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Comprehensive Final Report 

 

Statement of the Problem 
This study examined how selected youth, peer, family, and school factors serve as risk and protective 

factors for African American youth’s school competence during the transition to high school.  The high school 
years are a time of increased vulnerability with greater peer influences and potential for risky behavior.  This 
may be particularly problematic for youth already at risk for academic and adjustment difficulties due to 
multiple, interrelated factors such as living in poverty and an unsupportive home environment.  The 
antecedents of these behaviors and difficulties are believed to originate in the earlier years and may stem from 
multiple contextual factors.  Understanding the youth, peer, family, and school factors that promote the school 
success and adjustment of African Americans during the transition to high school is critical for addressing the 
academic achievement gaps and differential opportunities as adults between African Americans and their non-
minority peers in American society (Byrd & Weitzman, 1994; Children’s Defense Fund, 2001; The College 
Board, 1999; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Patterson, 1997). 

Study participants are 140 African American youth who  ranged in age from 13 to 16 years at the beginning 
of this grant.  They are from two samples that have been followed longitudinally and 132  were  followed 
through the end of 10th grade in the proposed study.  One longitudinal study sample consists of 70 African 
American youth from primarily low-income families whose development and family and school environments 
have been prospectively documented since infancy.  The other longitudinal sample consists of 70 friends of the 
youth in the original longitudinal sample who were recruited when the youth were in the 6th grade.  The 
Maternal and Child Health Bureau (MCHB) has provided funding for both of these samples since they were 
recruited.   

Consistent with recent ecological, transactional, and systems models of development (Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 1998; Sameroff & Fiese, 2000) and family socialization models (McLoyd, 1998; Shonkoff & Phillips, 
2000), we studied the youth, peer, family, and school factors that influence the school competence of African 
American youth during the transition to high school.  Determining the role of earlier and concurrent risk and 
protective factors in the school functioning of African Americans during the transition to high school, and which 
youth, peer, family, and school factors promote school achievement and adjustment is critical and is only 
possible with longitudinal study designs. 

The specific objectives of this study were to:  

1.  Identify mediators of the anticipated negative effects of exposure to the multiple risks for academic 
achievement and adjustment of African American youth during the transition to high school. 

2.  Determine the school, family, peer, and youth characteristics that serve as either mediators or protective 
factors for the school competence of African American youth during the transition to high school. 

3.  Examine whether developmental trajectories across academic achievement, adjustment, and peer 
relationships during the transition to high school are linked for African American youth. 

Relevance to Maternal and Child Health Bureau Research Agenda  
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This project addressed issues/questions on the current MCHB Research Program Strategic Research 
Issues FY:  2004-2009.  These are:  Issue # IV “promoting the healthy development of MCH populations 
including to:  a) conduct longitudinal studies of the health and normative development in minority children … 
and children of low socioeconomic status (SES) … backgrounds” and b) “study child, parental and family 
strengths…i.e., coping and resilience”.  This project is also consistent with MCHB Strategies Plan FY 2003-
2007 Goal # 2 “to promote an environment that supports maternal and child health.”  It also meets the goals of 
Healthy People 2010 Goal and Objective #7-1 “To increase high school completion.” 

This project meets MCHB strategic research issues by studying the growth and development of African 
American youth and the sociocultural factors that affect this growth and development.  It studies the 
development and risk and protective factors for the school competence of African American youth during the 
transition to high school.  The grant focuses on the youth, peer, family, and school factors that promote 
favorable outcomes in African American high schoolers and how these factors facilitate or hinder resilience.  
Approximately 54% of the study youth are currently from low-income families.  Defining and then focusing on 
the antecedents of academic and adjustment difficulties of African American youth during the high school years 
can increase their school success, including completion of high school, and ultimately improve the health of 
African American youth. 

 Application of Findings  

 Understanding the sociocultural factors that affect the school competence of African Americans through 
the high school years is critical, given the demographic and ecological gaps between African American and 
White children in American society (Children’s Defense Fund, 2001; The College Board, 1999; Jencks & 
Phillips, 1998; Patterson, 1997; Phillips, Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, & Crane, 1998).  While African 
American students have made gains, they still lag behind in reading and math achievement (Children’s 
Defense Fund, 2001; The College Board, 1999; Jencks & Phillips, 1998).  Of every 100 African American 
children starting kindergarten, 87 will graduate from high school, 53 will start college, and 18 will complete 4 
years of college, as compared to White kindergartners where 94 will graduate high school, 64 will start college, 
and 34 will complete 4 years of college (US Census, Educational Attainment, 2000).  African American middle 
and high school youth felt less connected to school than children of other ethnicities (Bonny, Britto, 
Klostermann, Hornung, & Slap, 2000; McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002).  

This study aims to better understand the roles of youth, peer, family, and school risk and protective factors, 
including the role of peers, family, and school on school success during the transition to high school.  The 
dynamic interaction patterns among youth, peer, family, and school contexts and processes are believed to 
influence development, accounting in part for why some youth can adjust with great ease to the many potential 
difficulties, while others find the paths more difficult.  Study results will increase our knowledge of the 
sociocultural factors that affect the academic competence of African American youth, resulting in a better 
understanding of youth, peer, family, and school factors, and their interrelationships in promoting the school 
success of African American youth during the high school years.  How factors such as peer adjustment 
mediate or moderate the relationship between youth and parenting characteristics, school variables, and 
youth’s later school competence have important implications for understanding the different ecological 
circumstances that African Americans face during the transition to high school.  Previous research has 
examined subsets of selected mediating or protective factors, but not within a single sample and not 
longitudinally.  The results of this study should also distinguish between youth who are showing early 
trajectories for academic success or failure in the earlier versus later school years.  Further, it should guide 
intervention efforts directed at reducing risk and promoting school success and adjustment in African American 
high schoolers  

Review of the Literature 

The high school years have a major impact on later life for jobs, as well as on more immediate academic 
pursuits.  These years are a time of increased risk and vulnerability and may be particularly problematic for 
youth already at risk for academic and adjustment difficulties due to factors such as living in poverty and an 
unsupportive home environment.  The following sections describe how exposure to risk factors can affect 
youth’s school achievement and adjustment and how youth, peer, family, and school characteristics can serve 
as protective factors of youth’s school competence.  The previous experience of the project investigators and 
research on the study youth, which led to the present proposal, will then be discussed. 

Risk, Protective, and Promotive Factors 
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Youth who experience multiple social risk factors during childhood have poorer academic performance and 
more socio-emotional problems (see McLoyd, 1998 for review).  Sociocultural risk factors studied have 
included poverty, low levels of maternal education, low maternal IQ, maternal depression, minority ethnic 
status, large household size, single parent families, stressful life events, and authoritarian child rearing 
attitudes (Gutman, Sameroff, & Eccles, 2002; Sameroff, Seifer, Baldwin, & Baldwin, 1993).  Indices of the 
extent of exposure to multiple risk factors have been shown to predict youth’s cognitive outcomes as late as 
early adolescence (Gutman et al., 2002; Sameroff, Seifer, Barocas, Zax, & Greenspan, 1987).   

Since some children who experience multiple risk factors do not have cognitive, academic, or social 
difficulties, it is important to identify factors associated with their school success.  Gutman and colleagues 
(2002) differentiated between two different types of factors related to school success:  promotive and protective 
factors.  Promotive factors are related to better outcomes for all children, and are often thought to mediate the 
anticipated negative pathway from exposure to multiple risk factors and impaired academic trajectories 
(Gutman et al., 2002).  Protective factors are factors that are related to better outcomes in a high-risk sample, 
but not in a low-risk sample.  Protective factors moderate the negative association between risk and outcomes, 
and are identified when interactions between that factor and risk are significant (Rutter, 1979).  In the proposed 
study, we will examine youth, peer, family, and school characteristics that based on empirical evidence serve 
as protective factors for youth exposed to multiple social risks.  We hypothesize that academic development 
were buffered from the negative association with risk when certain youth-related characteristics are present 
such as youth who are more engaged in school activities.  Furthermore, buffering will also take place when 
there are related protective factors such as more supportive peer relationships.  We hypothesize that there are 
family-related protective factors such as parents who are more supportive and do more monitoring of activities, 
and school-related protective factors such as teachers who are more supportive and assume personal 
responsibility for student learning.  These hypothesized youth, peer, family, and school factors are described 
below. 

Youth factors.  Some research suggests that characteristics of youth such as their social-emotional 
adjustment are associated with academic skills, and may buffer a youth from the negative impact of risk, 
although other research does not support this linkage.  Morrison and colleagues (2003) demonstrated that the 
number of risk factors a youth experienced at four years of age predicted the youth’s academic developmental 
trajectories from grades 1 to 12 differently, depending on the youth’s cognitive level and mental health also 
measured at four years of age (Morrison, Gutman, Sameroff, & Cole, 2003).  Youth with lower levels of risk 
who entered school with a higher IQ and better emotional adjustment had higher grade point averages 
between kindergarten and graduation from high school, while youth with greater levels of risk during early 
childhood had poorer performance.  In contrast, Masten and colleagues (1999) reported that children’s 
psychological resources served as both promotive and protective factors.  Academic, behavior (conduct 
problems), and social competence in early adolescence were negatively related to the number of social risks 
experienced in middle childhood for all children, but this association was much weaker for children with higher 
IQs.  In other studies, youth who participated in extracurricular activities had better academic performance than 
their peers (Bartko & Eccles, 2003; Eccles & Barber, 1999) particularly for youth at risk (Mahoney, 2000) and 
those who had interpersonal competence skills that were below average (Mahoney, Cairns, & Farmer, 2003).  
In the National Study of Adolescent Health, participation in extracurricular activities increased school 
connectedness (Bonny et al., 2000; McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002) providing opportunities to establish 
positive relationships with peers and adults outside of class, develop initiative, and increase school 
engagement.  Thus, we want to determine whether factors such as youth’s school engagement protect youth 
from academic difficulties in school or if they only serve as promotive factors.  Another potential protective 
factor for youth’s school achievement is their working memory and cognitive fluency.  Executive function is 
goal-directed, future-oriented behavior that involves working memory, planning, flexible and efficient strategy 
deployment, and inhibition.  Nearly all core academic skills (e.g., reading, mathematics) have some 
relationship to executive function skills.  For example, working memory, cognitive flexibility, 
inattention/inefficiency, and problem solving have been implicated in math skills (Despete, Roeyers, & Buysse, 
2001; Geary, 1994; Strang & Rourke, 1985; Lindsay, Tomazic, Levine, & Accardio, 1999) as well as written 
expression (Hooper et al., 2002; Kellogg, 1999), while working memory has been implicated in reading skills 
(Clark, Prior, & Kinsella, 2002; Hooper, 2004; Willcutt et al., 2001).   

We were also interested in examining whether the youth exposed to multiple risk factors are protected from 
difficulties during the transition to high school by their racial beliefs and practices.  Although some suggest that 
minority students should downplay their ethnicity to succeed in school (e.g., Fordham, 1996), several studies 
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have reported a positive relationship among racial identity, academic achievement, and self-concept for African 
American youth [Chavous et al., 2003; Oyserman, Harrison, & Bybee, 2001; Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & 
Chavous, 1998; Rowley, Sellers, Chavous, & Smith, 1998; Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, & Harpalani, 2001].  These 
studies suggest that a strong attachment to a social group is associated with a positive self-concept and 
achievement striving.  Other studies have shown that African American students are treated differently in 
school because of their race (Brown, Minor, & Jepsen, 1991) and in turn respond with increased effort in 
school as a way of neutralizing negative stereotypes (Mehan, Villanueva, Hubbard, & Lintz, 1996; Rowley, 
1998; Sanders, 1997).  Perceived racial discrimination in middle and high school was negatively related to 
academic achievement.  Yet, a strong racial identity moderated the effect between perceived racial 
discrimination and academic and mental health outcomes (Roberts, 1997) and along with parents’ ethnic 
socialization (see the family section below) may provide a buffer for students (Bowman & Howard, 1985; 
Sanders, 1997; Sanders-Thompson, 1994; Sellers & Shelton, 2003; Thornton, Chatters, Taylor, & Allen, 1990).  
Thus in this study, we hoped to determine whether racial identity and perceptions of discrimination protect 
African American students from academic difficulties and examine the coping mechanisms that allow some 
African American students to respond positively and do well in school despite experiencing discrimination and 
other social risk factors. 

Peer Relations.  We were also interested to see if youth exposed to multiple risk factors are buffered by 
stronger peer relationships.  It is widely recognized that peers become an increasingly important part of a 
youth’s social network in the high school years.  Several lines of research indicate a link between youth’s 
relationships with their peers and how well they are adjusting to school.  Being poorly accepted by peers is 
associated with elevated rates of dropping out of school (Parker & Asher, 1987; McDougall, Hymel, 
Vailencourt, & Mercer, 2001). The school climate, including not getting along with teachers and peers and a 
feeling of not belonging, also affected school drop-out (Center for Educational Statistics, 1993).  In addition to 
dropping out of school, peer effects on risky behaviors in high school are frequently found (Rai et al., 2003).  
There is also evidence that youth who are more accepted and have friends cope better during transitions to 
different schools, have more pro-social behavior, and score higher in school achievement (Crosnoe, 
Cavanaugh, & Elder, 2003; Ide, Parkerson, Haertel, & Walberg, 1981; Kupersmidt & Coie, 1990; Li, 1985; 
Muma, 1965; Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997).  Youth who have problematic peer relationships are more likely to 
experience loneliness at school (Asher, Hymel, & Renshaw, 1984; Crick & Ladd, 1993; Cassidy & Asher, 1992; 
Parkhurst & Asher, 1992).  These peer supports may be especially important for youth at risk for school 
difficulties.  Gutman and colleagues (2002) found that early adolescents who had experienced multiple risk 
factors but who had reported more peer support had higher math scores than those students who reported less 
peer support.  Crosnoe and colleagues (2003) found that African American adolescents had more academic 
difficulties, liked school less, and had fewer friends who valued education.   

Another dimension of peer relationships during adolescence, romantic relationships, increases dramatically 
in the high school years.  Relationships evolve from same-gender friendships, affiliation with mixed-gender 
groups, to dating and romantic relationships in adolescence (Connolly, Craig, Goldberg, & Pepler, 2004) and 
these romantic relationships become increasingly important in their social world (Furman, 2002).  Collins 
(2003) found that most youth are involved in at least one romantic relationship.  Carver and colleagues (2003) 
has reported that both dating and the length of the relationship increased dramatically from 12 to 17 years.   

Studies have found that multiple factors explain adolescent risk behavior such as increased alcohol abuse, 
sexual intercourse, and cigarette smoking and cannot be explained by family factors or ethnicity alone (Blum et 
al., 2000).  Beal and colleagues (2001) found that among middle school youth, peers, and peer group behavior 
were a better predictor of risk behaviors than parenting factors.  Peer approval of risky behaviors negatively 
influences youth behavior (He, Kramer, House, Chomitz, & Hacker, 2004). 

Family environment.  While there is often increased emotional distance between youth and their parents 
and potential for increased conflict during the early high school years, family factors are important buffering or 
protective factors during school transitions (Snow, Barnes, Chandler, Goodman, & Hemphill, 1991; Steinberg, 
Lamborn, Darling, & Mounts, 1994).  Authoritative and democratic families had children who were more 
competent and resilient (Steinberg et al., 1994).  Lower levels of parental monitoring and support, and 
nondirective and unengaged families predicted higher levels of alcohol and drug use (Grotevant, 1998; 
Steinberg et al., 1994).  African American middle school youth who had supportive families with more parental 
monitoring and higher levels of organization had youth who were better able to regulate their own behavior and 
their psychological adjustment and lower levels of alcohol and drug use (Brody, Dorsey, Forehand, & 
Armistead, 2002; Grotevant, 1998; Steinberg et al., 1994).  Further, the degree to which a child's home 
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environment is responsive and supportive is, perhaps, the strongest and most consistent predictor of children's 
academic performance (Bradley et al., 2000; Campbell, Pungello, & Miller-Johnson, 2002; NICHD Study of 
Early Child Care, 2001).  In addition to promoting development, aspects of parenting also serve as protective 
factors (Garmezy, 1993).  Supportive and involved parenting, consistent discipline, and involvement in school 
have all been shown to buffer children from the negative association between risk and child outcomes 
(Garmezy, 1993; Grotevant, 1998; Gutman et al., 2002).  Gutman and colleagues (2002) reported that 
adolescents whose parents provided more consistent discipline had higher grades and fewer school absences, 
and, further, that grades and absences were not related to exposure to risk when parents reported consistent 
and involved discipline.  Similarly, Masten and colleagues (1999) found that involved and supportive parenting 
in middle childhood negated the negative association between risk and antisocial behavior in early 
adolescence.   

There is some evidence that parents’ racial beliefs and practices may serve as protective factors for African 
American youth’s academic competence.  African American parents report socializing their children about 
race-related issues to both prepare them for racism that they may face and to instill pride in African Americans 
as a group (Bowman & Howard, 1985; Hughes & Chen, 1997; McKay, Atkins, Hawkins, Brown, & Lynn, 2003; 
Sanders, 1997; Stevenson, 1994; 1995).  This socialization may protect children from discrimination, 
encourage positive self-concept, and lead to better achievement striving (Peters, 1981; Spencer, Swanson, & 
Cunningham, 1991; Stevenson, 1994).  In a few studies, youth who have a strong racial identity and have 
parents who socialized their youth to race had higher academic performance (Bowman & Howard, 1985; 
Sanders, 1997; Sanders-Thompson, 1994; Sellers & Shelton, 2003; Thornton et al., 1990).   

In this study, we examined specifically whether school competence during the transition to high school of 
African American youth exposed to multiple risk factors is buffered by factors such as supportive and involved 
parenting, greater parental monitoring, and greater ethnic socialization.  It is very important for children 
exposed to multiple risks that we understand how these family characteristics protect students from difficulties 
at school.  

School environment.  Youth’s experiences in schools also are important for their achievement and 
adjustment during the transition to high school and serve as both promotive and protective factors.  Compared 
to middle schools, high schools are typically larger in size, more bureaucratic, have curricula that track and 
segregate students, and have fewer occasions for developing supportive teacher-student relationships (Eccles, 
Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998).  This transition to high school can result in less support for each student, more 
difficulty achieving good grades, new extracurricular activities, and more potential stress (Eccles et al., 1993).  
Better schools appear to focus on students’ cognitive as well as social development, have supportive teacher-
student relationships, high expectations for all students, and a sense of personal responsibility for teaching all 
students (Garmezy, 1993; Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000; Solomon & Battistich, 1996).  Additionally, 
students had higher grades in school when they perceived their schools and teachers as supportive and lower 
grades when they perceived that teachers emphasized competition, comparison, and differential treatment 
(Roeser et al., 2000).  Youth who experience more school connectedness, that is feeling close to teachers in 
their school and feeling like they are part of their school, are less likely to engage in risky behavior such as 
sexual relationships at an early age and substance abuse (Britto et al., 2001; Reznick, et al., 1997; Reznick, 
Harris, & Blum, 1993).  In the National Study of Adolescent Health, African American students attended 
schools that were larger, lower-performing, and had a lower SES than white students (Crosnoe, Cavanaugh, & 
Elder, 2003). 

Additionally, aspects of youth’s school experiences not only promote development, but also serve as 
protective factors (Garmezy, 1993).  A close relationship between a teacher and child appeared to buffer 
children from the negative association between authoritarian parenting and academic outcomes during the first 
three years of school (Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta, & Howes, 2002).  Teacher-reported negativity in 
teacher-child relationships predicted lower academic achievement on tests and in grades and lower ratings of 
work habits through early elementary school, especially for children from low-income families (Hamre & Pianta, 
2001).  Schools in which proportionately fewer children were from low-income families appeared to buffer 
children from the negative impact of exposure to multiple risk factors (Caldas & Bankston, 2001; Klinger, 
2000), perhaps because teachers in schools that predominantly serve low-income children may be less likely 
to be supportive and engaged with their students (Lee & Loeb, 2000).  Gains in reading and math scores 
during the school year were less correlated with the student’s socio-economic status (SES) in schools in which 
fewer students were from low-income families than in schools with more students from low-income families, 
even after adjusting for SES and ethnicity.  Thus, we will examine in this study whether the school 
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achievement and adjustment of youth exposed to multiple risk factors are buffered by factors such as 
supportive and involved relationships with teachers in schools and school demographic factors such as having 
fewer low-income youth in school. 

Summary 

Studies of youth characteristics, peer relations, parenting, and school characteristics have identified 
important risk and protective factors affecting adolescents’ school competence.  However, few studies have 
been longitudinal following youth from early childhood though the high school years (Jimerson, Egeland, 
Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000).  Additionally, few studies have examined how multiple youth, peer, family, and 
school characteristics can serve as possible protective factors for the high school years within the same 
sample.  Further study is urgently needed of the processes that lead to later under-attainment in school for 
African American youth.  We were particularly interested in examining specific factors that protect youth from 
the effects of risks, and should have short- and long-term consequences for their school competence during 
the transition to high school. 

Explanation of Concepts and Working Definitions 

Figure 1 presents a model of school success during the transition to high school for the proposed study 
based on recent ecological, transactional, and systems models of development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
1998; Sameroff & Fiese, 2000) and family socialization models (Conger & Elder, 1994; McLoyd, 1998).  The 
model shows the most important risk factors and mediators and protective factors that we anticipate will affect 
youth’s school competence during the transition to high school.  In this model, there are several risk factors 
including family characteristics.  There are several mediators/protective factors:  youth’s characteristics (e.g., 
school engagement and racial beliefs/practices) peer characteristics (e.g., friendship quality, peer support, 
peer group characteristics, and loneliness), parenting characteristics (e.g., responsive parenting, monitoring of 
activities, and maternal racial beliefs and practices), and school characteristics (e.g., supportive teachers and 
schools with fewer youth from low-income families).  The outcomes in this study are two aspects of the youth’s 
school competence: academic achievement and adjustment.  School competence is defined as positive 
academic school achievement, school conduct, and self-esteem (Roesner, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000).  Youth’s 
academic achievement is defined as the ability to master the requirements of school (Roesner, Eccles, & 
Sameroff, 2000) and was assessed in reading, writing, and math.  Youth’s adjustment was defined as positive 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors and developmentally appropriate cognitive performance 
(Krishnakumar & Black, 2002) and focus on youth’s social skills, risky behavior such as sexual relationships 
and internalizing/externalizing problems (depression, problem behaviors).  These risks, mediators/protective 
factors, and school competence factors mutually influence each other (as indicated by the arrows within and 
between boxes) and affect the youth’s school competence during the transition to high school.  Further 
descriptions of these dimensions are presented in the section on Tests and Measurements and Tables 1, 2, 
and 3 have been reviewed in the literature section. 

The scores from these instruments were regarded as continuous variables that can be analyzed as 
interval-level data (i.e., even the sums of Likert scale items typically have enough range to permit the use of 
parametric analytic methods when the number of different levels represented in the data exceeds 5-6) 
(Gebotys, 1993).  Measures will include scale scores from questionnaires (e.g., Friendship Quality) which were 
treated as interval-level data.  Both standardized scores (e.g., WJ) and rating scales (e.g., SSRS) will also be 
used.  These variables were analyzed as interval data as described above.  A multi-method approach to 
assessing youth, family, and school characteristics were used.  Tables 2, 3, and 4 show the instruments for the 
data collection.  Most major youth outcomes are determined by both assessments of the youth and by reports 
from the youth, parent, and teacher.  
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Hypotheses and Specification of Variables 

The specific objectives of this study are listed below.  Definitions for each of these constructs are shown in 
Tables 1, 2, and 3. 

The specific objectives of this study are to:  

1.  Identify mediators of the anticipated negative effects of exposure to the multiple risks for academic 
achievement and adjustment of African American youth during the transition to high school. 

2.  Determine the school, family, peer, and youth characteristics that serve as either mediators or protective 
factors for the school competence of African American youth during the transition to high school. 

3.  Examine whether developmental trajectories across academic achievement, adjustment, and peer 
relationships during the transition to high school are linked for African American youth. 

Population Description and Sampling Plan 

Study Populations Overview 

Study participants are one hundred and forty 13 to 16 year old youth from two samples that were followed 
longitudinally in the proposed study.  The Longitudinal Sample (LS) is a group of 70 African American 
adolescents, whose development has been followed from infancy.  The Newly Recruited Sample (SS) is an 
additional 70 African American adolescents, each of whom is a friend of one of the adolescents in the LS and 
was recruited into the study in 6th grade.  Details about each of these samples are described below. 

Longitudinal Sample Study Participants 

Seventy African American children (31 boys and 39 girls) who are participating in the LS were recruited 
into the study at a mean age of 8.1 months (range of 6 - 12 months).  Criteria for recruitment of children into 
the study were the following:  a) African American; b) no genetic disorder or other serious complications at 
birth; c) birth weight above 2,500 grams; d) under 12 months of age; and e) attendance in one of nine 
community child care centers.  Study children entered child care at a mean age of 5.5 months (SD = 3.0) and 
were in child care a mean of 2.7 months prior to beginning the study.  Upon entry into the study, the majority 
of children were from families living below the poverty level (70.6%), according to the federally defined 
guidelines (poverty was defined using the criteria for school lunch eligibility).  The annual median income of 
the families who were classified as living in poverty was $10,930; the median income of the families who did 
not meet the poverty criteria and were middle-income was $39,000.  The attrition rate in this study has been 
very low, 8% between 1 year of age and school entry and 1% for the children whose parents agreed to the 
school-age follow-up beginning in kindergarten.   

Youth in the LS were administered standardized developmental tests and questionnaires annually between 
one year of age and 6th grade and in 8th grade and standardized early literacy skills and achievement 
assessments annually from four years of age through 6th grade and in 8th grade.  Measurements were also 
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made of the youth’s home environment annually from one year of age through kindergarten entry and every 
one to two years from kindergarten through 8th grade and child care/school environments annually from one 
year of age through 5th grade.  The youth ranged in age from 13 to 16 years at the start date of the grant 
(9/05).  At that time, 7 of the study youth were in 7th grade, 37 youth were in 8th grade, 20 youth were in 9th 
grade, and 6 youth were in 10th grade.  When the youth were in 6th grade, 28% were very low-income (100% 
Federal Poverty level), 24% low-income (185% Federal poverty level) and 48% middle- to upper-income.  
Seventeen percent of mothers had less than a high school education, 16% completed high school, 54% had 
high school plus at least one year technical training or college, and 13% had a college degree or greater.  The 
youth attended schools in seven school districts, 4 charter schools, and one private school.  The proportion of 
children at each of these 27 schools who receive free or reduced price lunch varies greatly ranging from 9% to 
69%.  The amount of money that these schools spend per student ranges from $6,213 to $10,434 with a mean 
of $7,964. 

Supplemental Sample (SS) 

There were 70 youth who were recruited as a friend of a LS child.  In 6th grade, each youth in the LS was 
asked to name six friends, and we attempted to recruit a friend of each youth to increase the sample size to 
address questions about development during the middle and high school years.  The first friend that was the 
same gender and grade as the LS youth was contacted, with additional youth on this list contacted as 
needed.  We recruited friends of our LS to become the SS, because we believed that our good relationships 
with these participants would enhance the likelihood that their friends would agree to become part of our new 
study and because we are interested in studying peer relationships.  African American youth who agreed to 
participate became part of the SS and received the full 6th grade assessment. They were followed through 8th 
grade. For various reasons, some youth were not able to identify a friend or their friend was not willing to 
participate in this study. Three youth in the LS selected a White friend and four youth did not have a friend 
participate. Since we desire to follow 70 African American youth in the SS, we recruited into the SS an 
additional African American youth of the same gender and grade for any youth in the LS who identified a 
non-African American friend or who did not have a friend participating. These new youth, who became part of 
the SS, were recruited from names identified by other youth in the study. They then identified a friend to 
participate in the study with them based on the same recruitment method with the LS.   

LS and SS Youth’s Grade in School.  Altogether, 140 youths were tested in middle school and 130 in high 
school.  There were 136 youths seen in the summer after what should have been their 9th grade, 132 in the 
summer after 10th grade, and 128 after 11th grade, and 68 after 12th grade.  The remaining 60 youths had not 
finished school when the testing ended. 

 

Tests and Measurement 

Overview of Assessments 

 This section describes the youth, peer, family, and school measures that have been administered and were 
administered as part of the proposed grant.  Described below are the measures to be administered as part of 
this grant.  Table 1 shows the risk factors, Table 2 describes the mediators and protective factors, and Table 3 
the outcome measures. 

Risk Factors 

 Table 1 shows the risk factors for the sample and includes several measures of family characteristics.  
Included on the table are the construct assessed, instruments administered in the previous years, the age the 
instrument was previously administered for both the SS and LS, the variables for the analyses, and whether 
the source of the data is the parent and/or youth.  All of these data were collected in 9th and 10th for both the 
LS and SS except for maternal reading level which was done when the youth were in 8th grade and not 
repeated in 9th or 10th grade.  These risk factors were assessed with a series of structured questionnaires, and 
the mother (or the primary caregiver) was interviewed.  The instruments used to measure these characteristics 
are described below.  We selected these measures because they are well accepted and used in other large 
developmental studies. 

 Family characteristics of family income, presence or absence of a partner, maternal education, and 
household size were collected in a demographic interview.  Life Stressors were determined through The Life 
Events Scale (Taylor, 1995), a 15-item, yes/no questionnaire that asks parents about major life events that 
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occurred in the past year.  Maternal Depression were assessed with the use of the Center for Epidemiologic 
Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) (Radloff, 1977), a self-report of depression symptomatology.  It provides an 
index of cognitive, affective, and behavioral-depressive features.  Maternal reading level was assessed with 
the Wide Range Achievement Test -3 (WRAT) (Wilkinson, 1993), a standardized reading/decoding test that 
includes 13.6% African Americans in their national sample.  

 A cumulative risk index was computed from the social risk factors the child experienced between 6th and 
12th grade.  The parent’s report of her/his educational level, income, partner status, reading level on the WRAT 
and depressive symptoms were examined.  The reading level was collected only once, and little change was 
detected over time on the other factors.  So each was averaged over time, standardized, and scored so a high 
score was negative.  The cumulative risk score was computed as the mean of these five risk variables (alpha = 
.62).  In addition, a cumulative risk index was computed as the number of risk factors: parental education < 12 
years, single parent, household income/poverty threshold < 1.50 , Wrat reading < 85, and CESD score > 16.  
This distribution is shown below, suggesting over half the sample had 2 or more risk factors in high school. 

# risk factors 0 1 2 4 4 5 

N 31 36 28 29 14 1 

The descriptive statistics for the risk measures and their components is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1.  Risk Factors Studied in Middle and High School 

 

 Intended Grade 

6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Cumulative 

Risk (mean of 

standardized 

risk variables) 

N 112 122 135 136 132 128 68 

Mean -0.03 0.03 -0.00 -0.00 -0.00 0.00 0.06 

Std 0.54 0.51 0.55 0.54 0.55 0.55 0.56 

Min -2.23 -1.24 -2.23 -2.23 -2.23 -2.23 -1.24 

Max 1.38 1.38 1.38 1.38 1.38 1.38 1.38 

Cumulative 

Risk (sum of 

risk factors) 

N 112 122 135 136 132 128 68 

Mean 1.64 1.75 1.70 1.69 1.69 1.69 1.86 

Std 1.28 1.30 1.30 1.29 1.30 1.31 1.40 

Min 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Max 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 

Male N 112 122 135 136 132 128 68 

Prop. 0.39 0.43 0.44 0.45 0.44 0.43 0.49 

Maternal 

Education 

N 96 38 108 131 130 35 43 

Mean 13.76 12.82 13.86 13.63 13.68 12.60 13.72 

Std 2.03 2.23 2.17 2.13 2.12 1.56 2.33 

Min 9.00 9.00 9.00 9.00 9.00 9.00 9.00 

Max 20.00 20.00 20.00 20.00 20.00 16.00 20.00 
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Household 

Annual Income 

N 94 38 105 130 130 35 42 

Mean 46515 30861 52383 89786 53845 33491 54430 

Std 41023 25034 62551 481E3 55294 19098 40162 

Min 1560 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Max 275000 108000 548000 552000 548000 72000 216000 

Single Parent N 96 38 108 131 130 35 43 

Prop. 0.57 0.66 0.56 0.56 0.56 0.71 0.51 

Maternal 

Reading – 

WRAT score 

N 108 38 104 129 129 34 43 

Mean 91.22 86.63 92.63 91.58 91.27 85.12 91.65 

Std 15.44 17.53 15.22 15.33 15.61 16.04 18.03 

Min 45.00 53.00 45.00 45.00 45.00 53.00 45.00 

Max 118.0 116.0 118.0 118.0 118.0 109.0 118.0 

Maternal 

Depression: 

CESD total 

N 111 39 108 131 130 35 43 

Mean 8.12 8.24 9.73 9.20 9.79 10.06 9.98 

Std 8.86 5.93 8.91 8.95 9.42 9.57 9.65 

Min 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Max 50.00 22.00 49.00 38.00 48.00 38.00 39.00 

  Note: WRAT = Wide Range Achievement Test, CESD= Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression 
Scale 

Mediators and Protective Factors 

 We examined whether selected youth, peer, family, and school characteristics serve as 
mediating/protective and/or promotive factors for African American youth.  These factors were selected 
because they have been shown in previous studies to serve as mediators and protective factors for the 
academic development of children exposed to varying levels of social risk.  We chose these measures 
because they are well accepted and used in other large developmental studies.  The specific constructs, 
instruments, variables for analysis, and source of the data (youth, parent, or teacher) are shown in Table 2. 

 All children in both the LS and SS were administered all instruments in grades 9 and 10.  All of these 
instruments were previously administered in grades 6 and 8 to both samples.  Further for youth in the LS, the 
measures of peer relationships, school engagement, risky behaviors, parental monitoring of activities, and 
racial beliefs and practices for the youth and mother were also administered in grades 3 and 5.  Finally, some 
measures such as social adjustment, responsiveness/supportiveness of home, and school characteristics, 
have been completed annually beginning in kindergarten.  Details about each instrument are presented below 
and descriptive statistics are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2.  Mediators and Protective Factors  
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 Intended grade 

6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Racial Identity and 

Discrimination 

        

Racial Identity: MIBI 

Private Regard 

(youth report) 

N 42 23 104 31 99 28 2 

Mean 4.75 4.62 4.67 4.62 4.58 4.41 4.40 

Std 0.30 0.37 0.38 0.43 0.47 0.61 0.14 

Min 3.80 3.40 3.40 3.40 2.30 2.70 4.30 

Max 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 4.50 

Racial Identity: MIBI 

Public Regard (youth 

report) 

N 42 23 104 31 99 28 2 

Mean 3.31 3.06 3.23 3.24 3.24 3.15 2.79 

Std 0.72 0.71 0.60 0.76 0.62 0.71 0.30 

Min 1.86 2.14 1.86 1.86 1.86 1.00 2.57 

Max 5.00 5.00 5.00 4.57 4.71 4.57 3.00 

Racial Identity: MIBI 

Racial Centrality 

N 42 22 104 31 99 28 2 

Mean 3.50 3.69 3.44 3.69 3.45 3.37 3.63 

Std 0.96 0.82 0.72 0.63 0.74 0.82 0.00 

Min 1.13 2.00 1.50 2.50 1.00 1.25 3.63 

Max 5.00 5.00 4.75 5.00 5.00 4.75 3.63 

Youth Reported 

Racial Socialization: 

Racial Pride 

N 0 0 103 130 130 30 1 

Mean . . 2.14 2.25 2.21 2.49 2.00 

Std . . 1.11 1.17 1.11 1.14 . 

Min . . 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.00 

Max . . 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 2.00 

PARC: Youth 

Reported Perceived 

Racial  

Discrimination at 

School 

N 0 0 103 130 130 126 68 

Mean . . 1.64 1.75 1.68 1.52 1.42 

Std . . 0.71 0.77 0.73 0.70 0.64 

Min . . 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 

Max . . 4.09 4.27 5.00 3.91 4.20 

FQQ: Youth 

Reported Friendship 

Positive Quality 

N 89 44 109 129 130 126 68 

Mean 3.76 3.66 3.78 3.98 4.04 4.15 4.09 

Std 0.87 0.86 0.78 0.79 0.77 0.64 0.72 

Min 1.45 1.61 1.69 1.91 1.31 2.25 2.06 

Max 4.94 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 5.00 
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SRV: Youth 

Reported Perceived 

Victimization 

N 90 44 109 130 130 122 60 

Mean 10.32 10.16 9.60 10.28 10.33 9.74 9.27 

Std 4.82 4.47 3.78 4.51 5.02 4.09 3.44 

Min 7.00 7.00 7.00 7.00 7.00 7.00 7.00 

Max 33.00 30.00 28.00 27.00 35.00 24.00 22.00 

PP: Youth Reported 

Peer Pressure 

N 96 38 109 130 130 30 1 

Mean 3.08 2.85 3.13 3.16 3.19 3.08 3.00 

Std 0.42 0.35 0.43 0.49 0.46 0.57 . 

Min 2.05 2.26 2.21 2.16 2.00 2.16 3.00 

Max 4.00 3.79 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 3.00 

Parenting         

H.O.M.E Cognitive 

Simulation in Home 

Environment 

N 96 38 108 31 2 0 0 

Mean 0.65 0.61 0.60 0.51 0.55 . . 

Std 0.17 0.18 0.17 0.19 0.21 . . 

Min 0.10 0.20 0.20 0.10 0.40 . . 

Max 0.90 0.90 0.90 0.90 0.70 . . 

H.O.M.E Emotional 

Support n Home 

Environment 

N 96 38 108 31 2 0 0 

Mean 0.67 0.61 0.66 0.64 0.75 . . 

Std 0.14 0.16 0.15 0.15 0.07 . . 

Min 0.40 0.40 0.30 0.30 0.70 . . 

Max 0.90 0.90 0.90 0.90 0.80 . . 

IM: Parental 

Monitoring Total 

N 96 38 108 130 130 32 41 

Mean 3.79 3.67 3.70 3.61 3.59 3.50 3.38 

Std 0.25 0.33 0.32 0.42 0.41 0.51 0.44 

Min 2.78 2.78 2.33 1.44 1.56 1.78 2.22 

Max 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 

IM: Parental 

Monitoring:   Child 

Disclosure Score 

N 96 38 108 131 130 35 42 

Mean 3.52 3.31 3.44 3.31 3.31 3.19 3.03 

Std 0.43 0.52 0.44 0.51 0.61 0.69 0.67 

Min 2.20 2.40 2.00 1.80 1.00 1.20 1.60 

Max 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 
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IM: Parental 

Monitoring:   

Parental Solicitation  

N 96 38 108 131 130 35 43 

Mean 3.62 3.43 3.55 3.55 3.60 3.51 3.39 

Std 0.43 0.52 0.39 0.46 0.39 0.57 0.55 

Min 1.80 1.80 2.20 1.40 2.00 2.00 1.75 

Max 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 

School Demographics          

School level: % 

Black/African Amer, 

non-Hispanic 

N 95 132 136 129 127 111 60 

Mean 44.15 47.24 46.55 44.65 46.18 48.38 48.09 

Std 24.26 22.98 23.08 26.70 28.76 28.32 28.96 

Min 5.66 15.31 14.62 13.62 6.29 4.81 13.62 

Max 99.17 100.0 100.0 92.01 96.00 90.05 88.86 

School level: % 

Hispanic/Latino 

N 95 132 136 129 127 111 60 

Mean 6.25 7.21 8.53 7.56 7.94 8.53 8.96 

Std 3.27 3.59 4.26 3.13 3.51 3.27 3.42 

Min 0.60 0.00 0.00 1.20 1.20 0.66 2.74 

Max 13.59 15.47 19.12 19.12 26.45 16.67 17.83 

School level: % 

White, non-Hispanic 

N 95 132 136 129 127 111 60 

Mean 44.90 41.64 40.40 41.97 39.04 37.55 38.49 

Std 22.04 21.76 21.66 24.38 26.05 25.97 27.25 

Min 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.37 0.00 1.79 1.79 

Max 83.31 76.83 73.48 73.55 82.80 91.05 75.46 

School level: % free 

lunch eligible 

N 60 114 129 125 116 101 59 

Mean 32.71 34.76 32.85 25.44 27.31 28.25 25.69 

Std 17.84 16.94 15.82 14.87 16.31 15.02 13.84 

Min 11.58 11.58 13.38 8.24 9.21 0.97 0.97 

Max 74.69 70.83 91.57 91.57 91.57 71.30 50.57 

school poverty: % 

free/reduced lunch 

N 60 114 129 125 116 101 59 

Mean 38.67 40.77 38.67 30.06 32.15 32.88 29.61 

Std 18.83 18.29 17.01 16.87 18.55 16.85 15.37 

Min 14.51 14.51 16.84 10.54 10.54 0.97 0.97 

Max 82.31 79.42 96.39 96.39 96.39 77.83 59.14 
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School Involvement         

TCA: School 

Activities: Number of 

activities attended at 

least once a week 

N 96 38 109 129 130 122 60 

Mean 2.27 2.24 2.81 2.53 2.15 1.95 2.18 

Std 1.68 1.70 1.78 1.94 1.75 1.78 2.00 

Min 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Max 6.00 6.00 6.00 6.00 6.00 6.00 6.00 

TSSE: School 

Engagement: Teacher 

rating 

N 76 116 130 132 131 36 5 

Mean 2.76 2.68 2.62 2.63 2.60 2.40 2.00 

Std 0.78 0.74 0.73 0.76 0.80 0.65 0.35 

Min 1.17 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.50 

Max 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 3.83 2.33 

Romantic 

Relationships 

        

DQ: Ever in Dating 

Relationship 

N 0 0 0 99 128 126 68 

Mean . . . 0.87 0.91 0.91 0.96 

Std . . . 0.34 0.28 0.28 0.21 

Min . . . 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Max . . . 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 

  Note: DQ= Dating Questionnaire ; HOME=Home Observation for the Measurement of the Environment; 
IM= Involvement and Monitoring;  MIBI= Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity; PARC= Perception of 
School Racial Climate; PP= Peer Pressure; SRV= Self-Report of Victimization; TCA= Teams, Clubs, and 
Activities In and Outside of School; TSSE= Teacher Survey for School Engagement 

  School Engagement was measured using Teams, Clubs, and Activities In and Outside of School (NICHD, 
2001) which asks the youth what activities he/she participates in at school and outside of school in sports, 
music, drama, art, and activities in the community.  Engagement in school was  also  assessed by teachers 
using a questionnaire adapted from Teacher Survey for School Engagement (Eccles, 1991) where teachers 
are asked to assess how engaged the youth is in school.   

 Racial Beliefs and Practices  assessed racial identity using the Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity 
(MIBI) (Rowley, 1999).  The MIBI were completed both by the youth and their mother.  A score for racial 
centrality (how important being Black is to a person’s definition of him/herself), public regard (how others see 
Blacks), and private regard (an individual’s evaluation of their ethnic group) were computed.  Racial 
Socialization was examined using Race Socialization-Youth Version (McKay et al., 2003), a 17-item 
questionnaire in which the youth and parent indicate how often the parents have had discussions with their 
youth about what it means to be Black.  Perceived discrimination in school was measured with Perception of 
School Racial Climate (Eccles, 1993) which was derived from questionnaires in the Maryland Adolescent 
Development in Context Study.  The youth are asked if they think that their experiences in school were tied to 
race.  In addition,  Maternal Racial Beliefs and Practices were examined for three dimensions:  racial identity 
[Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI)-Adult Version (Rowley, 1999)], racial socialization [Race 
Socialization-Adult Version (McKay et al., 2003) see above], and perceived discrimination [Schedule of Events 
(Landrine & Klonoff, 1996)], a 30-item list of events that the parent responds to in two ways:  "How often they 
felt this happened because of race?” and “How much it bothers them?” 

Peer Relationships.  Friendship Quality was assessed using the Friendship Quality Questionnaire (Parker 
& Asher, 1993) and computes six different dimensions:  a) Companionship/Recreation; b) Validation/Support; 
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c) Help/Guidance; d) Intimacy/Self-Disclosure; e) Conflict; and f) Conflict Resolution.  Peer Support was 
measured with the Self-Report of Victimization (Williams, 1998), a measure designed to examine the extent to 
which children perceive themselves as victimized by peers (e.g., being teased, picked on) and Peer Pressure 
(Steinberg, 1987), a 20-item questionnaire that asks youth how likely it is that they would do things if asked to 
do so by others in order to have friends.  Peer Group Characteristics (What friends are Like) were measured 
with a combination of instruments [What My Friends are Like, (NICHD, 2002, adapted from the work of Oliveri 
& Reiss, 1987) and Kids with My Kids, (NICHD, 2001)] which examine the positive and negative aspects of the 
peer group from the youth and parent perspectives.  Risky Behavior of the youth’s friends was examined with 
Things Your Friends Do (adapted by NICHD, 2002 from Conger & Elder, 1994).  This measure will ask if the 
youth’s friends have tried the same risky behaviors that the youth may have tried and how often.  The 
Loneliness Questionnaire (Asher, Gorman, Guerra, & Gabriel, 2003) examines the Loneliness construct, 
assessing the youth’s feelings of loneliness and dissatisfaction at school.  Romantic relationships were 
explored for youth who indicate that they are involved in such a relationship using the Dating Questionnaire 
(Connolly, Craig, Goldberg, & Pepler, 1999).  The Dating Questionnaire examines both mixed-gender affiliative 
and dating activities.  Prior to the administration of these measures the youth were asked if they are involved in 
a romantic relationship.   

 Parenting Characteristics.  Supportiveness of the home environment was examined using the NLSY Home 
(ages 10 and over) (HOME).  The HOME is a modification of the HOME instrument (Caldwell & Bradley, 1984) 
and survey of the primary caregiver that asks about cognitive stimulation and emotional support provided by 
the child’s family.  Monitoring of activities was examined with Involvement and Monitoring (Stattin & Kerr, 
2000), a 19-item questionnaire that assesses the knowledge that parents have about their child’s activities 
such as who their friends are and if they talk about how the child is doing in school.   

 School Diversity/School SES is a review of the characteristics of the school.  Data from the National Center 
for Educational Statistics were used to determine school demographics such as race and the number of 
students receiving free/reduced price lunch. 

Youth High School Competence 

Measures were made of youth’s academic achievement and school adjustment (see Table 3).  We used 
standardized tests to assess the youth’s achievement in reading and math, and questionnaires completed by 
teachers were used to assess the youth’s social adjustment in school.  All of these measures were collected in 
both 9th and 10th grades for both the LS and SS. 

 Academic Achievement was measured using the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Achievement - Revised (WJ) 
(Woodcock & Johnson, 1990) which measure youth’s reading, writing, and math skills.  The Broad Reading 
cluster includes Letter-Word Identification and Passage Reading skills.  Broad Writing includes Dictation and 
Writing Sample and Broad Math includes Calculations and Applied Problems.  Normative data for the WJ was 
collected on 6,359 subjects including 17% African Americans. 

 Adjustment was examined using a standardized measure, The Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) -
teacher, parent, youth version (Gresham & Elliott, 1990).  This was completed by the youth’s Language Arts 
and Mathematics teachers, the parent, and the youth and will examine social development.  The teacher 
questionnaire rates social skills and behaviors in the classroom, behavior problems, and academic 
performance and motivation.  The parent questionnaire rates the child's social skills and problem behaviors 
observed within the family and neighborhood.  The youth version has the youth rate his/her own social skills.  
The SSRS is reported to have good construct validity.  The norming sample included 18% African Americans.  
Risky Behavior was assessed using Things You Do and Things Your Child May Do (adapted by NICHD from 
Conger & Elder, 1994).  The youth responds to 21 questions on a three point scale (never, once or twice, more 
than twice) to questions such as how many times they have taken part in a fight or smoked a cigarette.  The 
questionnaire asks questions such as whether the youth has engaged in sex and whether they have used 
condoms.  The questionnaire also asks about alcohol, drug, and cigarette use. The parent responds to similar 
items asking how often she thinks her child has engaged in these risky behaviors.  Youth’s internalizing 
behaviors were examined with the Children’s Depression Index (CDI) (Kovacs, 2001), 10-item short version.  
The CDI was normed with a sample estimated at 23% African American.  Its validity and reliability have been 
extensively documented.  Youth’s externalizing behaviors were assessed with the Behavior problems portion 
of the SSRS.   

Table 3.  Youth High School Competence 
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 Intended Grade 

6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Y-report mean of 

risky behaviors 

(Things You Do) 

N 90 44 108 31 2 0 0 

Mean 0.36 0.38 0.43 0.54 0.76 . . 

Std 0.29 0.27 0.27 0.39 0.63 . . 

Min 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.06 0.32 . . 

Max 2.00 1.16 1.39 1.76 1.21 . . 

CDI: Youth report of 

depression – t score 

N 95 38 109 130 130 126 68 

Mean 45.38 45.76 45.23 46.67 46.01 45.47 46.46 

Std 7.22 7.64 8.07 10.81 9.02 7.99 10.66 

Min 40.00 39.00 39.00 39.00 39.00 39.00 39.00 

Max 72.00 75.00 73.00 90.00 83.00 73.00 91.00 

SSRS-Teacher report 

of social skills-

standard score 

N 0 85 125 125 124 36 5 

Mean . 96.65 94.51 95.96 96.93 94.04 84.50 

Std . 13.77 15.73 14.67 15.81 16.00 16.06 

Min . 65.00 61.00 58.00 61.00 61.00 59.00 

Max . 125.5 130.0 126.0 130.0 123.0 99.00 

SSRS-Teacher report 

of behavior problems-

standard score 

N 0 87 125 130 128 36 5 

Mean . 102.2 103.6 102.1 101.9 101.8 95.30 

Std . 12.94 12.83 11.31 12.05 10.78 10.02 

Min . 85.00 85.00 85.00 85.00 85.00 85.00 

Max . 136.0 137.0 130.0 136.0 132.0 105.0 

SSRS-Youth report of 

social skills-standard 

score 

N 0 7 101 129 130 123 67 

Mean . 86.57 106.8 109.6 111.8 110.6 111.4 

Std . 11.80 19.39 18.21 17.77 17.71 18.00 

Min . 64.00 50.00 42.00 62.00 69.00 69.00 

Max . 102.0 130.0 130.0 130.0 130.0 130.0 

WJR-Broad Math 

Score 

N 112 39 109 130 130 31 1 

Mean 514.2 506.7 521.5 521.7 524.2 515.2 482.0 

Std 11.99 11.91 13.80 14.67 16.14 15.11 . 

Min 467.0 467.0 486.0 474.0 482.0 484.0 482.0 

Max 548.0 528.0 558.0 558.0 564.0 564.0 482.0 
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WJR- Broad Reading 

W score 

N 112 39 109 130 130 31 1 

Mean 510.1 504.1 518.5 520.4 523.9 515.5 492.0 

Std 12.08 12.66 11.10 12.99 12.96 10.31 . 

Min 470.0 472.0 483.0 483.0 492.0 497.0 492.0 

Max 542.0 532.0 555.0 560.0 563.0 542.0 492.0 

WJR-Broad Writing 

W score 

N 112 39 109 130 130 31 1 

Mean 502.9 498.2 510.6 510.6 512.8 505.5 492.0 

Std 9.05 7.82 9.65 11.61 11.91 9.53 . 

Min 482.0 484.0 486.0 482.0 485.0 488.0 492.0 

Max 524.0 515.0 530.0 538.0 548.0 525.0 492.0 

  Note: CDI = Children’s Depression Index ; SSRS= Social Skills Rating System; WJ-R= Woodcock-
Johnson Tests of Achievement - Revised 

Procedures for all Testing 

The youth were tested during each summer.  All testing was done at the FPG Child Development Institute 
(FPG) in a testing room.  The youth and family assessments were done by the project research assistant and 
graduate students.  All testers and interviewers were African American with experience testing youth, in 
interviewing, and had an educational background in psychology, education, or a related field.   

Study Design 

This study is a prospective descriptive correlational study.  Youth and their families were followed 
longitudinally. 

Study Limitations 

We have attempted to address threats to internal and external validity.  Threats to internal validity include 
the selection of culturally inappropriate assessment tools, attrition, and the large number of assessments.  The 
first issue has been addressed by choosing instruments that previously have been selected as the most 
culturally appropriate assessments by experts for other multi-cultural studies.  We have decided to use a few 
standardized measures in the proposed study.  We will use the WJ because of its wide use in the field.  Dr. 
Rowley also has used several of the instruments specifically designed for children of color.  Drs. Rowley, 
Hughes, and Eccles reviewed these instruments from a cultural perspective before they were administered to 
the youth.  We have successfully used all of the instruments that we were administering in the proposed study 
in earlier grades or have added standardized measures that have been successfully used in other studies.  In 
regard to attrition, we continued to minimize its occurrence.  The attrition rate in this study has been very low 
for the LS, 8% between 1 year of age and school entry and 1% for the children whose parents agreed to the 
school-age follow-up beginning in kindergarten. Although there are a large number of assessments, data 
reduction methods were used to group measures under each construct as described in the Data Analysis 
section below. 

Threats to external validity involve determining the extent to which the families enrolled in this study are 
representative of the general population.  The families in the LS should be representative of low and middle-
income African American families who place their children in child care during the child's first year.  About 51% 
of the youth in the LS as reported in 6th grade are from a low-income sample.  (See Population Description and 
Sampling Plan below for additional information about the LS).  They reside in a variety of communities, ranging 
from housing projects in the inner city to private homes.  Approximately 2/3 of the families reside in Durham, a 
small city that is beginning to experience many inner-city problems common to larger cities (i.e., high crime 
rates, unemployment).  Twenty-six percent live in Chapel Hill, a university community that is also beginning to 
experience crime and other neighborhood problems.  The remaining 14% live in surrounding communities that 
range from a large city to rural areas.  With this diversity we hope to be able to generalize to a broader 
population of African American families living in small cities or surrounding communities.  The addition of 70 
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friends in the SS has doubled our sample size.  The SS is similar in demographics to the LS.  About 53% of the 
youth in the SS are from a low-income sample.  While we always maintain type of sample as a control variable, 
lack of substantial differences between the LS and SS enhance our ability to test hypotheses.  We recognize 
that this is a sample of convenience and not a representative sample.  We will account for associations 
between these two samples in the analysis.  We feel that the associations among risk and protective factors 
with youth outcomes should not be substantially different in this sample than for African American youth from 
small or mid-sized cities, especially cities in the Southeastern US.  See the section on the population 
description and sampling plan for more details about the SS. 

Project Strengths 

The project has many strengths compared to previous studies of African American youth.  First, it provides 
a prospective documentation of youth’s development, risk factors, and mediating/protective factors affecting 
the school competence of African American youth.  For half of the sample (LS), the youth have been studied 
since infancy, while the remaining sample youth (SS) have been studied since 6th grade.  Second, the study is 
conceptualized based on recent ecological, transactional, and systems models of development 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Sameroff & Fiese, 2000) and family socialization models (Conger & Elder, 
1994; McLoyd, 1998).  Third, multiple sources of data including interviews, questionnaires, and tests are being 
used to study the same domains.  There are also multiple sources of respondents including the youth, parents, 
and teachersFourth, instrument reliability and validity also have been examined and the psychometric 
properties of the nonstandardized instruments will continue to be examined.  Fifth, the analysis strategy 
allowed for the examination of important constructs, such as responsiveness and support of parenting over 
time and across multiple domains.  Sixth, there are youth from both low- and middle-income families so we can 
compare African American children from low- and middle-income families.  Seventh, few studies have 
documented the important constructs being studied in the same research project, instead only focusing on one 
or two constructs.  Finally, we assembled an excellent team of researchers who are well known in their 
respective areas of research and contributed much talent and energy to this study. 

 

Data Analysis  

Data reduction.   

We examined forming composite to describe the racial identity and discrimination measures, parenting 
measures, and peer-relationship measures.  The racial identity and discrimination variables loaded on a single 
factor with an alpha of .65 so a composite was formed. The HOME and parental monitoring variables also 
loaded together with an alpha of .65. 

Descriptive analysis.   

We looked at the correlations among the cumulative risk, hypothesized mediators, and child outcomes.  
The correlations among cumulative risk and the hypothesized mediator/moderators are shown below for data 
from the 10th grade observation.  As shown, Youth exposed to higher levels of social risk in middle and high 
school tended to be less engaged in school, reported less peer pressure, and experienced lower quality 
parenting during middle and high school.  Not surprisingly, higher quality parenting was related to higher levels 
of racial identity, school engagement, friendship quality, and peer pressure and lower levels of victimization.  

Table 4 Correlations among cumulative and risk and hypothesized mediators: 10th Grade 

 Cum. 
risk 

Racial 
Identity 

School 
Activities 

School 
Engage 

Friend 
Quality 

Peer 
Victum 

Peer 
Pressure 

Parenting School 
Pov 

Date 

Cum. risk  -.16 .07 -.19* -.10 -.01 -.19* -.43* .12 .02 

Racial Id   .21* .10 .18* -.08 -.14 .18* -.05 -.14 

Sch Act    .00 .06 .05 -.19* -.10 .09 .06 

Sch Eng     ..10 -.09 .15 .20* -.16 -.11 

Friend Q      -.30* .22* .28* .01 .09 

Victimiz       -.25* -.20* .10 -.06 
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P Pressur        .23* -.03 .08 

Parentng         .03 .05 

Sch Pov          -.08 

Note: * p <.05 

Next, we looked the correlations between cumulative risk and the child outcomes, again reported in grade 
10 (the high school grade in which we have the most data).  As shown below,  youths exposed to higher levels 
of social risk tended to score lower on all academic outcomes and on self and teacher ratings of social skills.  
Their teachers also reported more problem behaviors.  Not surprisingly there were large correlations among 
three academic skills measured with the WJ-R in direct assessments and between teacher ratings of social 
skills and behavior problems.  The reports of social skills by the youth and teacher were not related to each 
other 

Table 5 Correlations among cumulative risk and child outcomes: 10th grade 

 Cum risk WJ-R Math WJ-R  
Reading 

WJ-R 
Writing 

CDI 
Depress 

Y-SSRS S 
Skills 

T-SSRS S 
Skills 

T-SSRS 
Beh Prob 

Cum risk  -.44* -.45* -.39* .03 -.17* -.21* .30* 
Math   -.71* .76* -.15 .12 .37* -.37* 
Reading    .72* -.07 .12 .37* -.37* 
Writing     -.13 .11 .40* -.38* 
Y-Depress      -.23* -.12 .11 
Y-Soc Sk       .13 -.13 
T-Soc Sk        -.78 

Note: * p <.05 

Finally, the correlations between the outcomes and hypothesized mediators/moderators were 
examined.  As shown in Table 6, the hypothesized mediators were related to the child outcomes.  Children with 
higher levels of school engagement tended to have better academic and social outcomes, while children who 
attend school with higher proportions of low-income children tended to have lower levels of academic and 
social outcomes.  Similarly, higher quality parenting was related to higher academic skills and social skills as 
reported by both the youth and teachers. In addition, racial identity tended to have higher reading and math 
scores. Friendship quality was only related to the other youth-report measures, but youth-reported peer 
pressure was positively related to academic skills and youth-reported social skills.   

Table 6 Correlations among outcomes and hypothesized mediators: 10th grade 

 WJ-R  
Math 

WJ-R  
Reading 

WJ-R 
Writing 

CDI 
Depress 

Y-SSRS S 
Skills 

T-SSRS S 
Skills 

T-SSRS 
Beh Prob 

Racial Identity .18* .21* .14 .16 .04 .07 -.04 

Sch Activities -.09 -.22* -.12 .17 .14 -.03 .10 

Sch Engagemt .46* .36* .47* -.19* .02 .70* -.53* 

Friend Quality .02 .11 .15 -.18* .30* .03 .03 

Victimization -.12 -.05 -.19* .33* -.20* -.08 .14 

Peer Pressure .27* .25* .26* -.46* .26* .09 -.06 

Parenting .16 .21* .20* -.19* .27* .12 -.18* 

School Poverty -.29* -.26* -.27* .00 .10 -.27* .27* 
 

Data analysis.   

The statistical analysis plan focused on the specific research questions, employing analysis techniques that 
are appropriate for complex data sets involving multiple assessments of the same constructs collected across 
time from various informants, using a variety of data collection methods.  A top-down strategy was used, in 
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which a relatively small number of summary scores served as the principle covariates and outcome measures 
in this study.  Longitudinal hierarchical linear model (HLM) was conducted (Bryk & Raudenbush, 2002; Singer 
& Willett, 2003), allowing for random-effects intercepts and linear slopes for age.  The analyses was adjusted 
for lack of independence between the original LS participant and his or her friend in the SS by estimating a 
fixed effect intercept for each pair.   Analyses initially allowed for quadratic change over time, and eliminated 
the quadratic terms when they were nonsignifcant for all outcomes.  Effect sizes were computed using Hedge’s 
g as the coefficient for cumulative risk times the standard deviation for risk divided by the standard deviation of 
the outcome measure at 10th grade – the last age with outcomes for most youth.   

The first aim, “identify mediators of the anticipated negative effects of exposure to the multiple risks for 
academic achievement and adjustment of African American youth during the transition to high school” were 
addressed with HLMs for the 8 academic achievement and adjustment outcomes.  The model included age, 
cumulative, risk, and gender, and all possible interactions.  The results are shown below in Table 7. 

These analyses indicated that higher levels of social risk during middle and high school are significantly 
related to lower reading (d = -.36), math (d = -.36), writing (d=-.27), youth-reported social skills (d=-.18), 
teacher-reported social skills (d = -.25), and teacher-reported behavior problems (d = .28).    Exposure to 
social risk was not significantly related the youth’s report of risk taking or depression. Analyses suggested 
that exposure to social risk was related to level of outcomes, but not change over time in outcomes for 
reading and all of the social-emotional outcomes.  For math and writing, an interaction among male, risk, and 
age indicated that the rate of acquisition of math and writing skills over time was much slower when boys 
experienced social risk than when girls experienced the same level of risk.  Boys who were exposed to a 
level of social risk one standard deviation above the mean (sd = .55) on the social risk composite showed a 
decrement in their rates of change over time of -1.05 for math and -1.12 for writing whereas girls showed a 
decrement for the same risk exposure of -.34 for math and -.24 for writing.   

Table 7: Predicting youth outcomes grades 6-12 from cumulative social risk 

 Reading Math Writing Y-Risk 
Taking 

Y- 
Depress 

Y Soc 
Skills 

T-Soc 
Skills 

T- Beh 
Problem 

Fixed 
Effects 

B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) 

Cum Risk -8.43*** 
(1.85) 

-10.60*** 
(2.00)   

-6.20*** 
(1.49) 

.03  
(.05) 

.21  
(1.05) 

-5.58* 
(2.53) 

-7.12*** 
(1.99) 

6.13*** 
(1.52) 

Age 3.56*** 
(.16) 

2.71*** 
(.17) 

2.71  
(.16) 

.10 
(.06) 

.05  
(.20) 

1.62**  
(.56) 

.67  
(.52) 

-1.07* 
(.41) 

Male -4.36* 
(1.94) 

-2.59 
(2.10) 

-5.82*** 
(1.56) 

.11* 
(.05) 

1.38 
(1.12) 

5.70* 
(2.69) 

1.15  
(2.11) 

-2.23  
(1.61) 

Risk x 
Male 

-2.55 
(3.59) 

3.17 
(3.88) 

-3.36 
(2.88) 

.03 
(.10) 

2.01 
(2.03) 

-1.37 
(4.89) 

-.70  
(3.89) 

.84 
(2.95) 

Risk x Age -.46  
(.30) 

-.62  
(.33) 

-.44  
(.31) 

 .48  
(.37) 

.68 
(1.03) 

.02  
(98) 

-.94 
(.77) 

Male x age -.04  
(.32) 

-.14  
(.35) 

-.16  
(.32) 

 .80 *  
(.40) 

-.63 
(1.14) 

2.45* 
(1.06) 

-1.80 
(.83) 

Risk x 
Male x Age 

-.08  
(.59) 

-1.28* 
(.65) 

-1.60** 
(.59) 

 -.28  
(.72) 

-.19 
(2.01) 

2.16  
(1.92) 

-.54  
(1.52) 

Random-
effects 

Var  Var  Var  Var Var  Var  Var  Var  

Intercept 
113.6*** 131.5*** 70.70***  29.1*** 171.6*** 104.2*** 60.0*** 

Slope 
1.34** 1.45** .95*  2.10*** 14.20*** 6.84 4.53 

Peer match 
15.46*** 20.97*** 19.86*** .09*** 42.06*** 138.5*** 108.1*** 67.56*** 

Note: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
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The second aim, “Determine the school, family, peer, and youth characteristics that serve as either 
mediators or protective factors for the school competence of African American youth during the transition to 
high school” was tested through a series of HLMs.  The first set added hypothesized mediators to the models 
described above.  We had hypothesized that higher quality parenting, higher levels of school engagement 
and involvement, lower school-level poverty, more positive peer relationships, and higher levels of racial 
identify could buffer the youth from the negative impact of social risk exposure and could serve as mediators 
in between social risk and youth outcomes. The racial identity composite, parenting composite, school 
engagement, peer pressure, and school poverty were added as potential mediators to represent the selected 
categories of potential mediators because they had been linked theoretically or empirically in prior work and 
were correlated with cumulative risk or child outcomes in this study.   

Two sets of HLMs were conducted for each outcome.  The first analysis added the five potential 
mediators, both as main effects and as interactions with age.  Of interest was whether the coefficient for 
cumulative risk was significantly smaller when the mediators were included and whether there was evidence 
of an indirect path from social risk through the mediator to the outcome.  The second analysis added 
interactions between the hypothesized mediators and cumulative risk and between age, mediators, and 
outcomes to identify protective factors.  Nonsignificant interactions involving the mediators were removed 
from the model. 

The results are shown in Table 8 under the heading Model 2.  There was evidence of mediation for the 
youth and teacher report of social skills and the teacher report of behavior problems.  The effect size for risk 
was substantially lower after including the hypothesized mediators than it was before including them for the 
youth report of social skills (d = -.01, -.18, respectively), teacher report of social skills (d = -.03, -.25, 
respectively), and teacher report of behavior problems (d = .14, .28, respectively).  Sobel tests suggested an 
indirect path from cumulative risk through parenting to youth report of social skills (z = 2.36, p<.05), but none 
of the tests of indirect paths through either school engagement or peer pressure to teacher reported social 
skills or behavior problems was statistically significant.  The addition of the hypothesized mediators did not 
substantially change the association between cumulative risk and academic skills: reading d= - .32 with 
mediators and -.36 without; math d= - .37 with mediators and -.36 without; writing d= - .25 with mediators and 
-.29 without.  Cumulative risk was not related to youth reports of depression with or without the hypothesized 
mediators. 

In these analyses, the hypothesized mediators showed a mixed pattern of predicting outcomes.  Teacher 
reports of school engagement were strongly related to teacher reports of social skills and behavior problems 
and more modestly related to math and writing skills.  The youth’s report of peer pressure was related to 
his/her report of depression and social skills, but was also related to writing skills.  School poverty was 
related to lower reading skills and more behavior problems.  None of these factors was related to change 
over time on any of the outcomes. 

 

 Reading Math Writing Y- 
Depress 

Y Soc 
Skills 

T-Soc 
Skills 

T- Beh 
Problem 

Fixed Effects B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) 
Model 2        
Cum Risk -7.60*** 

(2.10) 
-10.79*** 
(2.24)   

-5.37*** 
(1.70) 

-1.51  
(1.29) 

-.37 
 (2.79) 

-.75  
(1.62) 

2.97*  
(1.52) 

male -5.24** 
(1.97) 

-3.12*** 
(2.10) 

-4.98** 
(1.60) 

-1.00 
(1.23) 

8.68*** 
(2.66) 

9.42*** 
(1.57) 

-6.98*** 
1.45 

School 
poverty 

-.05* 
(.03) 

-.03 
(.03) 

-.04  
(.03) 

.02 
(.03) 

-.06 
(.06) 

-.05 
(.04) 

.09** 
(.03) 

Parenting -.89  
(1.54) 

-1.99  
(1.64) 

-.55 
(1.25) 

-1.77+ 

(.95) 
5.54** 
(2.07) 

.94 
(1.24) 

-1.52 
(1.12) 

School 
Engage 

-.01 
(.50) 

1.03+ 

(.55) 
1.62** 
(.52) 

-.48 
(.63) 

.76 
(1.35) 

14.08*** 
(.99) 

-7.79*** 
(.88) 

Racial Identity -.35 
(.45) 

-.21 
(.51) 

-.33 
(.48) 

-.48 
(.63) 

3.42* 
(1.37) 

-.21 
(.97) 

1.58+ 

(.87) 
Peer -.89 63 2.71** -6.90*** 7.48*** 2.69+ -.71 
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Pressure (.78) (.86) (.81) (.99) (2.13) (1.50) (1.35) 
Age 3.31*** 

(.33) 
2.48*** 
(.38) 

2.47*** 
(.35) 

.29 
(.47) 

2.97** 
(1.02) 

.50 
(.70) 

-.81 
(.71) 

Cum risk x 
Age 

-.12 
(.43) 

-.16 
(.52) 

-.87+ 

(.45) 
-.02 
(.62) 

-.83  
(1.67) 

.41 
(1.23) 

-1.73 
(1.22) 

Male x Age .11  
(.43) 

.21 
(.51) 

.04 
(.45) 

.37 
(.62) 

-.11  
(1.67) 

-1.00 
(1.19) 

.52 
(1.17) 

Risk x Male x 
Age 

 -2.70** 
(.86) 

-1.88* 
(.79) 

    

School 
poverty x age 

.01 
(.01) 

-.01  
(.01) 

.01 
(.01) 

.00 
(.02) 

.09  
(.04) 

-.05 
(.03) 

.00 
(.03) 

Parenting x 
age 

.29 
(.33) 

.24 
(.40) 

.02  
(.35) 

-.84+ 

(.48) 
.59 
(1.31) 

-.39 
(.95) 

.73 
(.94) 

School 
Engage x age 

.53 
(.29) 

-.01 
(.32) 

-.16 
(.30) 

-.72 + 

(.41) 
-.95 
(1.25) 

.51 
(.88) 

.60 
(.85) 

Racial Identity 
x age 

.24 
(.32) 

.35 
(.36) 

-.07 
(.35) 

.58 
(.48) 

-1.67 
(1.44) 

1.76+ 

(1.00) 
-1.51 
(.99) 

Peer 
Pressure x 
age 

.00 
(.45) 

-.37 
(.49) 

-.26 
(.46) 

-.25 
(.25) 

-1.18 
(1.81) 

-.59 
(1.24) 

-.12 
(1.23) 

Model 3        
Risk x 
Parenting 

 .06 
(2.74) 

     

Risk x Age x 
Parenting 

 1.39* 
(.66) 

     

Risk x Sch 
Pov 

      -.06 
(.06) 

Risk x Age x 
School Pov 

      -.13* 
(.05) 

Random-
effects 

Var  Var  Var  Var Var  Var  Var  

Intercept 
104.2*** 117.5*** 64.35*** 26.44*** 134.0*** 29.44*** 28.27*** 

Slope 
.92+ 2.00* .73 1.48+ 0 0 6.30+ 

Peer match 
16.53*** 21.39*** 20.44*** 39.93*** 42.06*** 73.28*** 54.38*** 

 

 The final set of analyses to address Aim 2 was designed to identify protective factors.  An interaction 
between cumulative risk and each of the hypothesized moderators was added to Model 2 along with 
interactions among risk, age, and each hypothesized moderator.  The nonsignificant interactions were 
dropped from the model after ensuring that all lower order interactions were maintained (e.g., risk x parenting 
was retained if risk x parenting x age was statistically significant).  The results are shown in Table 8 under 
the heading Model 3.  Two interactions were reliably different from zero.  More positive parenting became an 
increasingly stronger protective factor between middle and high school for the acquisition of math skills.  
Being at a school with lower levels of school poverty was an increasingly stronger protective factor between 
middle and high school for behavior problems. 
 Aim 3, “Examine whether developmental trajectories across academic achievement, adjustment, and 
peer relationships during the transition to high school are linked for African American youth” was examined by 
examining the extent to which executive functioning skills and problem behaviors during middle school 
predicted academic and adjustment trajectories during high school.  The analysis strategy involved computing 
the mean WJ-III Executive Processing score and teacher reported problem behaviors on the SSRS from 
middle school and using these two scores as predictors of trajectories over time in academic and adjustment 
scores during high school.  We examined a number of middle school skills, reading, math, and executive 
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processing from the WJ-III, and teacher ratings of social skills and problem behaviors from the SSRS.   
Measures from the same instrument were highly correlated. 

Table 9 shows correlations among middle school achievement, executive function, and social skills  

  WJ Reading WJ Math WJ Executive 
Processing 

SSRS Social 
Skills 

SSRS 
Behavior 
Problems 

reading r  .64* .68* .31* -.36* 

Math r   .55* .14* -.25* 

Executive Proc r    .23* -.25* 

Social Skills r     -.77* 

 M (sd) 98.2 (14.1) 101.5 (12.1) 96.0 (13.7) 95.0 (13.6) 103.4 (11.8) 

Note * p<.05 

Due to the high correlations, we decided to focus on executive processing and problem behaviors.  The 
HLM analyses of the outcomes were modified.  Random intercepts and slopes were estimated and a fixed-
effect intercept was estimated for the sixth grade peer matches.  The intercepts and slopes were predicted 
from middle school executive processing and problem behaviors.  Gender was added as a potential moderator 
in predicting both intercepts and slopes.  The gender interactions were retained if they were statistically 
significant and dropped if they were not. Results are shown in Table 10. 

 Reading Math Y-Risky 
Behavior 

Y- 
Depress 

Y Soc 
Skills 

T-Soc 
Skills 

T- Beh 
Problem 

Fixed Effects B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) B (se) 
Executive 
Function-MS 

.25*  
(.10) 

.62*** 
 ((.08)   

.005* 
(.002) 

-.01 
(.06) 

.17 
 (.10) 

.16* 
(.07) 

-.16*** 
(.04) 

Problem 
Behavior-MS 

-.91+  

(.10) 
-.26** 
(.09) 

.009*** 
(.002) 

.04  
(.06) 

-.20 
(.12) 

-.70*** 
(.08) 

.61*** 
(.04) 

Male -2.00* 
(1.87) 

-.1.23 
(2.07) 

.14** 
(05) 

2.17 
(1.49) 

5.80* 
(2.73) 

1.07 
(1.78) 

-2.37*** 
(1.07) 

Executive Fn 
x Male 

.29*  
(.14) 

      

Prob Beh x 
Male 

-.01 
(.17) 

      

Age 3.39*** 
(.36) 

2.60*** 
(.44) 

.15* 
(.06) 

-.56 
(.66) 

1.62* 
(.77) 

.95 
(.89) 

-1.35* 
(.62) 

Executive Fn 
x Age 

.06* 
(.03) 

.00 
(.03) 

 .00 
(.03) 

.00  
(.05) 

.11* 
(.05) 

-.03 
(.03) 

Problem Beh 
x Age 

.02 
(.03) 

-.02 
(.03) 

 -.03 
(.03) 

.09  
(.05) 

.24*** 
(.06) 

-.26*** 
(.04) 

Male x Age .37 
(.58) 

-.02 
(.03) 

 .56 
(.66) 

-.66 
(1.26) 

1.48 
(1.36) 

-.93 
(.94) 

Ex Fn x Male 
x Age 

-.09* 
(.04) 

      

Prob Beh x 
Male x Age 

-.13* 
(.05) 

. 
 

     

Random-
effects 

Var  Var  Var  Var Var  Var  Var  

Intercept 
85.3*** 108.8*** 64.35*** 49.9*** 155.4*** 51.36*** 11.72*** 

Slope 
.50 3.33+ .73 3.38+ 4.20 6.53 .08 

Peer match 
16.09*** 18.74*** 20.44*** 32.81*** 150.3*** 99.0*** 59.11*** 



                                     Final Report R40 MC 0588-02   PI: Burchinal, Margaret    26 

  

 

Note: + p<.10; * p<.05; **p<.01; *** p<.001 

These analyses suggest that both executive function and adjustment in middle school are related to 
academic achievement and adjustment in high school for these African American youths.  Youths who showed 
higher levels of executive functioning in middle school had higher levels of reading, math, and social skills and 
fewer problem behaviors.  They showed larger gains over time in reading and social skills.  Compared to girls,  
higher levels of executive functioning skills in middle school was an even stronger predictor of reading skills 
overall for boys, but this was less true at higher grades than lower grades.  In contrast, youths with more 
problem behaviors in middle school had lower reading, math, and social skills and higher levels of behavior 
problems according to the teachers and more risky behaviors according to the youths.  The association 
between middle school problem behaviors and high school social skills and problem behaviors become weaker 
over time.  In contrast, the negative association between middle school problem behaviors and high school 
reading become stronger over time for boys only.   

Summary 

 The results from this grant examining the role of exposure to cumulative social risks in middle school 
and high school to academic achievement and adjustment for African American youth yielded several 
interesting findings.  First, as expected, African American youth who were exposed to multiple social risk 
factors tended to have lower levels of academic achievement skills, social skills according to both the youth 
and teacher and more behavior problems.  Effect sizes were modest to moderate (-.18 to -.36).  Boys 
seemed especially vulnerable, with slower acquisition of math and writing skills over time when exposed to 
more risk factors.   

The hypothesized mediators of racial identity, parenting school engagement, peer relationships (indexed 
by peer pressure), and school quality (indexed by % poor) substantially lowered the effect size for cumulative 
risk on the social adjustment outcomes in high school with some evidence that teacher ratings of school 
engagement appeared to be mediating the path from social risk to teacher ratings of social skills and 
behavior problems.  The hypothesized mediators did not seem to account for the negative effect sizes for 
cumulative risk on the academic achievement outcomes, although many showed anticipated associations 
with high school outcomes.  School engagement was related to academic and social skills.  Peer pressure, 
interestingly, was related to better academic and youth-reported social outcomes, suggesting the youths 
tended to feel pressure to do well. 

Limited evidence indicating protective factors emerged.  Parenting that involved more responsive and 
stimulating home environments and greater monitoring was a protective factor in the acquisition of math 
skills during high school for these African American youths.  Attending a school characterized by lower 
proportions of poor students was a protective factor in the longitudinal analyses of teacher-ratings of problem 
behaviors.  Youths who were exposed to higher levels of social risk appeared to be less impacted by these 
negative experiences if they had higher quality parenting or attended schools with fewer children from low-
income families. 

Finally, we examined two youth characteristics from middle school as predictors of high school 
trajectories of academic achievement and adjustment skills. We found evidence indicating that both 
executive functioning and problem behaviors were related to both academic and social skills in high school.  
Youths who had shown more problem behaviors in middle school tended to have lower academic skills and 
more risky and problem behaviors in high school.  Youths with higher levels of executive functioning skills in 
middle school tended to have higher levels of academic and social skills in high school.  Interestingly, 
executive functioning appeared to be especially important for boys in predicting reading skills. 

We plan to prepare manuscripts focusing on social risk and predictors of high school competence.  Our 
timing for these papers was negatively impacted when the original PI unexpectedly died several years ago, 
but we still plan to submit at least two papers based on these findings. 
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M.  Consortium/Contractual Arrangements 

 Dr. Stephanie Rowley is an Assistant Professor at the University of Michigan and has a subcontract with 
UNC on this project.  Dr. Rowley has been involved in several research projects aimed at understanding the 
role of racial identity, perceptions of discrimination, and educational values in the academic competence of 
African American students.  She is currently the PI of the Families and Schools Project funded by the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) (2000-2005).  This 5-year longitudinal study will follow two cohorts of African 
American families from just before the beginning of the target child’s 1st grade year through 4th grade.  A focus 
of the study is on how parents’ perceptions of discrimination and racial identity influence their involvement in 
their child’s education and their child’s subsequent achievement.  Dr. Rowley is also PI on a project, funded by 
NSF, following a group of African American youth through the transition to middle school.  The focus of the 
study is on normative changes in racial socialization, racial identity, and perceived discrimination across this 
important transition.  
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Dr. Steven Asher is a Professor of Psychology at Duke University.  He is considered a leading authority on 
peer relations.  Dr. Asher will provide expertise on peer interaction measures.  He will consult on the selection, 
administration, and analyses of the peer measures and participate in dissemination activities. 

Dr. Jacqueline Eccles is the Wilbert J. McKeachie Collegiate Professor of Psychology and Research 
Scientist at the University of Michigan.  Dr. Eccles is a well known expert who has studied adolescent 
development and risk factors affecting development.  Dr. Eccles will provide expertise on African American risk 
and protective factors for the youth’s school competence.  She will assist in selection of appropriate measures, 
evaluation of data, and in dissemination of data. 

Dr. Sandra Jackson is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Communication at North 
Carolina State University.  She is a speech-language researcher with expertise in African American 
language, and will work on the literacy components of the study.  She will supervise the training and 
administration of the academic measures and participate in evaluation and dissemination of data. 

Dr. Diane Hughes is an Assistant Professor of Psychology at New York University.  Her research 
involves factors affecting academic outcomes in youth and racial socialization of African American 
youth.  She currently has a grant to examine family socialization and academic achievement among 
urban adolescents.  She will assist in the selection of appropriate measures of racial identity and in 
dissemination of data. 


