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Abstract

Schools with very few and relatively low-performing marginalized students may be most likely to trigger
social identity threats (including stereotype threats) that contribute to racial disparities. We test this
hypothesis by assessing variation in the benefits of a self-affirmation intervention designed to counteract
social identity threat in a randomized trial in all 11 middle schools in Madison, Wisconsin. We find that
school context moderates the benefits of self-affirmation for black and Hispanic students’ grades, with par-
tial support among standardized achievement outcomes. Self-affirmation reduced the very large racial
achievement gap in overall grade point average by 12.5 percent in high-threat school contexts and had
no effect in low-threat contexts. These self-affirmation activities have the potential to help close some
of the largest racial/ethnic achievement gaps, though only in specific school contexts.
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Racial and ethnic differences in school perfor-

mance are a pervasive and troubling feature of

the United States’s educational system. Progress

in closing the African American–white achieve-

ment gap in the late twentieth century has stalled,

and the gaps for the growing Hispanic population

are similarly large (Kao and Thompson 2003;

Magnuson and Waldfogel 2008).1 These differen-

ces have troubling consequences for adult out-

comes, and as a result, an oft-proposed strategy

to reduce racial stratification is to address differ-

ences in educational outcomes.

Understanding the causes of racial achievement

disparities is one crucial step to addressing them.

Roughly a third of the black-white achievement

gap can be attributed to measured family

characteristics (Jencks and Phillips 1998), but there

remains keen interest in ‘‘what explains the rest’’

(Downey 2008:108), especially the relevant fea-

tures of schools that may be amenable to policy

intervention. One factor long viewed as potentially

important is the demographic composition of the

schools that students attend. Because high-minority
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schools are low achieving on average, the concen-

tration of minority students in these schools may

perpetuate racial achievement gaps (Berends,

Lucas, and Peñaloza 2008; Logan, Minca, and

Adar 2012; Mickelson, Bottia, and Lambert 2013)

and especially harm high-achieving minority stu-

dents (Hanushek and Rivkin 2009).

A crucial limitation of these overall associations

is that they obscure the specific social mechanisms

that link racial context with student outcomes. Yet

the effects of school context may be countervailing.

Some mechanisms, such as school resources (Con-

dron and Roscigno 2003) and peer influences

(Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin 2009) are thought to

disadvantage minority students in high-minority

schools, but others, including social psychological

effects, may work in the opposite direction. Illumi-

nating these mechanisms is the key both to under-

standing school context effects and to ameliorating

their impact on racial achievement gaps.

In this paper, we focus on social identity threat,

a social psychological mechanism through which the

social environment of schools may negatively affect

the learning and performance of students from mar-

ginalized racial and ethnic groups (Steele, Spencer,

and Aronson 2002). We argue that school contexts

with very few marginalized students and with racial-

ized achievement patterns create more potentially

threatening environments that ultimately harm the

performance of black and Hispanic students. To

test this theory, we consider variation across school

contexts in the effectiveness of a social psychologi-

cal intervention, self-affirmation, that is designed to

counteract the negative effects of social identity

threat and shows promise for helping to close racial

achievement gaps (Cohen et al. 2006). We address

two specific research questions: First, are the bene-

fits of self-affirmation for black and Hispanic middle

school students greater in potentially more threaten-

ing school contexts, characterized by the group

presence and relative academic position of racially

marginalized students? Second, what are the pros-

pects of these interventions to close racial achieve-

ment gaps in more and less threatening school

environments?

Social Identity Threat as a Source of
Educational Racial Disadvantage

Social identity threat describes a social psycholog-

ical process that ‘‘occurs when an individual’s self-

view is challenged’’ (Sherman et al. 2013:592) on

the basis of membership in a social group with

a negative reputation. Social identity threat can det-

rimentally affect performance when an individual’s

group is of low social status, culturally/structurally

marginalized, or ‘‘in an unfavorable comparative

relationship to other groups’’ (Steele et al.

2002:416). One prominent form is stereotype

threat, the threat of being judged as a member of

a negatively stereotyped group, such as African

American students with respect to general aca-

demic ability (Steele and Aronson 1995) or women

with respect to mathematics performance (Spencer,

Steele, and Quinn 1999). Stereotype threat can neg-

atively affect performance in the stereotyped

domain, even for students who do not personally

endorse the stereotype and who vary in their degree

of group identification (Steele and Aronson 1995;

Spencer et al. 1999).

Figure 1 summarizes the literature on social

identity threat by representing how it affects per-

formance and learning in school and how these

processes mediate the effects of school context

(for a review, see Steele et al. 2002). Social iden-

tity threat is fundamentally an interaction between

a social environment and an individual within

a specific task domain, represented by arrows A,

B, and C (Nguyen and Ryan 2008). The process

begins for an individual student when conditions

combine to heighten the academic salience of

a stigmatized identity, such as membership in

a negatively stereotyped racial group. Awareness

of the stereotyped or marginalized status of

one’s social group leads to a state of identity threat

(D), which is based on the perception that one may

be judged, be treated unfairly, or inadvertently

reinforce negative stereotypes as a member of

the social group (Steele and Aronson 1995).

Social identity threat causes a variety of

responses in individual students (E), and these

responses tend to distract from and have a detri-

mental impact on academic performance and

learning in school (F). Threat responses them-

selves are diverse, including physiological stress,

worries and doubts, decreased working memory,

and increased vigilance to identity threat cues

(Schmader, Johns, and Forbes 2008; Schmader

and Beilock 2011). The consistent consequence

of these responses is that students have fewer psy-

chological resources to devote to academic tasks,

which in turn causes poorer performance. Some

identity threat responses in school may also lead

to disengagement from learning altogether (Cook

et al. 2012).
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Arrows D, E, and F in Figure 1 represent the

core negative effects of social identity threat on

individual performance, which have been demon-

strated in a large number of laboratory tests. Arrow

G represents the idea that the real-world impacts of

social identity threat are likely to be magnified by

feedback loops over time. Cohen and Garcia’s

(2008) Identity Engagement Model highlights that

the consequences of threats—increased vigilance,

threat appraisal, and lower performance—are recur-

sive. Increased vigilance can lead to greater percep-

tion of threat, therefore increasing vigilance further.

Situational threats lead to poor performance, which

begets perceived threat. These social psychological

feedback processes may explain some of the nega-

tive trajectories that African American and His-

panic students experience in school, especially

given that schools are a location where evaluative

scenarios are ‘‘chronic’’ (Cook et al. 2012).

Features of the social environment that

heighten the academic salience of a stigmatized

social identity, such as cues that stereotypes are

‘‘in the air’’ or that minority members are organi-

zationally marginalized, increase the potential for

students to experience identity threat (Steele

et al. 2002; Murphy, Steele, and Gross 2007;

Kray and Shirako 2011). One of the most concrete

and widely studied contextual features is demo-

graphic composition. Contexts with a low numer-

ical presence of a marginalized group increase the

salience of that social identity, signal that stereo-

types are potentially relevant, and therefore

increase the likelihood of detrimental social iden-

tity threat effects (Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev 2000;

Sekaquaptewa and Thompson 2003).

The standing of groups in a social environment

can also moderate the likelihood that individuals

experience identity threat. Environmental features

that cue social marginalization, such as evidence

that organizational success is closely linked to

group identity or an explicit noninclusive ideol-

ogy, create greater potential for threat (Steele

et al. 2002; Kray and Shirako 2011; Murphy and

Taylor 2011). Conversely, settings reinforcing

identity safety can mitigate threat (Davies, Spen-

cer, and Steele 2005). Group standing can also

interact with group presence. Purdie-Vaughns

et al. (2008) found that potentially threatening cor-

porate ideology caused African American profes-

sionals to perceive greater identity threat only in

firms that had few nonwhite members.

Social context is not the only determinant of

the identity threat process. In any given social set-

ting, individuals vary in their susceptibility to

identity threats based on their own identification

with a marginalized group, their identification

with the task domain, and their awareness of social

stigma (Steele et al. 2002). The consequences of

identity threats are similarly moderated by the spe-

cific task domain (Nguyen and Ryan 2008). This

means that in the school setting, the same social

environment may lead to identity threat for some

individuals and not others and in one domain but

not in others. An example is the finding that iden-

tity threat effects seem to be limited for females to

advanced mathematics and are not apparent in

other subjects (Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev 2000).

Social identity threat research documents how

features of the social psychological environment

are internalized by students from marginalized

Figure 1. Conceptual model of school context influences on performance and learning via social identity
threat
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groups, cause poorer academic performance, and

therefore contribute to persistent racial/ethnic

achievement gaps. It establishes these links by

experimentally manipulating situational factors

to rigorously demonstrate the effects of identity

threat on academic performance. However, the

inherent limitation of this approach is that it

does not directly speak to the variations in school

contexts that exist in the real world. In the next

section, we describe complementary research on

students’ racial and academic identity in schools,

which bolsters the theoretical expectation that

school context contributes to racial/ethnic

achievement gaps through social identity threat

processes.

School Context and Racial/Academic
Identity

Sociologists have long considered how racial iden-

tities in school affect students’ academic perfor-

mance. Much of this work is framed as a response

to the ‘‘oppositional culture’’ theory, which argues

that historical conditions create a social and psy-

chological environment for African American stu-

dents, including peer sanctions for ‘‘acting white,’’

that causes disengagement from or devaluing of

school and therefore poorer performance (Ford-

ham and Ogbu 1986). Subsequent research dis-

putes oppositional culture as a universal cause

for racial achievement gaps due to limited sup-

porting empirical evidence: both from nationally

representative large-scale surveys of students’

engagement, values, attitudes, and achievement

(Tyson, Castellino, and Darity 2005; Harris

2011) and from in-depth studies of schools, which

highlight that individual African American stu-

dents navigate racial and academic identities in

diverse ways (Carter 2006) and that the connection

between racial and achievement identities (i.e., the

racialization of academic achievement) is

a school-specific phenomenon as opposed to a uni-

versal black culture phenomenon (Tyson 2011).

While the literature in sociology on racial and

academic identities has not focused on social iden-

tity threat, there are similarities in the understand-

ing that identity and group membership shape

individuals’ behavior through their perception of

the world, cultural resources, and responses to

social pressures. For example, social identity

threat is similar to the negative sanctioning from

acting white in that both are concerned with the

perception on the part of the student that people

in their environment are assessing them in a spe-

cific way because of their racial group member-

ship. In the case of acting white, the sanction is

from one’s own race peer group and is for being

perceived as achieving or valuing academic per-

formance; with social identity threat the evaluative

threat results from the perception that one is being

assessed as a member of a devalued or stigmatized

social group and by either in- or out-group

members.

One of the key insights of the social construc-

tionist understanding of racial/ethnic identities is

that they are variable and contingent (Cornell

2007). Identities are situationally specific and

vary in their relevance and salience. The experi-

ence and significance of students’ racial identity

has been found to vary substantially across school

contexts (Perry 2002; Lewis 2003; Staiger 2006).

Certain kinds of school environments lead stu-

dents from marginalized groups to link potential

for academic success with racial identity, height-

ening the academic relevance of broader negative

stereotypes (Tyson et al. 2005; Tyson 2011).

These school environments may in turn heighten

social identity threat and affect the academic per-

formance of marginalized groups.

Two particular school context factors influence

how marginalized racial identity becomes associ-

ated with academics. First, low numerical pres-

ence in a school increases the salience of margin-

alized group status, which heightens conflict

between group identity and high-achieving iden-

tity (Tyson 2011). In large-scale survey data, Afri-

can American students face a peer popularity pen-

alty for high achievement only in schools with few

black students (Fryer and Torelli 2010). Second,

relatively low group academic position or status

in a school, compared to nonmarginalized groups,

supports the conflation of racial identity and aca-

demic potential. When students are exposed to

consistent signals in the environment about racial

differences in academic potential, they are more

likely to associate marginal group identity with

being less smart, placing additional academic bur-

dens on students from marginalized groups (Tyson

et al. 2005).

The importance of these two school context

features for understanding the relevance of racial

identity for academic outcomes is brought into

focus in Tyson’s work on high-achieving African

American high school students (Tyson et al.

2005; Tyson 2011). She finds that both school
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context features—low group presence and low rel-

ative academic position—combine to place aca-

demic stress on African American students. Aca-

demics are not generally viewed as racialized by

students in majority-black schools. In schools

where African American students are a minority,

however, racial identity is associated with aca-

demic potential when African American students

are also in a relatively low academic position,

especially when they are disproportionately absent

from higher-track classes.

School context differences in marginalized stu-

dents’ racial and academic identities provide

a real-world complement to the laboratory-based

social psychological research on social identity

threat. School contexts that increase the salience of

negative racial stereotypes, such as lower academic

potential for African American or Hispanic students,

provide social psychological environments that are

more potentially threatening for these student

groups. The specific relevant school context features

observed in schools, low group presence and low rel-

ative position, map onto situational cues that affect

identity threat processes in experiments. Together,

these complementary research traditions suggest

that social identity threat may contribute to racial/

ethnic achievement gaps, especially in particularly

threatening school contexts.

Self-affirmation as a Potential Buffer
from Identity Threat and Test of the
Role of School Context

Social psychological processes such as identity

threat are inherently difficult to observe directly.

This makes it especially challenging to test theo-

rized social psychological processes in the real

world, where the effects of identity threat are diffi-

cult to isolate. One promising approach is a careful

consideration of the effects of educational interven-

tions designed to mitigate social identity threat.

Just as social identity threat processes create edu-

cational disadvantages for potentially susceptible

groups, a number of targeted social psychological

interventions show promise for mitigating these neg-

ative consequences (Yeager and Walton 2011).

Cohen and colleagues have argued that self-

affirmation exercises provide psychological resour-

ces to students who are vulnerable to social identity

threat (Cohen et al. 2009; Cook et al. 2012; Sherman

et al. 2013). Self-affirmation is a process of asserting

personally important values, and it is reported to

have ‘‘behavioral or cognitive effects that bolster

the perceived integrity of the self, one’s overall

self-image as competent, effective, and able to

control important outcomes’’ (Cook et al.

2012:480). By affirming personally important

values other than school, such as family, religion,

or sports, vulnerable students acquire resources

that buffer them against the negative consequen-

ces of identity threats. For instance, a potentially

susceptible student who has reflected on the

value of her sports participation may be less

likely to interpret negative teacher feedback as

a threat to her sense of belonging in the academic

domain, therefore heading off a negative perfor-

mance-evaluation feedback loop.

Small-scale experimental trials of a short writ-

ing self-affirmation intervention suggest that it

holds great promise for improving the educa-

tional outcomes of African American and His-

panic students and for reducing achievement

gaps relative to whites. By engaging students in

15- to 20-minute self-affirmation writing exer-

cises throughout the school year, researchers

have observed substantial positive and long-

term effects on African American and Hispanic

students’ GPA as well as reduced racial achieve-

ment gaps in middle school (Cohen et al. 2009;

Cook et al. 2012; Sherman et al. 2013).

The current evidence on self-affirmation dem-

onstrates that compelling benefits are possible.

These findings also suggest indirectly that under-

lying social identity threat processes are an impor-

tant contributor to the poor academic performance

of black and Hispanic students in school. How-

ever, the existing trials in single school settings

are necessarily limited in what they can tell us

about another important piece of the story: the

social contexts that condition the risk of identity

threat in the first place. This role of social context

is especially crucial for determining the likely

impact of these interventions at scale. If schools

differ in the social conditions that heighten iden-

tity threat, then interventions designed to buffer

students from threat may face different prospects

in different contexts.

METHODS

Data

We use data collected in the first year (2011-2012)

of the Madison Writing and Achievement Project
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(MWAP). MWAP is an experimental evaluation

of a series of short self-affirming writing exercises

for middle school students implemented success-

fully elsewhere (Cohen et al. 2006; Sherman

et al. 2013). While these exercises have been

shown to be beneficial for African American and

Hispanic students in single-school settings,

MWAP is unique in testing their effectiveness

across an entire urban school district.

The MWAP data are particularly well suited to

addressing our research questions for three reasons.

First, self-affirmation is theoretically linked to iden-

tity threats experienced by African American and

Hispanic students, with empirically promising

results in the district (Borman, Grigg, and Hansel-

man 2014). Because self-affirmation does not plau-

sibly affect academic outcomes through other path-

ways, its benefits provide an indication of the

underlying detrimental effects of identity threat.

By virtue of randomization, we can estimate the

causal effect of self-affirmation. We therefore

obtain an indirect indication of the severity of social

identity threat in different school contexts.

Second, racial achievement gaps between

white students and both African American and

Hispanic students are sizeable in the district, so

it is a useful case to observe ongoing processes

of racial inequality. In the year prior to the study,

raw black-white and Hispanic-white achievement

gaps on state accountability tests in the sample

were greater than one standard deviation. Condi-

tional on prior achievement, a fifth of a standard

deviation gap developed for both groups during

sixth grade. These substantial gaps in yearly

achievement growth imply a potentially important

role for school-based explanations, including

social identity threat processes that occur through-

out the year.

Third, these data allow us to investigate differ-

ences in the effects of self-affirmation across

diverse school contexts within a single district

and local setting. This provides meaningful varia-

tion in school demographic characteristics while

limiting extraneous variation, such as regional dif-

ferences or those due to district policy. Table 1

presents characteristics of the sixth-grade students

across schools in the district in the year prior to the

project. These data are based on publicly available

information and reflect the entire population of the

cohort rather than only the consented sample.

Overall, almost half of the students are white,

a quarter on average are African American, and

almost a fifth are Hispanic. However, both the pro-

portion black (0.02-0.20) and the proportion His-

panic (0.08-0.40) vary substantially across

schools. Similarly, while both black-white and

Table 1. Characteristics of the Seventh-grade Population in 11 Study Schools

Variable Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum

Students in cohort 142.1 44.1 85 224
Student race/ethnicity proportions

Asian 0.10 0.06 0.02 0.20
Black 0.25 0.08 0.08 0.40
Hispanic 0.19 0.12 0.08 0.52
White 0.45 0.14 0.18 0.65

Mathematics proportion advanced achievement, 2011
Black 0.12 0.11 0.00 0.41
Hispanic 0.19 0.13 0.08 0.56
White 0.54 0.16 0.22 0.80
Black-white difference –0.42 0.15 –0.64 –0.12
Hispanic-white difference –0.35 0.14 –0.49 –0.04

Reading proportion advanced achievement, 2011
Black 0.18 0.07 0.09 0.35
Hispanic 0.22 0.14 0.11 0.61
White 0.61 0.15 0.33 0.83
Black-white difference –0.43 0.13 –0.61 –0.20
Hispanic-white difference –0.39 0.14 –0.59 –0.17
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Hispanic-white achievement disparities are large

overall, there is substantial school-to-school

variation.

Procedures

The self-affirmation intervention procedure fol-

lows Cohen and his colleagues (Cohen et al.

2006; Cook et al. 2012; Sherman et al. 2013).2

Seventh-grade students completed a short (15- to

20-minute) writing prompt as part of their lan-

guage arts or homeroom class activities three or

four times during the school year: once early on

(September or October), once prior to state exami-

nations in November, once in the winter (January

or February; four schools opted out of this admin-

istration), and once in the spring (April or May).

All exercises were identical on the top page, which

included each student’s name. However, half of

the consented students in each school were ran-

domly assigned the self-affirmation intervention,

which asked them to choose their most important

values from a list of 11 items (e.g., being with

friends and family, being religious, or enjoying

sports) and write about why these values are

important to them. In the control condition, stu-

dents picked their least important values from

the same list and were asked to write about why

they may be important to someone else; in later

activities they wrote in response to procedural

prompts such as how to open a locker. The format

of the exercises was changed slightly across

implementations to minimize perceived repetition.

Regular classroom teachers administered the exer-

cise materials and were asked not to refer to the

exercises as research. Teachers were blinded

both to the experimental condition of individual

students and to the specific experimental hypothe-

ses about marginalized students and social identity

threat.

Sample

Seventh-grade students in all 11 middle schools in

Madison, Wisconsin, participated in the study.

The overall consent rate was 61 percent, which

ranged from 55 percent to 75 percent across the

11 schools. There were 1,048 total consented stu-

dents by the administration of the second exercise

in November. These consented students were ran-

domized within schools to either the treatment or

the control condition for the duration of the study.

Students who switched schools within the district

throughout the year (2.2 percent of all consented)

maintained their experimental group and are ana-

lyzed as members of the school in which they

were initially observed.

Our analytic sample consists of 910 students.

This final sample represents attrition from the

original experimental sample due to two sources.

First, we drop 11 American Indian or multiracial

students (5 treatment, 6 control) who do not iden-

tify with any of the four largest racial/ethnic

groups. Second, we drop 127 students (65 treat-

ment, 62 control) who lack at least one outcome

or prior outcome measure. These students either

were absent for specific assessments, were missing

prior values due to being new to the district, or left

the district during seventh grade. Students missing

outcome data were lower achieving and more

likely to be nonwhite than those who remain.

However, we find no statistically different rates

of attrition by experimental group, either overall

(treatment: 13.1 percent, control: 13.2 percent,

x2 \ .01, df = 1, p = .97), for black and Hispanic

students (treatment: 20.4 percent, control: 19.4

percent, x2 = .07, df = 1, p = .80), or for Asian

and white students (treatment: 9.0 percent, con-

trol: 9.5 percent, x2 = .05, df = 1, p = .83), which

suggests that sample attrition does not threaten the

internal validity of the experimental contrast.

Measures

All student demographic information is derived

from district administrative records. Our primary

individual variable is an indicator for students’

potentially susceptible to social identity threats

relating to academic performance in school,3

which we operationalize as membership in a ste-

reotyped and/or marginalized racial/ethnic group.

Race/ethnicity is reported by parents during regis-

tration each year with non–mutually exclusive

indicators for Hispanic ethnicity and the following

racial groups: American Indian, Asian, black, His-

panic, and white. We create mutually exclusive

racial/ethnic categories by placing each student

in the first category they are identified with in

the following list: Hispanic, black, Asian, and

white. For example, a student classified as both

black and white is considered black, while a stu-

dent listed as black, Hispanic, and white is consid-

ered Hispanic. For analyses, we classify black and

Hispanic students as potentially susceptible and
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white and Asian students as potentially nonsuscep-

tible. This distinction is based both on pervasive

stereotypes about black and Hispanic students

and academic achievement and on the continued

academic marginalization of these groups.4

Administrative designations are not a perfect

measure of students’ self-identification with the

marginalized groups, especially for multiracial

students (Herman 2009). For instance, 27 percent

of the non-Hispanic students classified as black

are also classified as white. We treat multiracial

students as potentially susceptible to racial iden-

tity threat because they are likely to identify

with or be perceived as a member of a marginal-

ized group. To the extent this is not true, we expect

our impact estimates to be attenuated.

We also include student demographic charac-

teristics in all models, to increase the precision

of our self-affirmation treatment effect estimates

(see Table 2). These include prior achievement

and binary indicators for female, limited English

proficiency status, receipt of special education

services, and eligibility for free or reduced-price

lunch, which we include as a proxy for family eco-

nomic resources.

Our core theoretical concern is how school

contexts moderate social identity threat processes.

We operationalize the potential-threat context in

terms of two school characteristics: the numerical

presence and relative academic position of mar-

ginalized groups in the school. Our indicator of

the first is simply the proportion of the total stu-

dent population in the grade that is black or His-

panic. As an indicator of the second feature, rela-

tive academic position, we use an index of the

disparities between potentially susceptible (black

and Hispanic) and potentially nonsusceptible

(Asian and white) students in educational profi-

ciency as measured by state standardized tests in

the year prior to the study.5 Like patterns in track

placement in later grades, large achievement dis-

parities may provide cues to students that race

and achievement are linked, support the implicit

stereotype about marginalized groups’ not being

smart, and may be proxies for underlying pro-

cesses of differentiation that also contribute to

identity threat in school.

We create a single-school context measure by

averaging a standardized version of both school

context indicators (black/Hispanic numerical rep-

resentation and relative academic position). We

combine the measures because group presence

and relative academic position are both

theoretically important cues of situational threat

that may reinforce one another (Purdie-Vaughns

et al. 2008; Tyson 2011). Ideally we would test

the independent effect of each variable along

with the interaction between the two, but this is

practically infeasible with a sample size of 11

and nontrivial correlation between the two meas-

ures in the data (r = .38). In sensitivity analyses

(not reported), we find substantively similar

results when we define context in terms of only

percentage black and Hispanic or only prior

achievement disparities. To facilitate interpreta-

tion, we present all results in terms of a binary

indicator that splits the sample at the mean of

the potential-threat scale: This yields seven high-

potential-threat-context schools (below average

marginalized group presence and relative aca-

demic position) and four low-potential-threat-

context schools. Results are robust to alternate

specifications using threat context from the under-

lying interval scale.

Our ultimate interest is the academic perfor-

mance of students. In this article we focus on

two types of outcome measures (see Table 3).

Our primary outcome, following previous research

in the self-affirmation literature, is students’

cumulative grade point average (GPA) for the

year, measured on a four-point scale. GPA reflects

student effort and performance across all aca-

demic subjects. Cumulative GPA in 2010-2011

(sixth grade) provides a preintervention measure

of this outcome. The second type of outcome is

standardized achievement at the end of the school

year, which reflects students’ accumulated knowl-

edge. In the spring of 2012, students took the

Measures of Academic Progress assessment in

three subjects: mathematics, reading, and lan-

guage usage.6 These three subjects provide a pre-

liminary test of whether social identity threat pro-

cesses are different across these three academic

domains.

Analyses

Our analyses proceed in three stages. First, we

describe student and school characteristics in the

two racial context groups we have identified. We

focus on both experimental balance within each

context group and differences in school character-

istics between the groups. The former assesses the

internal validity of the experiment, which is

required to estimate the causal effect of the self-
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Table 2. Student Characteristics by Experimental Group and School Racial Context Group

Control Treatment Control-Treatment

Mean
(Standard
deviation) Mean

(Standard
deviation)

Standardized mean
difference

[95 percent
confidence interval]

Overall (11 schools)
Student race/ethnicity

Black 0.17 0.19 –0.05 [–0.18, 0.08]
Hispanic 0.18 0.15 0.06 [–0.07, 0.19]
Asian 0.09 0.11 –0.05 [–0.18, 0.08]
White 0.56 0.55 0.02 [–0.11, 0.15]

Prior outcomes, 2011
Mathematics achievement 523.8 (56.8) 529.0 (55.9) –0.09 [–0.22, 0.04]
Reading achievement 509.6 (54.7) 514.4 (54.4) –0.09 [–0.22, 0.04]
Grade point average 3.31 (0.63) 3.27 (0.62) 0.05 [–0.08, 0.18]

Student covariates
Female 0.53 0.48 0.10 [–0.03, 0.23]
Limited English proficiency 0.16 0.13 0.08 [–0.05, 0.21]
Special education 0.11 0.13 –0.05 [–0.18, 0.08]
Free/reduced-price lunch 0.37 0.37 0.01 [–0.12, 0.14]

n 450 460
High-potential-threat context (7 schools)

Student race/ethnicity
Black 0.13 0.13 0.00 [–0.15, 0.15]
Hispanic 0.14 0.13 0.02 [–0.14, 0.17]
Asian 0.08 0.12 –0.13 [–0.29, 0.02]
White 0.64 0.61 0.07 [–0.08, 0.23]

Prior outcomes, 2011
Mathematics achievement 531.5 (57.8) 538.8 (57.2) –0.13 [–0.28, 0.03]
Reading achievement 517.3 (55.5) 523.4 (54.4) –0.11 [–0.26, 0.04]
Grade point average 3.40 (0.62) 3.38 (0.60) 0.03 [–0.13, 0.18]

Student covariates
Female 0.52 0.47 0.11 [–0.04, 0.27]
Limited English proficiency 0.11 0.12 –0.02 [–0.17, 0.14]
Special education 0.09 0.12 –0.09 [–0.25, 0.06]
Free/reduced-price lunch 0.29 0.30 –0.03 [–0.18, 0.13]

n 322 322
Low-potential-threat context (4 schools)

Student race/ethnicity
Black 0.25 0.31 –0.14 [–0.38, 0.10]
Hispanic 0.27 0.20 0.17 [–0.08, 0.41]
Asian 0.12 0.07 0.15 [–0.09, 0.39]
White 0.37 0.42 –0.11 [–0.35, 0.13]

Prior outcomes, 2011
Mathematics achievement 504.2 (49.2) 506.1 (45.4) –0.04 [–0.28, 0.20]
Reading achievement 490.3 (47.7) 493.4 (48.3) –0.07 [–0.31, 0.18]
Grade point average 3.07 (0.58) 3.02 (0.58) 0.08 [–0.16, 0.33]

Student covariates
Female 0.54 0.51 0.06 [–0.18, 0.31]
Limited English proficiency 0.26 0.14 0.28 [0.04, 0.52]
Special education 0.16 0.14 0.05 [–0.19, 0.29]
Free/reduced-price lunch 0.59 0.52 0.13 [–0.11, 0.37]

n 128 138

114 Sociology of Education 87(2)

 at MARIAN UNIVERSITY on January 21, 2015soe.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://soe.sagepub.com/


affirmation intervention within each group. The

latter provides important descriptive information

about the context groups, which is necessary to

properly interpret the differences in self-affirma-

tion effects between them.

Second, we estimate the effect of self-affirma-

tion on students’ academic outcomes. Our initial

model assesses the overall effects of the interven-

tion. The basic form of the treatment impact model

is a multilevel regression to account for the clus-

tering of students within schools:

Yij 2012ð Þ5 b0 1 b1 Treatmentið Þ
1 bpYi 2011ð Þ1 bXi 1 hj 1 ei:

ð1Þ

In this model, Yij 2012ð Þ is the outcome score in

2012 for student i in school j, Treatmenti is the

self-affirmation treatment status for student i,

Yi 2011ð Þ is the previous outcome score, Xi is a vector

of additional covariates (gender, limited English

proficiency, special education, and free lunch eli-

gibility), hj is the residual component for school

j, and ei is the residual for student i. Because the

treatment was randomly assigned to each student,

b1 provides an unbiased estimate of the effect of

self-affirmation with additional controls, but the

inclusion of Yi 2011ð Þ and the covariates in Xi

increases the precision of this estimate. We expect

b1 to be positive among potentially susceptible

(black and Hispanic) students, reflecting benefits

of self-affirmation.

Our core theoretical proposition is that the ben-

efits of self-affirmation differ according to social

context. To test this hypothesis, we add an indica-

tor for high-potential-threat context and an inter-

action with treatment:

Yij 2012ð Þ5 b0 1 b1 Treatmentið Þ
1 b2 HighPotentialThreatj

� �

1 b3 Treatmentið Þ HighPotentialThreatj

� �

1 bpYi 2011ð Þ1 bX i 1 hj 1 ei:

ð2Þ

Our central hypothesis is that the interaction term b3

will be positive for potentially susceptible students,

reflecting the fact that the benefits of self-affirmation

are higher in school contexts we hypothesize are

most threatening. b1 retains a causal interpretation

in model 2; it represents the conditional average

treatment effect of the intervention in the low-poten-

tial-threat context (the omitted category). By virtue

of randomization, treatment and control students

are comparable at baseline (in expectation) within

each context group. However, because we did not

manipulate school context, the interpretation of the

interaction b3 is more complicated. It describes the

Table 3. Mean and Standard Deviation of Outcome Variables by Potentially Susceptible Student Groups
and Potential-threat Context

Potentially susceptiblea Potentially nonsusceptibleb

Mean Standard deviation Mean Standard deviation

High-potential-threat context
GPAc 2.62 0.77 3.49 0.55
Mathematicsd 218.6 19.0 239.8 16.2
Language usaged 212.0 15.4 226.2 12.1
Readingd 211.8 17.0 228.5 13.3
n 174 470

Low-potential-threat context
GPAc 2.78 0.65 3.23 0.55
Mathematicsd 217.7 14.3 228.3 15.9
Language usaged 211.7 10.5 218.6 12.3
Readingd 212.2 12.1 221.0 13.8
n 136 130

Note: GPA = grade point average.
a. Potentially susceptible Students are black and Hispanic.
b. Potentially nonsusceptible Students are Asian and white.
c. Cumulative GPA throughout the 2011-2012 school year.
d. Achievement outcome measured in spring 2012.
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difference in causal effects across the two context

groups. This descriptive difference may reflect the

influence of the potential-threat context, or it may

reflect the influence of a related school characteris-

tic. We return to this important distinction in the

discussion.

Because our hypotheses about self-affirmation

effects are specific to potentially susceptible stu-

dents, we estimate model 1 and model 2 separately

for black and Hispanic students and for Asian and

white students. The black and Hispanic subsample

provides the most direct and intuitive test of our

context hypothesis. The Asian and white subsam-

ple offers a partial falsification test for the theory

of self-affirmation; if the treatment exercises ben-

efit these students, then effects are likely operating

through a more universal pathway than identity

threat alone. We also directly test whether coeffi-

cients are significantly different between subsam-

ples by estimating a pooled version of model 2

(with interactions between potential susceptibility

and all other variables).

In our final set of analyses, we use the esti-

mated effects of self-affirmation for black and

Hispanic students and the racial disparities in the

control group to put the magnitude of the self-

affirmation benefits into perspective. We summa-

rize raw racial performance gaps and the magni-

tude of affirmation effects, and we calculate the

extent to which the intervention closed achieve-

ment disparities in both types of schools.

RESULTS

School Racial Context

Table 2 presents student characteristics within and

between the school context groups. There are two

important descriptive results. First, students are

comparable on observable characteristics between

experimental conditions. In the full sample, the

standardized mean differences between treatment

and control groups are small (all less than or equal

to a tenth of a standard deviation), and no differ-

ence is statistically distinguishable from zero.

This observable comparability suggests that ran-

domization was successful. We find a similar pat-

tern of results within each school context group.

Treatment-control differences are more variable in

these subsamples but still generally small in magni-

tude, which supports the internal validity of the

experiment within each social context group.

The second important descriptive finding is the

noticeable difference in student characteristics

between the two context groups. By construction,

the high-potential-threat group has a lower propor-

tion of black (13 percent) and Hispanic (14 per-

cent) students than the low-potential-threat group

(28 percent and 23 percent, respectively). How-

ever, it is important to note that differences in mar-

ginalized student presence are relative, since

whites are the largest group in both. High-threat

schools are also characterized by large perfor-

mance gaps at baseline (not shown); the black/

Hispanic versus Asian/white gap in GPA prior to

the study is 0.72 (1.18 standard deviations). While

the mean disparities are relatively lower in low-

threat schools (0.41 grade points or 0.70 standard

deviations), they are substantively large.

In addition, racial composition correlates with

academic achievement and demographic charac-

teristics in predictable ways. Schools with fewer

black and Hispanic students are higher achieving

in terms of both standardized tests and grades.

They are also attended by fewer students desig-

nated as limited English proficient or special edu-

cation or receiving free or reduced-price lunch.

School racial context varies along with these other

characteristics of the student body.

Self-affirmation Effects and School
Context

Table 4 presents model estimates for the effects of

the self-affirmation exercises for our main out-

come: cumulative GPA. Model 1 presents the non-

interactive results for potentially susceptible

(black and Hispanic) students. The overall effect

estimate is positive and marginally statistically

significant. The magnitude of this effect is 0.068

on the four-point grade scale, or about a tenth

of a standard deviation. This benefit is smaller

than that reported by Cohen et al. (2009) but still

practically significant, especially given the rela-

tive simplicity of the self-affirmation writing

intervention.

Model 2 in Table 4 tests our main hypothesis

by incorporating the high-potential-threat-school

context variable and interaction with treatment.

Consistent with our expectations, the interaction

term is positive, and the size of the interaction is

large (0.158). There is no substantive effect of

self-affirmation in low-potential-threat-context

schools, but there are benefits of about a quarter
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of standard deviation for potentially susceptible

students in high-potential-threat school contexts.

The modest benefits of self-affirmation overall

masked substantial heterogeneity in effects by

school context. Also of interest in model 2 is the

large and significant negative main predictive

effect of attending a school in the high-potential-

threat group, signifying that potentially suscepti-

ble students receive much lower grades in high-

potential-threat-school contexts: roughly the

difference between a B1 and B on average

(–0.29 grade points).

To put the magnitude of the treatment-context

interaction in perspective, we can also compare

this coefficient to other estimates in the model.

The interaction is about half the size of the nega-

tive effect of high- versus low-threat schools

(0.291). This set of results (along with the negligi-

ble main effect of treatment) predicts that a typical

black or Hispanic student will have a higher GPA

Table 4. Estimates from Multilevel Models Predicting Grade Point Average in 2011-2012 by School
Context (11 Schools)

Potentially susceptiblea Potentially nonsusceptibleb p value for
difference

across groupscModel 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Self-affirmation effects
Self-affirmation treatment 0.0681 –0.0231 –0.012 –0.016 0.846

(0.035) (0.014) (0.0145) (0.041)
High-potential-threat contextd –0.291* –0.106 0.017*

(0.117) (0.066)
Treatment 3 Threat Context 0.158* 0.006 0.046*

(0.047) (0.045)
Additional model estimates

Prior GPA 0.899* 0.889* 1.002* 1.005* 0.200
(0.049) (0.051) (0.068) (0.068)

Female 0.106* 0.104* 0.066* 0.065* 0.516
(0.048) (0.049) (0.021) (0.021)

Limited English proficiency
indicator

0.0641 0.058 0.033 0.034 0.504

(0.043) (0.042) (0.038) (0.039)
Special education indicator 0.021 0.010 0.069 0.069 0.661

(0.084) (0.091) (0.082) (0.080)
Free/reduced-price lunch

eligibility
–0.1081 –0.1191 –0.057 –0.059 0.595

(0.059) (0.063) (0.043) (0.044)
Intercept 0.108 0.038 –0.101 –0.146

(0.198) (0.213) (0.258) (0.264)
Variance components

Between school 0.035* 0.024* 0.011* 0.009*
(0.006) (0.005 (0.003) (0.002)

Within school 0.152* 0.151* 0.075* 0.075*
(0.010) (0.010) (0.004) (0.004)

n 310 310 600 600

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses.
a. Potentially susceptible students are black and Hispanic.
b. Potentially nonsusceptible students are Asian and white.
c. P-value for a test of the null hypothesis that the coefficient in Model 2 and Model 4 are equivalent, based on a fully
interacted pooled model.
d. High-potential-threat context is defined by low group presence and relative academic position of black and Hispanic
students.
1p \ .1. *p \ .05.
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without the self-affirmation exercises in a low-

potential-threat school than with self-affirmation

at a high-potential-threat school. On the other

hand, the predicted affirmation benefit in high-

threat contexts (0.135 = –0.023 1 0.158) is com-

parable to the estimated net effect of free/

reduced-price lunch eligibility among black and

Hispanic students (–0.119). This comparison sup-

ports the notion that affirmation effects are sub-

stantively meaningful for potentially susceptible

students, though only in some schools.

The comparable results for potentially nonsus-

ceptible students (models 3 and 4) are also consis-

tent with our theoretical expectations. We find no

effects of self-affirmation overall and no differ-

ence in this effect between the two school con-

texts. Interestingly, controlling for all other varia-

bles, Asian and white students also receive

somewhat lower grades in high-potential-threat

schools, but this disparity is not statistically signif-

icant. Alongside the large negative main effect of

the high-potential-threat context on black and His-

panic students, this nonsignificant estimate sup-

ports the idea that high-potential-threat schools

are places where marginalized students particu-

larly struggle to learn throughout the year.

Figure 2 summarizes the main findings for

GPA and the achievement outcomes (full model

results are available in Online Appendix A at soe

.sagepub.com). The estimated effects for black

and Hispanic students in each school type are pre-

sented in standardized units to facilitate compari-

sons across outcomes. While there is a clear and

significant context difference for GPA, we find

only partial support for our prediction among the

standardized achievement outcomes. The esti-

mated benefits in high-threat contexts are larger

than those in low-threat contexts for all outcomes,

but this difference is only statistically significant

for language usage (and not substantively mean-

ingful in mathematics). There are positive esti-

mates for all subjects in high-threat schools; all

estimates are consistent with an effect of a fifth

of a standard deviation (the reading point estimate

is 0.08, but imprecisely estimated). Differences

across outcome are driven by differences of the

effects in low-threat schools. There are benefits for

mathematics test scores in these schools, but not

for language usage or reading. We find no effects

of self-affirmation for Asian and white students in

either school context (see Online Appendix A).

On the whole, the GPA results clearly support

our theoretical prediction of an interaction

between school context and self-affirmation bene-

fits while the standardized achievement results

provide only partial support. One possible expla-

nation for the differences across outcomes is that

social identity threat and self-affirmation may

work differently across different academic

domains. For instance, social identity threats

related to English language may be more sensitive

to social context. We find additional suggestive

evidence for this possibility in supplemental anal-

yses of subject-specific grades: The school context

by affirmation interaction among black and His-

panic students is strongest in English classes and

not statistically significant in mathematics classes

alone.

Figure 2. Standardized estimated effects of self-affirmation and 95 percent confidence intervals on poten-
tially susceptible students by potential threat context
*Estimates for high- and low-threat-context groups are significantly different (p \ .05).
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Implications of Self-affirmation and
School Context for Racial Inequality

We have shown that our school context measures

moderate the effectiveness of the self-affirmation

intervention for African American and Hispanic

students. This suggests that the underlying contri-

butions of identity threat to racial/ethnic achieve-

ment gaps vary across schools.

To place the magnitude of these effects in con-

text, we compare the estimated benefits for black

and Hispanic students in grades to the achieve-

ment gap observed in the control condition. In

all schools, the raw counterfactual achievement

gap was 0.82 GPA points. Self-affirmation bene-

fits for black and Hispanic students reduced this

gap by 7.9 percent to 0.76, reflecting a small but

meaningful reduction. This reduction implies that

identity threat accounts for a detectable portion

of the racial achievement gap, although it provides

a lower bound for total impact because the self-

affirmation exercises may not fully counteract

the effects of identity threats. In standard deviation

terms, we estimate that underlying threat pro-

cesses contribute at least 0.09 standard deviations

to the achievement gap, which is somewhat lower

than comparable estimates in other settings (Wal-

ton and Spencer 2009).

As in the main analysis, the overall story masks

important differences between the two potential

threat-context groups. In the high-potential-threat

schools, raw performance gaps are even more

extreme: more than a full letter grade (1.03 grade

points, or 1.44 standard deviations). The affirma-

tion benefits reduce this gap in these schools by

more than overall (12.5 percent), but even the

‘‘reduced’’ gap reflects drastically unequal perfor-

mance of 0.90 GPA points. In comparison, the

racial achievement gaps in the low-potential-threat

context are smaller, 0.40, though still more than

half a standard deviation. There is no appreciable

reduction in the racial GPA gaps in these schools;

if anything, the slight negative estimate of self-

affirmation translates to a 6 percent larger gap.

In short, our (lower-bound) estimates based

solely on the buffering effects of self-affirmation

imply that social identity threat processes explain

at least 12.5 percent of the racial/ethnic achieve-

ment gap in high-potential-threat-school contexts

in the sample. By contrast, in low-potential-

threat-school contexts, we find no definitive evi-

dence that identity threats are implicated in

achievement gaps.

DISCUSSION

This article bridges complementary research on

the prospects of specific social psychological

interventions to close racial achievement gaps in

school and on social identity threat as a theoretical

mechanism through which school racial context

affects student achievement. We found that brief,

targeted writing exercises led to a noticeable, if

modest, reduction in racial achievement gaps but

that these effects were concentrated in specific

types of schools. There are two main implications

of our results. First, they suggest that some of the

academic inequalities in certain schools can be

improved through social psychological interven-

tion. Second, our findings support the hypothesis

that schools with fewer and more academically

marginalized African American and Hispanic stu-

dents provide more threatening environments for

these students. We close by elaborating the impli-

cations of each conclusion, with particular empha-

sis on the strengths and weakness of our unique

study design.

School Context Moderates the
Effectiveness of Self-affirmation
Writing Exercises on Racial
Achievement Gaps

Most fundamentally, our results demonstrate that

potentially threatened students responded differently

to the same self-affirmation intervention across dif-

ferent school contexts. This pattern is clearest for

the main outcome in the self-affirmation literature,

GPA; we also found partial support among standard-

ized achievement outcomes. The strength of these

findings is the random assignment of the same activ-

ities to students within different school contexts,

which allows comparable causal inferences across

contexts. We find limited self-affirmation benefits

in low-potential-threat schools and more widespread

benefits in high-potential-threat schools. This

implies that social psychological interventions such

as self-affirmation may not be beneficial in all

schools. As a matter of educational policy, we may

wish to target these interventions to high-potential-

threat contexts where the need is greatest and the

benefits are the highest. If we implement more

broadly, we may see some universal benefits, such

as in mathematics in this study, but we should not

expect optimal results in all contexts.
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One limitation of our study, however, is that it

does not allow a precise account of the functional

form of contextual variation in self-affirmation

benefits, given that we observe only 11 schools.

Future research will be needed to test whether

there are threshold effects in racial context on

black and Hispanic students, such as different pat-

terns in multiracial settings, or whether group

presence and relative academic position character-

istics exert independent influences on students’

educational experiences. It is also important to

recognize that the procedures we used to identify

high- and low-potential-threat schools in this

study—above and below the district mean on

a combined scale—may not provide meaningful

classifications in other districts. Given the moder-

ating role of school context in our findings, it

follows that the pattern of effects may also

vary across broader contexts. For instance, self-

affirmation may be universally beneficial for

potentially susceptible groups in some districts

and have consistently no effects in others.

Nonetheless, the variation we demonstrate in

a single district provides evidence that the ben-

efits of these types of social psychological inter-

ventions vary across school contexts. Such vari-

ation may explain part of the difference between

the overall effectiveness of the self-affirmation

writing exercises in this study and those in the

original research. We find racial achievement

gaps closed by almost 10 percent overall, while

Cohen et al. (2006) report the intervention

closed the black-white achievement gap by 40

percent. Some of this discrepancy may be

explained by the attenuation of effects generally

observed when interventions are implemented at

a broader scale. However, some of the difference

may be due to differences in the underlying

potential for social identity threats in the two

school contexts.7 In other words, the differences

we observe within a single district suggest that

we should not expect to see equally beneficial

results, or indeed beneficial effects at all, in all

settings. It is also worth emphasizing that

although the self-affirmation exercises contrib-

uted to lower achievement gaps, those gaps

remained wide even in the settings in which

they were most powerful. This pattern implies

that social identity threat pressures are just one

of many confronting black and Hispanic stu-

dents in high-potential-threat contexts.

The Effects of School Racial Context
Operate through the Psychological
Environment

Our results also clarify the social psychological

mechanisms through which school racial contexts

affect student performance and racial achievement

gaps. Differences in the benefits of self-affirmation

provide new evidence that school demographic

context matters for individual student outcomes,

especially those from minority racial groups. How-

ever, our findings also complicate our understand-

ing of how school contexts contribute to racial

achievement disparities.

We find that greater presence of racial minori-

ties is beneficial for potentially susceptible stu-

dents, which we attribute to differences in the

school psychological environment; greater repre-

sentation of marginalized students reduces the

potential for social identity threat. This effect is

opposite in direction from the overall negative

association typically observed between minority

presence and academic outcomes (Berends et al.

2008; Hanushek et al. 2009), and it complicates

any simple reading of that overall association.

Researchers typically speculate that the estimated

negative effects of school minority presence are

related to peer influence mechanisms, with less-

prepared peers especially harming African

American students’ progress in school (Hanushek

et al. 2009). However, our results highlight

that the overall negative association between

minority presence and academic performance

belies potentially diverse and crosscutting effects

on individual student outcomes. The overall

effects of demographic composition, which do

not account for identity threat mechanisms, may

understate the negative implications for high-

minority-school contexts through pathways such

as peer effects.

The validity of this implication requires that

the contextual variation we observe is indeed

due to the hypothesized school differences in

the identity threat environment. Because we do

not randomly assign school context nor measure

identity threat directly, we cannot definitively

rule out alternative explanations for the pattern

of results we observe. However, given the speci-

ficity of the self-affirmation intervention, the

potential alternative scenarios that could explain

our results are not particularly plausible.
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There are three notable potential alternative

explanations for the crucial school differences

we observe here: differences in self-affirmation

implementation, differences in unobserved school

characteristics, and differences in testing proper-

ties of the outcome measures. First, if the self-

affirmation exercises were administered more

faithfully in high-threat schools, this could explain

greater benefits in those schools. However, the

self-affirmation exercises are clearly prescribed

and completed alone by individual students, leav-

ing relatively little room for site-by-site variation

in implementation. School liaisons also reported

substantial buy-in from teachers across all schools

for the first year of the study, suggesting minor

variations in implementation. Second, high- and

low-potential-threat schools may differ in ways

other than psychological environment that moder-

ate the benefits of self-affirmation. For instance,

the intervention may be most effective in highly

resourced learning environments, where poten-

tially susceptible students have the most to gain

when recursive identity threat processes are sub-

verted (Cohen and Garcia 2008). Such differences

are not likely in our research setting in a single dis-

trict in which all the schools are well-resourced in

terms of materials, personnel, and curricula. In

addition, one proxy for the learning opportunities

offered at each type of school is the conditional

achievement growth of nonsusceptible students,

as estimated in model 4 of Table 4. The fact that

we find no significant differences between con-

texts suggests that raw learning opportunities per

se do not differ by context in the sample. Third,

it is possible that measurement artifacts, such as

ceiling effects, may contribute to differences

between the two types of schools. However, our

finding that black and Hispanic students lag

behind other students by large margins on average

in all types of schools (including by half a standard

deviation in low-threat schools) suggests that there

is ample room in the measurement scales above

where most of the focal students achieve. Regres-

sion to the mean is also not a plausible explanation

for our results, even though we categorize schools

in part based on previous performance on stan-

dardized achievement tests. Our core finding is

that treated potentially susceptible students in

high-threat schools perform better than control

students from the same schools. By virtue of ran-

domization, treatment and control students in the

same schools have comparable chances to make

apparent gains due to regression to the mean.

On the whole, our results provide novel support

to the idea that social psychological mechanisms

link school racial context and student outcomes,

especially for marginalized racial and ethnic

groups. These results inspire more specific ques-

tions about how social identity threats vary across

school context and how these social psychological

processes fit in with other mechanisms through

which school context influences individual out-

comes. Future research is needed to elaborate

how the entire constellation of mechanisms oper-

ates and what we can do to provide more equal

learning opportunities to all students in all school

contexts.

As a matter of social policy, our results also

provide optimism for addressing some of the edu-

cational disparities faced by African American

and Hispanic students stemming from the racial

segregation of schools in the United States. The

example of self-affirmation suggests that we can

begin to redress some of the negative consequence

of school racial context by attacking the mecha-

nisms through which it affects students. This is

important because of the practical and legal bar-

riers to directly reducing racial segregation across

schools, especially in light of recent decisions by

the U.S. Supreme Court (Hanushek and Rivkin

2009). While school social context—including

features related to the demographic composition

of the student body—is important for student out-

comes, context effects are neither unitary nor inev-

itable. Policy and basic research needs to shift

from thinking about the effect of racial composi-

tion on student outcomes toward the myriad

effects of racial composition on student outcomes,

many of which may be amenable to intervention.

In that sense, this research provides an early step

by demonstrating that one type of specific school

context mechanism—social identity threat—con-

tributes to persistent racial and ethnic inequalities

in school and that we can intervene to counteract

the negative effects for African American and His-

panic students where disparities are greatest.
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NOTES

1. Throughout this article, we use the term ‘‘race’’ as

shorthand for race/ethnicity. We also use ‘‘white’’

to refer to non-Hispanic white students, ‘‘African

American’’ or ‘‘black’’ to refer to non-Hispanic Afri-

can American students, and ‘‘Asian’’ to refer to non-

Hispanic Asian students.

2. For additional description of the study and a detailed

consideration of the overall impacts, see Borman,

Grigg, and Hanselman (2014).

3. We emphasize that individuals are not inherently vul-

nerable to identity threats based on their social mem-

bership. The risks of threat are specific to the combi-

nation of group membership, social setting, and task

domain. Since this article focuses exclusively on

race/ethnicity and academic settings in school, we

use the phrase ‘‘susceptible to identity threat’’ as

a shorthand for ‘‘susceptible to racial identity threats

about academic performance in the school setting.’’

4. Because both black and Hispanic students are subject

to similar negative academic stereotypes, the com-

bined potentially susceptible indicator best addresses

our theoretical questions while maintaining maxi-

mum power to detect treatment effects within each

group. In supplemental analyses, we find no evidence

of differences by race/ethnicity within the potentially

susceptible groups. We also present results disaggre-

gated by race/ethnicity in Online Appendix B.

5. Specifically, we calculate four differences in propor-

tions comparing susceptible to nonsusceptible groups

in the same cohort in the previous year: scoring at

least a minimum level in mathematics, an advanced

level in mathematics, at least a minimum level in

reading, and an advanced level in reading. We com-

bine these four differences into a single scale and

standardize the result to have a mean of 0 and a stan-

dard deviation of 1, with negative values indicating

poorer relative performance of potentially susceptible

students. Note that the underlying achievement

measures are different assessments than those used

as outcome variables.

6. Measures of Academic Progress is a computer-adap-

tive assessment provided by the Northwest Evalua-

tion Association and used by the district to evaluate

student performance throughout the year. For more

information, see http://www.nwea.org/map. Because

Measures of Academic Progress tests were not

administered in the prior year, we instead use stu-

dents’ scores on the state accountability test in math-

ematics and reading from 2010-2011 as measures of

prior achievement.

7. The setting Cohen et al. (2006) describe is evenly

mixed between African American and white students,

which is most like the low-potential-threat category

in our study. However, we do not know the variation

of racial composition in that local context or other

features of the original site that may contribute to

threatening social conditions. Therefore, it remains

possible that heightened threat conditions in the orig-

inal site explain some of the larger benefits originally

reported.
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