “effort avoidance.” Effort avoidance is common among both black 

and white middle school students (Chin and Phillips 2005). Thus, examinations of 

classroom participation rates – as well as time spent on homework and absenteeism – 

provide evidence that contradicts Fordham and Ogbu’s earlier findings claiming black 

students exert less effort than their white peers.  

Student Attitudes 
Fordham and Ogbu’s “acting white” hypothesis proposes that black students 

display oppositional attitudes toward academic achievement. Subsequent research does 

not negate that black students exhibit such attitudes; rather, studies show adverse 

attitudes are apparent among both black and white students. Oppositional culture is a 

derivative of adolescence, not of race, and all students show oppositional attitudes and 

behavior in at least some contexts (Chin and Phillips 2005). Students generally resist 

teacher authority, and their classroom behavior varies with situational contexts. 

Adolescents show the most unwillingness and “authority thwarting” behaviors in 

environments where teachers lack classroom management skills and present non-rigorous 

coursework in a boring manner. Classroom observations reveal that most students waver 
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between showing opposition and being compliant. They complete just enough work to 

avoid parental disapproval and fool around just enough to avert serious disciplinary 

measures (Chin and Phillips 2005).  

Prior research shows that differences in student attitudes tend to fall along 

achievement lines, not racial divides. In particular, students in Advanced Placement (AP) 

honors classes are more resistant to peer negativity than non-honors students. This trend 

does not vary by race: academic attitudes and behaviors are more likely to predict GPA 

variation within racial groupings than between them (Ferguson 2001). However, black 

students are disproportionately represented in non-honors classes and are less prepared 

for AP coursework than their white peers (The College Board 2006), who score higher on 

academic measures, such as standardized assessments and report card grades even before 

entering high school (Ferguson 2001; Education Trust 2003;). Thus, Fordham and 

Ogbu’s observations of oppositional culture among black students may be attributable to 

students’ academic standing, rather than their racial background. 

Relationship between Academic Performance and Popularity 

Fordham and Ogbu’s “acting white” hypothesis implies students exert less effort 

in school to avoid social penalties. Their research indicates black students who put forth 

effort and achieve at high levels may be less popular because they exhibit behaviors their 

peers associate with an oppositional white culture. If Fordham and Ogbu’s hypothesis is 

correct, black students at the highest end of the achievement distribution should be less 
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popular than their lower-achieving black peers. Prior research disagrees on whether this 

trend occurs. While most authors believe that there is no social penalty for black 

achievement (Cook and Ludwig 1997; Ferguson 2001; Chin and Phillips 2005), and in 

fact, in many cases, there are social benefits (Cook and Ludwig 1997; Ferguson 2001; 

Chin and Phillips 2005), recent work claims otherwise. Roland Fryer and Paul Torelli 

(2005) find black students with the highest grade point averages (GPA) are less popular 

than lower-achieving students of the same race.  

In examining social costs to achievement, Cook and Ludwig (1997) determine 

that black students’ popularity does not diminish with academic success.  In fact, black 

tenth graders who earn mostly A’s in math are actually slightly more popular than their 

peers who earn B’s and C’s in the same classes (although results in this instance were not 

statistically significant). Further supporting this idea, black membership in an academic 

society may actually be socially beneficial; black students who are in societies have been 

found to be significantly more popular than those students not in a society (Cook and 

Ludwig 1997). Moreover, the study finds academic success is more socially beneficial for 

black adolescents than for white adolescents and is more advantageous in schools where 

students are predominantly black than in schools that are predominantly white (Cook and 

Ludwig 1997). 

Ronald Ferguson’s Shaker Heights study finds no evidence supporting the idea 

that black students are penalized socially for academic effort more frequently than their 
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white classmates. White students report academic competitiveness “is not cool” among 

their friends at higher rates than their black classmates. Ferguson also finds no 

statistically significant difference in whether students’ “friends make fun of people who 

try to do real well in school” between black and white students (Ferguson 2001). In 

addition, Chin and Phillips find students in their study do not condemn academically 

successful students to social failure. Middle school students generally value peers who 

have diverse interests and disparage those who are solely focused on academic pursuits. 

Students who exhibit pro-achievement habits, such as raising your hand and participating 

in class, can avoid social penalties (“nerd disdain”) by showing interest in outside 

activities and by being humble about their academic abilities (Chin and Phillips 2005). 

Results showing black students are not penalized socially for what they achieve 

academically weakens the hypothesis that “acting white” is at the root of the black-white 

achievement gap (Cook and Ludwig 1997; Ferguson 2001; Chin and Phillips 2005). 

However, Fryer and Torelli’s recent study (2005) finds large racial differences 

between student achievement and popularity (which, for the purpose of their work, the 

authors define as “acting white”). These differences vary by context. The negative effect 

of school success (captured by a student’s self-reported GPA) on popularity is intensified 

among the highest achievers.  Between a GPA of 0 and 2.5, there is no variation in 

popularity according to grades, although authors find black students in this range are 

more popular than white students. Above a 2.5 GPA, black and white students seem to 
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accumulate more friends as their GPA rises; Hispanic students, however, see a sharp 

downturn in social standing. While white students’ popularity continues to rise with 

academic success, black students see a sharp decline in popularity after a 3.5 GPA. 

Differences in black students’ popularity also vary by gender: black high-achieving boys 

have fewer friends than their female counterparts (Fryer and Torelli 2005).  

The racial composition of a student’s school also affects the degree to which 

academic achievement harms popularity. Social costs are more apparent in schools with 

more interracial contact, and less pervasive among students in predominantly black 

schools and/or private schools. This finding is interesting in light of the fact that Fordham 

and Ogbu originally detected an “acting white” effect by observing students at a 

primarily black high school. Because the “acting white” effect is not apparent in schools 

with mostly black students, Fryer and Torelli believe it is not a source of the black-white 

achievement gap in urban public schools. However, the authors do believe the 

phenomenon may be a source of underachievement for minority students at suburban 

schools and may underlie the lack of black and Hispanic students at elite postsecondary 

institutions (Fryer and Torelli 2005).  

Several critics have called Fryer and Torelli’s study into question. A primary 

concern is how the authors measure popularity. While Cook and Ludwig use self-

reported measures of social standing, Fryer and Torelli use a weighted ranking system to 

spiral into the most popular cohort of students. Students list their five closest friends, who 
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are each weighted according to how many other students have listed them as their friends. 

That is, in calculating a popularity “score” for each student, the researchers give higher 

values to teens that are listed in many top five rankings as compared to teens not listed 

often. While this measure adequately quantifies the number of friends each student has, it 

neglects to uncover a student’s status within a high school social arena. That is, 

popularity is not solely determined by the number of friends an individual has, but also 

by their social rank. Fryer and Torelli’s measure fails to capture this nuance. 

Another concern is that Fryer and Torelli’s method might ignore the effects of 

negative peer pressure by focusing solely on the presence or absence of positive 

reinforcement. That is, high achievement may not simply be associated with fewer 

friends; academic success may bring negative consequences upon high achieving students 

(such as bullying or teasing), which would not be captured by the authors’ popularity 

measures. Additionally, it is not clear that the authors’ popularity measures are capturing 

a cultural “acting white” effect underlying black under-achievement. Instead, the results 

may reflect more generic adolescent attitudes toward academic success. 

Another potential explanation for the differences between previous studies and 

Fryer and Torelli’s work is related to the authors’ unit of study. The Cook-Ludwig and 

Fryer-Torelli studies focus on different birth cohorts, and it is possible that the nature of 

achievement penalties vary over time. Cook and Ludwig utilize 1990 national survey 

data, while Fryer and Torelli exploit 1994-1995 data. However, studies that use data from 
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younger birth cohorts (Ferguson uses 1999 data; Chin and Phillips use 2004 data) find 

results similar to Cook and Ludwig, so time variations are unlikely the underlying factor 

in differences between the authors’ findings.  

Another possible explanation is that the Cook-Ludwig and Fryer-Torelli studies 

find the same general pattern in a relationship between achievement and popularity, but 

that Cook and Ludwig fail to detect the non-linear pattern demonstrated at the highest 

achievement levels. Fryer and Torelli demonstrate that after a 3.5 GPA, black students’ 

popularity turns sharply downward. However, even the highest achievers in their study 

have greater social standing than virtually all of the low-achievers, as shown by the data. 

It is possible that Cook and Ludwig fail to detect the sharp decline after a 3.5 GPA 

because despite this drop, the overall pattern reflects increases in popularity alongside 

higher achievement. 

In sum, prior research disagrees whether different social costs exist for black and 

white high-achievers. Several researchers have conducted quantitative studies on “acting 

white” in response to Fordham and Ogbu’s 1986 ethnographic study. Most of these 

studies find no existence of an “acting white” effect along measures of school alienation, 

student effort, and student attitudes. However, conclusions from studies that examine the 

relationship between popularity and achievement according to race are contradictory. 

Thus, the existence of social costs for high achievement among black and white students 
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requires further research. This paper will explore that relationship and determine its effect 

on student effort in the classroom.   
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Chapter 3.  Purpose of Research 

This paper seeks to reconcile opposing views of the “acting white” effect on 

classroom effort and student achievement. It examines (1) if there is a difference in 

popularity between black high-achievers and white high-achievers and (2) if there is a 

difference in student effort according to race. 

The analysis replicates Cook and Ludwig’s conceptual model using an enhanced 

version of Fryer and Torelli’s data source, the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health (Add Health). The paper expands upon Fryer and Torelli’s use of the Add Health 

data in three ways. First, this analysis measures positive and negative social status using 

students’ answers to survey questions instead of reconstructing Fryer and Torelli’s social 

networks. Second, this analysis utilizes grade point averages from students’ transcripts, a 

more objective measure than Fryer and Torelli’s use of self-reported grades. Finally, 

Fryer and Torelli’s paper discusses the relationship between student popularity and 

student performance, but not the relationship with school effort. This paper extends prior 

research by examining differences in student effort according to race.  
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Chapter 4.  Data 

 

The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) is a 

particularly useful survey for examining the relationships among student popularity, 

school effort, and academic achievement. The survey explores the behavior of 

adolescents in grades 7 through 12 from 1994 to 1995 and revisits the majority of 

participants again in 1996 and in 2001. Through school-based questionnaires and home-

based interviews, researchers were able to record demographic and social characteristics 

of teenagers from across the United States. These characteristics are then matched to 

individual students’ academic performance (as documented on their high school 

transcripts) in the Adolescent Health and Academic Achievement Study (AHAA).  

This paper focuses on students who participated in the Wave I 1994-1995 in-

home survey and who provided researchers with access to their high school transcripts. 

In-home participants were chosen from the larger Wave I sample, which examined 

90,118 students from 132 schools. Eighty of these schools are high schools, selected to be 

nationally representative along dimensions of ethnic composition, size, type, regional 

location, and urbanicity. The remaining 52 schools are middle schools, chosen because 

they matriculate students into the previously selected high schools. Using matched 

middle and high schools allows this study to expand the age range of adolescents 

included in the survey, while maintaining the pool’s nationally representative 
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characteristics. More than 70 percent of schools originally selected for the survey 

remained in the study; those that dropped out were replaced by schools with similar 

characteristics. 

In total, 27,000 in-home interviewees were drawn from the overall Wave I 

sample. To construct a core sample of 12,105 in-home interviewees, researchers stratified 

all Wave I participants into categories according to their age and gender. Seventeen 

adolescents were then randomly selected from each stratum. Based on participants’ 

demographic information, researchers also over-selected students with specific 

characteristics to create sub-samples of particular interest for further study. Four separate 

subgroups were created to interview 1,038 black students from well-educated families, as 

well as 334 Chinese, 450 Cuban, and 437 Puerto Rican adolescents. Another sub-sample 

was created based on genetic relationships. Siblings living in the same household were 

over-sampled for in-home interviews. Participants in the genetic cohort included identical 

and fraternal twins, siblings, half siblings, step-siblings, foster children living in the same 

household, and adopted children. A final over-sampling occurred at the school level. 

Researchers interviewed all students enrolled in 16 of the schools that participated in the 

paper portion of the survey. This sub-sample can be exploited to examine social networks 

in more depth.  

The overall response rate for Wave I (taking into account the paper and interview 

portions) was 78.9 percent. To ensure that the data in the survey are nationally 



 

20 

representative, the researchers applied weights to the sample. These weights compensated 

for variations in selection probabilities of particular schools and students as well as 

differences in individual and school response rates. 

In 2001, Add Health researchers re-interviewed participants for a third wave of 

the survey. These Wave III participants were asked to grant access to Add Health 

researchers for the most recent copies of their high school transcripts.  The response rate 

for the Wave III survey was 77.4 percent and nearly 91 percent of these participants 

released their transcripts, providing Add Health with a sample of approximately 12,000 

students.  

Analytic Sample 
This study examines black and white students who participated in the Wave I 

survey and contributed their transcripts for evaluation in Wave III. In total, 9,248 black 

and white adolescents participated in both of the survey waves. I conducted missing data 

analyses to verify if the students not included in both Wave I and Wave III differ from 

those in the larger sample in terms of demographic characteristics and academic 

performance. There is no significant difference at the ninety-five percent confidence level 

between the two groups along the lines of gender, race, grade level, parental education, 

and overall high school grade point average. 
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Demographic Characteristics  
Students’ grade levels (from seventh through twelfth grade) are evenly 

represented in the analytic sample. Each grade level contains 15 to 19 percent of 

participants (See Table 1). Both male and female students are represented equally in the 

analytic sample (See Table 1). The majority of students interviewed are white (82 

percent), while nearly 19 percent are black (See Table 1).  

Table 1 presents differences in the levels of education between black and white 

participants’ parents in the analytic sample. More black participants had mothers who did 

not complete high school than white students (15 percent versus 13 percent), while more 

white students had mothers who attained college degrees than black students (19 percent 

versus 17 percent). Similarly, more black participants (41 percent) had fathers who 

stopped schooling after high school than white participants (35 percent), while more 

white students (22 percent) had fathers who attained college degrees than black students 

(19 percent). Given the notable differences in parents’ education level between black and 

white students, an analysis of the “acting white” effect will need to account for 

differences in family background.  
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Chapter 5.  Method 

Descriptive statistics reveal differences in family background between black and 

white participants, which must be controlled for when examining the relationships among 

achievement, popularity, and race. This section outlines the analytic methods used to 

examine differences in popularity between black and white high-achieving students as 

well as differences in academic effort according to race, when controlling for family 

background, school traits, and popularity. The section first identifies how the paper will 

measure variables of interest. It then explains the two stages of analysis.  

Variables of Interest 
Popularity:  Fryer and Torelli's findings may be altered by different ways of 

thinking about a 'social penalty' for academic success and how it might be measured 

operationally in the Add Health data. The Add Health survey questions ask students 

about both positive and negative social standing. In particular, students rank how strongly 

they agree or disagree with feeling close to people at school, feeling like a part of the 

school, and feeling socially accepted. On the opposite end of the spectrum, students 

indicate how often during the prior week they felt lonely, that people were unfriendly to 

them, or that people disliked them. As an additional indicator of popularity, this paper 

examines how often students have had trouble getting along with their peers in the last 

school year as well as the number of times in the prior week participants spent just 
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hanging out with friends. Such measures capture both positive social standing within a 

school and negative social experiences like being bullied or teased.  

Positive Social Standing: To ascertain positive social standing, students were 

asked how socially accepted they feel. Table 2 shows that nearly 86 percent of students 

agree or strongly agree that they feel socially accepted. Rates are slightly higher for black 

teenagers (88 percent) than for white teenagers (85 percent). Approximately 69 percent of 

adolescents feel close to people at their school. In this case, white teens agree at higher 

rates (70 percent) than black teens (64 percent). Approximately three quarters of students 

– both black and white – feel like they are part of their school.  

Negative Social Standing: Table 3 presents rates of negative social standing 

among teenagers in the analytic sample. When asked how often students feel people 

dislike them and how often people are unfriendly to them, most interviewees (more than 

67 percent) reply “never or rarely.” Black students feel disliked more often than white 

students (39 percent versus 31 percent). Approximately 34 percent of teenagers feel 

people are unfriendly to them at least sometimes, and there is no substantial difference in 

responses between black and white students. Approximately one-third of students report 

feeling lonely at least sometimes. A greater percentage of white students (40 percent) feel 

lonely as compared with black students (32 percent). Approximately 37 percent of 

students never have trouble getting along with other students at school. Nearly 59 percent 

of black teenagers and 64 percent of white teenagers have had at least some trouble 
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getting along with their peers. Finally, 91 percent of students hang out with friends at 

least once during the week. When examining time spent with friends according to race, 

white students appear to spend more time with friends than do black students (92 percent 

versus 88 percent). 

Effort: One survey question in particular inquires about the level of effort students 

contribute to academics: “In general, how hard do you try to do your school work well?” 

Students have the option of answering that they try very hard to do their best, they try 

hard enough (but not as hard as they could), they do not try very hard, or they never try at 

all. Table 4 presents rates of school effort among black and white teenagers in the 

sample. The majority of students (89 percent) report that they try hard or very hard to do 

their best in school. The proportion of black students who try hard or very hard in school 

(94 percent) is slightly higher than the proportion of white students (88 percent). 

GPA:  In addition to the variables described above, this paper uses GPA (as 

documented on high school transcripts) to measure academic achievement. Table 4 shows 

that most students earn between a 2.0 and 3.0 cumulative grade point average (GPA) 

during their high school career. This is true for black and white students. However, there 

are higher proportions of black students who earn less than a 2.0 GPA (29 percent) than 

white students (15 percent). Additionally, there are fewer black students who earn above 

between a 3.5 and 4.0 GPA (4 percent) than white students (15 percent). There are also 
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fewer black students who earn between a 3.0 and 4.0 GPA (9 percent) than white students 

(19 percent). 

Other Variables: This paper also uses basic demographic information about 

participants’ ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status to examine how race affects the 

interaction between popularity and academic achievement. Moreover, the analysis 

controls for school size, school type, and the racial composition of the student body. 

Dichotomous variables were constructed to if there are differences in popularity and 

effort between adolescents (1) in schools with large versus small student populations; (2) 

in public versus private schools; and (3) in racially homogenous versus heterogeneous 

schools. 

Analytic Method 
This section outlines the analytic method for examining the interplay of race, 

academic effort, student performance, and social standing. The method is divided into 

two stages of analysis: (1) Stage 1 assesses how academic performance (measured by the 

participant’s GPA) affects student popularity; (2) Stage 2 of the analysis examines effort 

levels according to race and popularity. The methodological conditions required to 

distinguish causal relationships could not be met in either stage. Therefore, explanatory 

variables may predict or relate to popularity and effort, but do not necessarily cause 

them. 
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Stage 1 

In the first stage of analysis, I examine how a student’s popularity is related to his 

or her race and achievement level (as measured by high school grade point average). The 

analysis adjusts for differences in gender, socio-economic status, and school 

characteristics. Stage 1 also utilizes interaction terms indicating whether the relationship 

between race and popularity varies by GPA. More specifically, the interaction terms test 

whether doing well in school has different social costs for black students and white 

students.  

 

Popularity = β0 +  β1 (Black) + β2 (Gender) + β3 (SES) + β4 (School Traits) + β5 (GPA) + 

β6 (GPA*Black) + ε 

 

To examine how race, gender, socio-economic status, school traits, and 

achievement levels relate to a student’s popularity, I estimate a logistic model, treating 

popularity measures as dichotomous variables. Answers indicate a student has positive 

social standing or negative social standing. Classifying answers concerning popularity 

into two distinct categories (popular or unpopular) may eliminate inconsequential 

differences between nuanced levels of agreement (for answers ranging from strongly 

agree to never) and thereby strengthen the statistical power to correctly estimate the 
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relationships among race, socio-economic status, school traits, achievement, and social 

standing. 

Parents’ education level serves as one indicator of socio-economic status in my 

model. Specifically, I create a series of dichotomous variables for maternal and paternal 

levels of educational attainment. Stage 1 defines the reference group as parents who 

earned less than a high school degree; using the lowest level of educational attainment as 

a baseline allows me to examine how increasingly higher levels of parental education 

influence a student’s social standing. I also create a series of dichotomous variables for 

each of four GPA levels. The categories are: less than 2.0 GPA; 2.0-3.0 GPA; 3.0-3.5 

GPA; and 3.5-4.0 GPA. Because I am interested in examining a potential social cost to 

the highest academic achievers, I assign my reference group to be those students whose 

GPA falls between a 3.0 and 3.5.  

Stage 2 

Stage 2 seeks to determine if there is a difference in academic effort according to 

race. The model uses a student survey question (“How hard do you try to do your school 

work well?”) with four levels of responses to estimate student effort. Using answers from 

this survey question, I create a dichotomous dependent variable, in which a “tries very 

hard” or “tries hard enough” answer implies a student exerts effort, while a “does not try 

very hard” or “never tries at all” answer implies the student does not exert effort. To 

predict effort, I estimate a logistic model, such that: 
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Effort = β0 + β1 (Black) + β2 (SES) + β3 (Gender) + β4 (School Traits) + β5 

(Popularity) 

This equation will allow for an evaluation of differences in effort according to 

race, while controlling for family background, gender, school traits, and student 

popularity. If there is no difference in effort between black students and white students 

when controlling for family background, gender, school characteristics, and popularity, 

the “acting white” effect is unlikely associated with the black-white achievement gap. 
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Chapter 6.  Findings 

Findings on Popularity 
Most results of this analysis show no evidence that black students experience 

social consequences for performing well in school. There is no significant relationship 

between being black and earning a GPA higher than a 3.5 on the likelihood that a student 

will feel like a part of school, feel disliked by peers, feel that people are unfriendly, or 

feel lonely. Moreover, being a black high achiever is not significantly associated with a 

student’s ability to get along well with his or her peers. Two popularity measures indicate 

that black students with a GPA above a 3.5 actually experience positive social benefits. 

Black high achievers hang out more with their friends during the week than white 

students and are nearly 12 times more likely to feel socially accepted.1 While most 

findings demonstrate black students are not socially penalized for high achievement, one 

finding does offer evidence of an “acting white” phenomenon: black students with the 

lowest grade point averages are twice as likely to feel close to people at school.2 

Explanations of each of these findings are detailed below. 

Findings on Positive Social Standing 
Feels Close to People at School: The analysis predicting if students feel close to 

people at school presents the only evidence of an “acting white” phenomenon. This 

finding indicates that black low-achieving students may enjoy more social benefits than 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

1 White students who earn a 3.0 to 3.5 GPA serve as the reference category here. 
2 White students who earn a 3.0 to 3.5 GPA serve as the reference category here. 
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their higher-achieving peers. Column 1 of Table 5 shows that black students who earn 

below a 2.0 GPA are twice as likely to feel close to people at school.3   

Still, other results from this analysis offer no evidence of an “acting white” effect. 

Findings show there is no significant relationship between earning above a 2.0 GPA on 

the likelihood a black student will feel close to people at school. In general, black and 

white students with higher GPAs are more likely to report feeling close to their peers. 

Specifically, Column 1 of Table 5 shows that teenagers who earn a GPA above a 3.5 are 

1.5 times more likely to feel close to people at school, and teenagers who earn below a 

2.0 are 43 percent less likely to feel close to their classmates.4  However, regardless of 

GPA, black teenagers are less likely to feel close to their school peers than white 

teenagers. Column 1 shows that black adolescents are 33 percent less likely to feel close 

people at school as compared with their white counterparts.5  

Feels Part of School: Analyses predicting if students feel like a part of school 

offer no evidence in support of an “acting white” effect.  In general, higher achieving 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

3 White students who earn a 3.0 to 3.5 GPA serve as the reference category here. 
4 White students who earn a 3.0 to 3.5 GPA serve as the reference category here.  The exact odds 

ratio coefficient for the effect of being black and earning a GPA below 2.0 on the probability of feeling 
close to people at school is .57. The exact interpretation would therefore be: Black students who earn a 
GPA below 2.0 are 57 percent as likely to feel close to people at school as white students who earn between 
a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. Another way to interpret this odds ratio is to subtract the coefficient from one and 
utilize the phrase “less than.” In this instance 1-.57 = .43; therefore the odds ratio can be interpreted such 
that: Black students who earn a GPA less than a 2.0 are 43 percent less likely to feel close to people at 
school as compared with white students who earn a 3.0 to 3.5 GPA.  

5 The exact coefficient for race is .67, which indicates that black students are 67 percent as likely 
as white students to feel close to people. However, if you subtract .67 from 1 (a difference of .33), one can 
interpret the odds ratio, such that black students are 33 percent less likely to feel socially accepted as 
compared with white students. 
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students are more likely to feel like a part of school than lower-achieving students. 

Adolescents who earn above a 3.5 GPA are almost twice as likely to feel like they are 

part of their school, while teenagers who earn below a 2.0 are about half as likely to feel 

like they are part of school.6 Column 2 of Table 5 also shows that there is no significant 

relationship between being black and earning a particular GPA on the likelihood that a 

student will feel like a part of school.  

Paternal education, however, plays a significant role in predicting if a student 

feels like a part of school. Column 2 of Table 5 shows students whose fathers complete 

college are 1.5 times more likely to feel like a part of school than students whose fathers 

do not finish high school. Similarly, teenagers whose fathers complete professional 

training beyond a four-year degree are 1.7 times more likely to feel like a part of school 

than teenagers whose fathers do not finish high school.  

Feels Socially Accepted: Findings from analyses predicting if students feel 

socially accepted offer no evidence of an “acting white” phenomenon. Rather, Column 3 

of Table 5 demonstrates that there are positive associations between popularity and high 

academic performance for all adolescents, and particularly for black students. Students 

who earn between a 3.5 and 4.0 GPA are 1.7 times more likely to feel socially accepted 

than students who earn between a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. Moreover, black students in this 

achievement bracket are 11.6 times more likely to feel socially accepted than white 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

6 White students who earn a 3.0 to 3.5 GPA serve as the reference category here. 
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students who earn between a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. Additionally, there is no significant 

relationship between earning below a 3.0 GPA and being black on the likelihood that 

students will feel socially accepted. 

Column 3 of Table 5 demonstrates that maternal education and gender are also 

significant factors predicting social acceptance. Students whose mothers complete 

professional training beyond a four-year degree are 1.7 times more likely to feel socially 

accepted than students whose mothers do not complete high school. Moreover, being 

male is associated with higher rates of social acceptance: female students are 35 percent 

less likely to feel socially accepted than their male counterparts.7  

Findings on Negative Social Standing 
People Dislike You: Students’ perceptions of being disliked do not support the 

existence of an “acting white” phenomenon. In general, higher GPAs are associated with 

lower rates of feeling disliked for black and white students. Specifically, students who 

earn between a 3.5 and 4.0 GPA are 1.6 times more likely never to feel disliked by peers 

than students who earn between a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. Moreover, lower-achieving black 

students feel disliked at higher rates than higher-achieving students. Specifically, black 

students who earn a 2.0 to 3.0 GPA are 35 percent less likely never to feel disliked by 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

7 The exact coefficient for gender is .65, which indicates that female students are 65 percent as 
likely as male students to feel socially accepted. However, if you subtract .65 from 1 (a difference of .35), 
one can interpret the odds ratio, such that female students are 35 percent less likely to feel socially accepted 
as male students.  
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their peers.8 However, there is no significant relationship between being black and 

earning a GPA above a 3.5 on the probability that a student will feel disliked.  

In addition to race and achievement, a student’s family income and level of 

maternal education are significantly related to teenagers feeling disliked. Column 1 of 

Table 6 shows that for every additional $10,000 of household income, students are 10 

times more likely to never or rarely feel disliked by their peers.9 Moreover, students 

whose mothers have lower levels of education are more likely to feel disliked by their 

peers than students whose mothers have higher levels of education. Adolescents with 

mothers who complete more than high school, college-level, or professional-level 

education are approximately 1.5 times more likely never to feel disliked.10  

People Unfriendly to You: Analyses with perceived unfriendliness as the outcome 

of interest offer no evidence in support of an “acting white” effect. In general, higher 

GPAs are associated with fewer unfriendly encounters for black and white adolescents. 

Column 2 of Table 6 shows that students who earn between a 3.5 and 4.0 GPA are 1.5 

times more likely never to feel people are unfriendly to them, as compared with students 

who earn a GPA between a 3.0 and 3.5. Moreover, there is no significant relationship 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

8 The exact coefficient for this variable is .65, which would indicate that black students who earn a 
GPA between 2.0 and 3.0 are 65 percent as likely to never feel disliked as white students who earn between 
a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. However, if you subtract .65 from 1 (a difference of .35), one can interpret the odds 
ratio, such that black students who earn a GPA between 2.0 and 3.0 are 35 percent less likely to feel 
socially accepted than white students who earn between a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. 

9 The direct interpretation of this coefficient would be: For each additional $1,000 of family 
income, a student is 1.0016 times more likely never to feel disliked by peers. To give this finding more 
substantive context, I multiplied the odds ration coefficient and income each by ten. 

10 The reference category is participants whose mothers earned less than a high school degree. 
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between being black and earning a particular GPA on the likelihood students will feel 

people are unfriendly to them. 

Felt Lonely: Examinations of the relationship between loneliness and popularity 

offer no evidence of an “acting white” effect. In general, higher achievement is 

associated with less loneliness. Column 3 of Table 6 shows that students who earn 

between a 3.5 and 4.0 GPA are 1.3 times more likely never to feel lonely, as compared 

with students who earn between a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. Moreover, being black and earning a 

particular GPA is not associated with the probability a student will feel lonely. Gender, 

however, appears to be significantly related to loneliness. Female participants tend to feel 

lonely more often than male respondents. Column 3 of Table 6 shows that female 

students are 38 percent less likely than their male counterparts never to feel lonely.11 

Trouble Getting Along with Other Students: Analyses predicting the probability a 

student will have trouble getting along with peers offers no evidence of an “acting white” 

effect. Column 4 of Table 6 shows that being black and earning a particular GPA is not 

significantly related to how often teenagers have trouble getting along with peers.  

Time Spent Hanging Out With Friends: In the model with “time spent with 

friends” as an outcome, black high achievers spend more time with friends during the 

week than white students. Specifically, black adolescents who earn between a 3.5 and 4.0 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

11 1 - .62 = .38. The exact coefficient for gender is .62, which would indicate that female students 
are 62 percent as likely as male students to never feel lonely. However, if you subtract .65 from 1 (a 
difference of .38), one can interpret the odds ratio, such that female students are 38 percent less likely to 
never feel lonely as compared with male students.  
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GPA are 94 percent less likely never to hang out with friends during the week, as 

compared with white students in the 3.0 to 3.5 GPA range.12 Column 5 of Table 6 shows 

that there is no significant relationship between black students who earn less than a 3.0 

GPA and the amount of time they spend with friends.  

However, findings show that income is a significant factor in predicting time 

spent with friends. Higher income levels are associated with less time spent hanging out. 

Specifically, for every additional $10,000 of household income, a student is 10 times 

more likely not to hang out with friends during the week.13  

Findings on Effort 
Findings from analyses predicting effort show no evidence of an “acting white” 

phenomenon. In fact, when controlling for family background, gender, school traits and 

popularity, black students are more likely to exert effort than white students. Specifically, 

Table 7 shows that black students are 2.6 times more likely to try hard in school as 

compared with their white counterparts. 

Table 7 also shows the significant relationship between paternal education and 

student effort. Teenagers whose fathers have higher levels of education are more likely to 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

12 The direct interpretation of this odds ratio is that black students are 6 percent as likely never to 
hang out with friends as white students who earn between a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. However, odds ratio 
coefficients can be subtracted from 1.00 to interpret the coefficient as “less than.” Thus, 1.00 - .06 = .94. 
Black students are 94 percent less likely to never hang out with friends than white students who earn 
between a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. 

13 The direct interpretation of this coefficient would be: For each additional $1,000 of family 
income, a student is 1.03 times more likely never to hang out with friends. To give this finding more 
substantive meaning, I multiplied the odds ration coefficient and income each by ten. 
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exert effort in school. Specifically, participants whose fathers earn a high school degree, 

complete college, or complete professional training are about twice as likely to exhibit 

hard work in the classroom as compared with students whose fathers do not complete 

high school.  

Table 7 shows that gender and popularity are also significantly associated with 

school effort. Female students are 2.7 times more likely than male students to try hard in 

school. Moreover, students who feel socially accepted are 2.3 times more likely to try 

hard in school than students who do not feel socially accepted. Table 10 shows that when 

alternate measures of popularity are substituted for “feels socially accepted,” results 

remain statistically significant and coefficients do not substantially vary. 
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Chapter 7.  Conclusions, Limitations, and Implications 

Conclusions 
Fryer and Torelli (2005) find that black students experience social costs for high 

academic achievement. Their analysis measures achievement using students’ self-

reported grades and quantifies popularity by constructing social networks of self- and 

peer-nominated friendships. Their work cites evidence of an “acting white” effect in 

finding large differences in popularity between black and white high-achievers. The 

authors find that social costs are intensified among the highest achievers with black 

students experiencing a sharp decline in popularity after a 3.5 GPA (Fryer and Torelli 

2005). Fryer and Torelli also find the racial composition of a student’s school affects the 

degree to which academic achievement harms popularity. Social costs are more apparent 

in schools with more interracial contact, and less pervasive among students in 

predominantly black schools and/or private schools.  

This paper seeks to replicate Fryer and Torelli’s analysis of the “acting white” 

effect using self-reported measures of popularity, as opposed to self- and peer-nominated 

friendship networks. Moreover, it estimates grade point averages using students’ high 

school transcripts, not self-reported answers. Most of the evidence in this analysis 

contradicts Fryer and Torelli’s earlier findings of an acting white effect. While their work 

cites a steep social cost for black students who earn a GPA between a 3.5 and 4.0, this 

analysis demonstrates that black students in the highest GPA bracket are 11.6 times more 
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likely to feel socially accepted than white students who earn between a 3.0 and 3.5 GPA. 

This work also finds no significant relationship between being black and earning above a 

3.5 GPA on the likelihood that a teenager will feel close to people at school or feel like a 

part of school.  

The second innovation in this study is the consideration of negative consequences 

to high achievement among black students (Torelli and Fryer only consider positive 

social benefits). In this respect, I find that black students do not face negative social 

consequences: those who earn the highest GPAs are 94 percent less likely never to hang 

out with friends as white students who earn a GPA between a 3.0 and 3.5. Moreover, 

there is no significant relationship between being black and earning above a 3.5 GPA on 

the likelihood black students will feel disliked, feel people are unfriendly towards them, 

feel lonely, or have trouble getting along with other students.  

The true importance of an “acting white” phenomenon emerges through its 

association with student achievement. Fryer and Torelli’s analysis does not clarify 

whether black students exert less effort in school because of an “acting white” effect. 

This paper determines that black students do not exert less effort in school than their 

white counterparts. In fact, when controlling for family background, gender, school traits, 

and popularity, black students are 2.6 times more likely to try hard or very hard in school 

as compared with white students.  
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Limitations 
One critique of this analysis is the subjectivity of the effort measure. Although 

results are statistically significant, the analysis is based on a single survey question, in 

which students reported their own levels of school effort. It is possible that students mis-

report how hard they try in school; whether differences in mis-reporting rates occur along 

racial lines is an empirical question outside the scope of this work. If there is mis-

reporting in the data, it is likely that black and white students overestimate their 

classroom effort levels at similar rates.  

Future studies should exploit Add Health transcript data to acquire a more 

objective measure of classroom effort.  Prior research shows that black students are as 

likely as or more likely to finish high school than white students, when controlling for 

family background (Cook and Ludwig 1997). Studies further demonstrate that black 

students begin schooling less prepared than white students (Rouse et al. 2005; Le et al. 

2006). As such, black students may need to exert more effort than white students in order 

to graduate high school at the same rate. Thus, a student’s diploma status could reveal to 

some degree the level of effort students exert.  

An additional limitation of this study is the inability to prove causality. The paper 

lacks the methodological requirements needed to determine causal relationships. 

Therefore, findings isolate significant relationships among variables, but do not indicate 
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causal relationships. Explanatory variables employed throughout this research may 

predict or relate to popularity and effort, but do not necessarily cause them.  

Implications 
Placing the blame of the achievement gap on differences in student effort removes 

the burden of educational accountability from schools. The findings in this paper suggest 

that black students who earn the highest GPAs experience high rates of social acceptance. 

Moreover, when controlling for family background, gender, school traits, and popularity, 

black students actually try harder in school than their white counterparts. Evidence from 

this analysis implies that the achievement gap is not caused by black students pressuring 

their culturally similar peers to exert less effort in school. That is, this research provides 

no evidence supporting the hypothesis that an “acting white” effect plays an important 

role in the black-white achievement gap.    
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Appendix 
Table 1. Summary Statistics for Analytic Sample 
  All   White   Black 
Variable Proportion   Proportion   Proportion 
Grade Level           
N 9,143   6,760   2,486 
% 7th Grade 18.61    19.03   16.41 
% 8th Grade 17.58   17.77   16.9 
% 9th Grade 17.69   17.92   16.41 
% 10th Grade 16.31   15.86   18.45 
% 11th Grade 14.61   14.43   15.36 
% 12th Grade 15.2   14.99   16.48 
            
Gender           
N 9,248   6,838   2,524 
% Male 49.38   50.15   46.18 
% Female 50.62   49.85   53.82 
            
Race/Ethnicity           
N 9,248         
% White 81.99   NA   NA 
% Black 18.73   NA   NA 
            
Mother’s Education Level           
N 8,480   6,295   2,291 
% Less than High School 13.21   12.69   15.46 
% High School  39.27   39.01   40.56 
% More Than High School 21.05   21.24   20.19 
% College/University 18.85   19.34   16.73 
% Professional Training Beyond a 4- 7.62   7.72   7.06 
            
Father's Education Level           
N 6,233   5,120   1,164 
% Less than High School 12.85   12.83   12.56 
% High School  35.64   34.84   41.34 
% More Than High School 19.14   19.27   19.18 
% College/University 22.04   22.41   19.14 
% Professional Training Beyond a 4- 10.32   10.64   7.78 
            
Language Spoken at Home           
N 9,248   6,838   2,524 
% English 97.68   97.31   99.38 
% Spanish 1.87   2.18   0.45 
% Other 0.45   0.51   0.17 
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Table 2. Summary Statistics on Positive Social Standing for Analytic Sample 
  All   White   Black 
Variable Proportion   Proportion   Proportion 
You feel socially accepted.            
N 9,228   6,827   2,515 
% Strongly agree / Agree 85.68   85.12   88.07 
% Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly 
disagree 14.32   14.88   11.93 
            
You feel close to people at your school.           
N 9,140   6,762   2,490 
% Strongly agree / Agree 68.8   69.86   64.01 
% Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly 
disagree 31.2   30.14   35.99 
            
You feel like you are part of your school.           
N 9,143   6,764   2,491 
% Strongly agree / Agree 75.95   76.07   75.02 
% Neither agree nor disagree / Disagree / Strongly 
disagree 24.05   23.93   24.98 
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Table 3. Summary Statistics on Negative Social Standing for Analytic Sample 
  All   White   Black 
Variable Proportion   Proportion   Proportion 
How often in the past week have you felt that people 
disliked you?           
N 9,233   6,832   2,515 
% Never/Rarely 67.3   68.57   61.41 
% Sometimes/ A lot / Most of the time 32.7   31.43   38.59 
            
How often in the past week were people unfriendly to 
you?           
N 9,235   6,833   2,515 
% Never/Rarely 65.88   66.19   64.64 
% Sometimes/ A lot / Most of the time 34.12   33.81   35.36 
            
How often in the past week have you felt lonely?           
N 9,236   6,833   2,517 
% Never/Rarely 66.9   68.31   60.18 
% Sometimes/ A lot / Most of the time 33.1   31.69   39.82 
            
During the 1994-1995 school year, how often have you 
had trouble getting along with other students?           
N 9,142   6,763   2,491 
% Never 36.99   36.1   40.96 
% Just a few times / About once a week / Almost every 
day/ Every day 63.01   63.9   59.04 
            
            
During the past week, how many times did you just 
hang out with friends?           
N 9,142   6,764   2,490 
% Not at all 8.63   7.94   11.59 
% 1 to 5 or more times 91.37   92.06   88.41 
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Table 4. Summary Statistics on Effort and Academic Performance for Analytic Sample 
Variable All   White   Black 
  Proportion   Proportion   Proportion 
In general, how hard do you try to do your school work well?           
N 8,936   6,688   2,361 
% I try very hard to do my best / I try hard enough, but not as 
hard as I could 89.08   88.11   93.58 
% I don’t try very hard / I never try at all 10.92   11.89   6.42 
            
GPA        
N 9,248  6,838   2,524 
% Less than 2.0 17.6   14.94   29.41 
% Between 2.0 and 3.0 33.03   33.15   32.52 
% Between 3.0 and 3.5 17.1   18.94   9.17 
% Above 3.5 12.57   14.55   3.64 
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Table 5. Relationships Among Positive Popularity Measures, Family Background, School Traits, 
and GPA for Analytic Sample 

    

 

Feels Close 
to People at 
School 

Feels Part of 
School 

Feels Socially 
Accepted 

Variable Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio 
Black .67 (.13)* 1.07 (.24) 1.32 (.27) 
Income 1.00 (.00) 1.00 (.00) 1.00 (.00) 
Female .96 (.10) .88 (.08) .65 (.08)** 
    
School Characteristics    
School Size .90 (.11) .90 (.10) .92 (.12) 
Type of School 1.23 (.26) .93 (.19) .81 (.15) 
Quartile Percentage White  1.03 (.15) .89 (.12) .81 (.12) 
    
Mother's Education    
High School 1.27 (.21) 1.27 (.26) 1.23 (.24) 
More Than High School 1.04 (.18) .99 (.22) 1.12 (.26) 
College/University 1.06 (.18) 1.14 (.25) 1.03 (.24) 
Professional Training Beyond a 4-Year College .84 (.17) .91 (.21) 1.77 (.48)* 
    
Father's Education    
High School .97 (.16) 1.28 (.22) 1.24 (.22) 
More Than High School .90 (.18) 1.26 (.25) 1.08 (.20) 
College/University .96 (.18) 1.52 (.31)* 1.19 (.24) 
Professional Training Beyond a 4-Year College 1.40 (.35) 1.68 (.43)* 1.26 (.35) 
    
GPA    
GPA Less than a 2.0 .57 (.09)*** .56 (.09)*** .88 (.17) 
GPA between a 2.0 and 3.0 .93 (.12) 1.07 (.13) 1.11 (.14) 
GPA between 3.5 and 4.0 1.49 (.23)** 1.87 (.36)** 1.71 (.33)** 
Black*GPA Less than a 2.0 2.00 (.70)* 1.46 (.53) .74 (.24) 
Black*GPA between a 2.0 and 3.0 1.07 (.24) .67 (.21) .77 (.24) 
Black*GPA between 3.5 and 4.0 1.9 (.90) .45 (.34) 11.60 (11.74)* 
    
N 4,688 4,686 4,726 
F-Value 3.15 3.04 3.02 
Probability > F 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 
    

Notes: Each cell includes the coefficient for predicted popularity applying a logistic estimation approach to 
the analytic sample. Standard errors are in parentheses. *** p < .001   ** p < .01   * p < .05   ~ p < .10 
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Table 6. Predicting Negative Popularity Using Family Background, School Traits, and GPA for Analytic Sample 

 

 
People 

Dislike You 

People 
Unfriendly 

to You Felt Lonely 

Trouble 
Getting 

Along with 
Students 

Does Not 
Hang Out 

with 
Friends 

       
Variable Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio 
Black 1.01 (.21) 1.15 (.18) .82 (.16) 1.11 (.20) 1.03 (.31) 
Income 1.00 (.00)~ 1.00 (.00) 1.00 (.00) 1.00 (.00) .99 (.00)* 
Female .81 (.07)* 1.12 (.10) .62 (.06)*** 1.05 (.10) 1.30 (.21) 
      
School Characteristics      
School Size 1.09(.10) 1.07 (.08) 1.10 (.10) 1.07 (.11) .93 (.16) 
Type of School .93 (.18) .98 (.17) 1.22 (.24) .89 (.12) .53 (.18)~ 
Quartile Percentage White 1.00 (.13) .99 (.09) 1.14 (.15) .81 (.10) .65 (.15)~ 
      
Mother's Education      
High School 1.32 (.20)~ 1.07 (.19) 1.15 (.17) .86 (.13) .78 (.21) 
More Than High School 1.55 (.29)* 1.17 (.21) 1.23 (.21) .93 (.14) .82 (.24) 
College/University 1.59 (.29)* 1.12 (.22) 1.12 (.19) .84 (.13) .87 (.30) 
Professional Training Beyond a 4-Year College 1.48 (.30)~ 1.19 (.24) 1.28 (.25) .83 (.15) .97 (.34) 
      
Father's Education      
High School 1.30 (.19)~ 1.09 (.19) 1.29 (.18)~ .99 (.15) .70 (.21) 
More Than High School 1.38 (.24)~ 1.07 (.18) 1.21 (.20) 1.25 (.20) .78 (.23) 
College/University 1.11 (.18) 1.04 (.18) 1.23 (.22) 1.02 (.18) .69 (.23) 
Professional Training Beyond a 4-Year College 1.21 (.25) 1.02 (.22) 1.15 (.24) .92 (.16) .76 (.31) 
      
GPA      
GPA Less than a 2.0 .91 (.14) 1.01 (.14) .81 (.13) .90 (.14) 1.08 (.29) 
GPA between a 2.0 and 3.0 .94 (.09) .99 (.11) .98 (.10) .98 (.11) .89 (.19) 
GPA between 3.5 and 4.0 1.61 (.19)*** 1.46 (.21)* 1.29 (.19)~ 1.21 (.16) 1.18 (.28) 
Black*GPA Less than a 2.0 .61 (.19) .69 (.17) 1.36 (.39) .78 (.25) .80 (.37) 
Black*GPA between a 2.0 and 3.0 .65 (.16)~ .78 (.16) 1.08 (.28) 1.05 (.30) 1.27 (.60) 
Black*GPA between 3.5 and 4.0 1.08 (.64) .50 (.25) 1.18 (.71) .80 (.37) .06 (.06)* 
      
N 4,730 4,730 4,730 4,688 4,688 
F-Value 3.77 1.21 2.32 0.93 1.57 
Probability > F 0.0000 0.2634 0.0032 0.5538 0.0764 
      

Notes: Each cell includes the coefficient for predicted popularity applying a logistic estimation approach to the analytic 
sample. Standard errors are in parentheses. *** p < .001   ** p < .01   * p < .05   ~ p < .10 
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Table 7. Predicting Effort Using Race, Family Background, Gender, School Traits, and 
Popularity for Analytic Sample 
 Effort 
Variable Odds Ratio 
Black 2.56 (.67)*** 
Income 1.00 (.00) 
Female 2.66 (.34)*** 
  
School Characteristics  
School Size .79 (.12) 
Type of School .95 (.30)  
Percentage Quartile White 1.02 (.20) 
  
Mother's Education  
High School 1.29 (.35) 
More Than High School .85 (.28) 
College/University .90 (.28) 
Professional Training Beyond a 4-Year College .99 (.37) 
  
Father's Education  
High School 1.67 (.37)* 
More Than High School 1.40 (.40) 
College/University 2.09 (.60)* 
Professional Training Beyond a 4-Year College 2.30 (.70)** 
  
Popularity  
Feels Socially Accepted 2.32 (.34)*** 
  
N 4,596 
F-Value 11.4 
Probability > F 0.0000 
  

Notes: Each cell includes the coefficient for predicted popularity applying a logistic estimation 
approach to the analytic sample. Standard errors are in parentheses. *** p < .001   ** p < .01   * 
p < .05   ~ p < .10 
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Model Specification
Black * Low GPA 

(Below a 2.0)

Black * Medium 
GPA (Between a 

2.0 and 2.9)

Black * GPA 
Between 3.0 

and 3.49
Black * GPA Between 

3.5 and 4.0
Black * Low GPA 

(Below a 2.0)

Black * Medium 
GPA (Between a 

2.0 and 2.9)

Black * GPA 
Between 3.0 

and 3.49
Black * GPA Between 

3.5 and 4.0
Feels Socially Accepted

Use Medium GPA (2.0 - 2.9) as Reference Group 1.11 (.55) -- 1.33 (.69) 14.63 (12.37)** .79 (.27) -- .75 (.31) 11.24 (11.59)*

Use GPA 3.0-3.49 as Reference Group .62 (.33) .63 (.26) -- 17.63 (18.95)** .72 (.22) .73 (.23) -- 10.30 (10.33)*
Add gender .61 (.32) .67 (.26) -- 19.36 (20.71)** .74 (.24) .76 (.23) -- 10.89 (10.93)*
Add school size .60 (.32) .65 (.26) -- 19.32 (20.67)** .74 (.24) .76 (.23) -- 10.93 (10.98)*
Add school type .60 (.32) .65 (.26) -- 19.52 (20.91)** .74 (.24) .76 (.23) -- 10.96 (11.02)*
Add Quartile Percentage White .61 (.33) .67 (.27) -- 19.90 (21.37)** .74 (.24) .77 (.24) -- 11.60 (11.74)*

Feels Close to People at School

Use Medium GPA (2.0 - 2.9) as Reference Group 1.38 (.58) -- 1.16 (.49) 2.25 (1.15) 1.87 (.70)~ -- .89 (.30) 1.81 (.81)

Use GPA 3.0-3.49 as Reference Group .62 (.30) .77 (.25) -- 1.98 (1.14) 2.00 (.68)* 1.06 (.24) -- 1.94 (.89)
Add gender .62 (.29) .78 (.25) -- 2.01 (1.16) 2.00 (.68)* 1.07 (.24) -- 1.95 (.90)
Add school size .61 (.29) .77 (.25) -- 2.01 (1.62) 2.01 (.70)* 1.07 (.24) -- 1.96 (.91)
Add school type .61 (.29) .77 (.25) -- 1.98 (1.14) 2.00 (.70)* 1.07 (.24) -- 1.93 (.90)
Add Quartile Percentage White .61 (.29) .77 (.25) -- 1.98 (1.15) 2.00 (.70)* 1.07 (.24) -- 1.92 (.90)

Feels Part of School

Use Medium GPA (2.0 - 2.9) as Reference Group .66 (.28) -- .99 (.46) .78 (.52) 1.54 (.48) -- .54 (.20) .46 (.35)

Use GPA 3.0-3.49 as Reference Group .51 (.25) 1.06 (.46) -- .88 (.77) 1.44 (.51) .65 (.20) -- .43 (.33)
Add gender .51 (.25) 1.08 (.46) -- .90 (.78) 1.45 (.52) .66 (.20) -- .44 (.34)
Add school size .50 (.25) 1.07 (.46) -- .90 (.78) 1.48 (.53) .66 (.21) -- .44 (.34)
Add school type .50 (.25) 1.07 (.46) -- .91 (.78) 1.46 (.53) .66 (.21) -- .44 (.34)
Add Quartile Percentage White .50 (.25) 1.09 (.47) -- .92 (.79) 1.46 (.53) .67 (.21) -- .45 (.34)

Full Sample Restricted Sample (Black and White Students Only)
Table 8. Specifications of Positive Social Standing Regressions

Notes: Each cell includes the coefficient for predicted popularity applying a logistic estimation approach to the analytic sample, with deviations from the basic model setup described at left for each row. Standard errors are in 
parentheses. *** p < .001   ** p < .01   * p < .05   ~ p < .10  
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Model Specification

Black * Low GPA 
(Below a 2.0)

Black * Medium 
GPA (Between a 2.0 

and 2.9)

Black * GPA 
Between 3.0 and 

3.49

Black * GPA 
Between 3.5 and 4.0

Black * Low GPA 
(Below a 2.0)

Black * Medium 
GPA (Between a 2.0 

and 2.9)

Black * GPA 
Between 3.0 and 

3.49

Black * GPA 
Between 3.5 and 4.0

People Dislike You

Use Medium GPA (2.0 - 2.9) as Reference 
Group .46 (.15)* -- 1.40 (.61) 3.34 (1.86)* .80 (.21) -- 1.49 (.44) 1.38 (.75)

Use GPA 3.0-3.49 as Reference Group .21 (.10)** .65 (.24) -- 1.79 (1.18) .61 (.19) .64 (.16)~ -- 1.04 (.62)

Add gender .20 (.10)** .66 (.24) -- 1.84 (1.20) .61 (.19) .65 (.16)~ -- 1.07 (.63)
Add school size .21 (.10)** .67 (.24) -- 1.84 (1.20) .61 (.19) .65 (.16)~ -- 1.07 (.63)~
Add school type .21 (.10)** .67 (.24) -- 1.87 (1.23) .61 (.19) .65 (.16)~ -- 1.08 (.64)
Add Quartile Percentage White .21 (.10)** .67 (.24) -- 1.87 (1.24) .61 (.19) .65 (.16)~ -- 1.08 (.64)

People Unfriendly to You

Use Medium GPA (2.0 - 2.9) as Reference 
Group .59 (.19) -- 2.06 (.85)* 1.17 (.59) .84 (.18) -- 1.66 (.50)~ .61 (.30)

Use GPA 3.0-3.49 as Reference Group .27 (.08)*** .42 (.14)* -- .74 (.40) .70 (.17) .79 (.16) -- .50 (.26)

Add gender .27 (.09)*** .42 (.14)* -- .73 (.39) .69 (.17) .78 (.16) -- .49 (.25)
Add school size .28 (.09)*** .42 (.14)* -- .73 (.40) .69 (.17) .78 (.16) -- .49 (.25)
Add school type .28 (.09)*** .42 (.14)* -- .73 (.40) .69 (.17) .78 (.16) -- .49 (.26)
Add Quartile Percentage White .28 (.09)*** .42 (.14)* -- .73 (.40) .69 (.17) .78 (.16) -- .50 (.25)

Felt Lonely

Use Medium GPA (2.0 - 2.9) as Reference 
Group 1.17 (.45) -- .59 (.22) 2.50 (1.47) 1.12 (.32) -- .50 (.16)* .97 (.55)

Use GPA 3.0-3.49 as Reference Group 1.01 (.46) 1.07 (.39) -- 2.30 (1.65) 1.32 (.38) 1.04 (.27) -- 1.16(.70)

Add gender .99 (.44) 1.12 (.40) -- 2.51 (1.77) 1.37 (.39) 1.09 (.28) -- 1.23 (.73)
Add school size .99 (.45) 1.13 (.41) -- 2.52 (1.78) 1.37 (.39) 1.09 (.28) -- 1.23 (.73)
Add school type .99 (.45) 1.13 (.41) -- 2.51 (1.78) 1.36 (.38) 1.09 (.28) -- 1.22 (.73)
Add Quartile Percentage White .99 (.45) 1.11 (.401) -- 2.48 (1.77) 1.36 (.39) 1.08 (.28) -- 1.18 (.71)

Table 9: Specifications of Negative Social Standing Regressions
Full Sample Restricted Sample (Black and White Students Only)
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Model Specification

Black * Low GPA 
(Below a 2.0)

Black * Medium 
GPA (Between a 2.0 

and 2.9)

Black * GPA 
Between 3.0 and 

3.49

Black * GPA 
Between 3.5 and 4.0

Black * Low GPA 
(Below a 2.0)

Black * Medium 
GPA (Between a 2.0 

and 2.9)

Black * GPA 
Between 3.0 and 

3.49

Black * GPA 
Between 3.5 and 4.0

Trouble Getting Along with Students

Use Medium GPA (2.0 - 2.9) as Reference 
Group 1.02 (.35) -- 1.88 (.71)~ 1.10 (.53) .80 (.22) -- 1.30 (.49) .79 (.37)

Use GPA 3.0-3.49 as Reference Group .40 (.17)* .73 (.24) -- .88 (.44) .79 (.26) 1.04 (.30) -- .77 (.36)

Add gender .40 (.17)* .73 (.24) -- .87 (.44) .79 (.26) 1.03 (.30) -- .77 (.35)
Add school size .41 (.17)* .73 (.24) -- .87 (.44) .79 (.26) 1.03 (.30) -- .76 (.36)
Add school type .41 (.17)* .73 (.24) -- .87 (.44) .78 (.26) 1.03 (.30) -- .76 (.35)
Add Quartile Percentage White .41 (.17)* .76 (.25) -- .90 (.45) .78 (.25) 1.05 (.31) -- .80 (.37)

Never Hangs out with Friends During the 
Week

Use Medium GPA (2.0 - 2.9) as Reference 
Group .66 (.34) -- 4.42 (2.52)* .40 (.34) .71 (.31) -- 1.04 (.54) .05 (.05)**

Use GPA 3.0-3.49 as Reference Group .45 (.31) 1.27 (.80) -- .07 (.08)* .81 (.38) 1.24 (.60) -- .06 (.06)**

Add gender .46 (.31) 1.24 (.78) -- .06 (.07)* .79 (.37) 1.22 (.58) -- .06 (.06)**
Add school size .45 (.31) 1.23 (.76) -- .07 (.07)* .79 (.37) 1.22 (.58) -- .06 (.06)**
Add school type .45 (.31) 1.23 (.76) -- .07 (.07)* .80 (.37) 1.22 (.58) -- .06 (.06)**
Add Quartile Percentage White .46 (.31) 1.29 (.81) -- .07 (.07)* .80 (.37) 1.27 (.60) -- .06 (.06)**

Notes: Each cell includes the coefficient for predicted popularity applying a logistic estimation approach to the analytic sample, with deviations from the basic model setup described at left for each row. Standard errors are in 
parentheses. *** p < .001   ** p < .01   * p < .05   ~ p < .10

Table 9 (continued): Specifications of Negative Social Standing Regressions
Full Sample Restricted Sample (Black and White Students Only)
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Table 10: Specifications of Effort Regressions 
   
Model Specification   Black 
   
Controlling for Race and SES  2.64 (.60)*** 
Adding Gender  2.53 (.59)*** 
Adding School Traits  2.57 (.66)*** 
   

Adding Positive Popularity Variables   
Feels Socially Accepted  2.56 (.67)*** 
Feels Close to People at School  2.50 (.65)** 
Feels Like Part of School  2.46 (.62)** 
   

Adding Negative Popularity Variables   
Feels Disliked  2.61 (.67)*** 
Feels People Unfriendly  2.60 (.68)*** 
Feels Lonely  2.60 (.68)*** 
Has Trouble Getting Along with Other Students  2.47 (.64)** 
   

Notes: Each cell includes the coefficient for predicted popularity applying a 
logistic estimation approach to the analytic sample, with deviations from the 
basic model setup described at left for each row. Standard errors are in 
parentheses. *** p < .001   ** p < .01   * p < .05   ~ p < .10 

 

 


